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INTRODUCTION

Collaborative partnerships serve as essential guideposts providing
maps and fellowship to explore transformative crossroads. In an era of
exuberant, at times turbulent, transformation, we need each other more
than ever. With gratitude to my colleagues and associates at Zhuangshi,
the Academy of Arts & Design, Tsinghua University, | am honored to share
some of my thoughts and strategies designed to reimagine education as
a Creativity Incubator. To do so, | will draw from a storehouse of personal
experience and professional lessons learned with Leonardo, life, and love. ']
In recognition that all design tells a story, this essay begins and ends with

two vignettes from my recent experience.

THE BANKER, THE FIREFIGHTER, & THE ANARCHIST

| share my first story as backdrop to the work of reimagining
education as a creativity incubator. This is a personal story that's taken
me more than 10 years to be able to tell. It" s a true story of how |
survived and what lessons | learned from a 120-kiimoeters-per-hour,
highway rollover car crash. | call this story, “The Banker, the Firefighter,

Diana Ayton Shenker, CEO of Leonardo/ISAST
Wang Yun, Oversea Correspondent of ZHUANGSH)/
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and the Anarchist.”
Lesson #1: Expect Invisible Ice

The story begins in a place and a time that looked a lot like a winter
scene from a New England postcard. It was very late winter in upstate
New York, and | was driving home in early March on a busy highway.
Instead of the snow that had covered that part of world for the previous
three months, it was the first day that the snow had melted. The ground
was still frozen and cold, but there was no longer any ice visible and the
world showed the promise of a rebirth that we get to experience each
year in spring. But unfortunately, there was still some ice that remained
invisible on the highway. So, as | drove home at five o'clock in the
evening, in rush hour, at 120-kilometers-per-hour, on a highway full of
other drivers, my wheels unexpectedly slid on some ice. Suddenly, the
car started to skid uncontrollably, fishtailing across two lanes of traffic, at
120-kilometers-per-hour. Miraculously, | avoided hitting any other cars or
being hit by another vehicle. | was headed straight for a cement pylon, the
cement wall that upholds the overpass overhead. At the very last fraction
of a second, | managed to escape that head-on collision because the car
started to roll over once, and then twice, and then again, landing on the
side of the highway. Somehow, in the rollover itself, again | avoided hitting
or being hit by another car. And in its final impact, the car landed not in
the middle of the road, rather on the shoulder of the road, precariously
perched on the passenger side of the car, but safely outside the flow of
heavy traffic. In shock, | found myself still in the driver's seat suspended
by the seat belt that saved my life.
Lesson #2: Welcome Unexpected Partners

Immediately, | took that intuitive, instant self-scan. | knew | was okay.
I'unbuckled my seatbelt, and | stood on the passenger side door on top
of the deployed airbags. | reached up to open the driver's door now like a
hatch above me, and | waved my arm to indicate “I'm here! Help!” Without
hesitating, | held on to the sides of that portal and | pulled myself up to
the top of the car on its side. Before | could begin to navigate how | would
descend from that precarious perch, | heard an unfamiliar voice that said,
“I got you.” I looked down, and there was a stranger who had stopped
and rushed to the car. He lifted up his arms. And | looked down at him
and | said, “you got me?” And he repeated, “I got you” . | put myself in
his arms, and he carried me a safe distance from the car, which was now
enveloped in a plume of smoke from the impact. He sat me down on the
frozen ground beside the highway where we were joined at once by two
other strangers who came to sit with us in the middle of rush hour, on
that very cold evening, on their way home. But instead of continuing on
their way home, they sat with me. They looked at the car, and they looked

back at me, and they shook their heads. "I just don't know how this could

be.” One emergency vehicle came, and then another, and then another,
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the police, a state trooper, a tow truck, a fire truck. One by one, each
driver who came and went, echoed the strangers’ response: they looked
at the car, looked back at me, and shook their heads. “I don't know how
this could be.” Finally, after nearly an hour, an ambulance came to take
me to hospital which is the protocol required for a highway rollover, even
though | knew | was perfectly fine. Not a scratch on me, not a hair out of
place. completely clear. Don't know how that happened.

Before | went into the ambulance, | turned to each of the strangers
who had stayed with me nearly an hour, and asked for their contact
information so | could call them the next morning and thank them for
their support. The first man gave me his card; he was an executive of an
international bank. The banker ensured that | had institutional support and
access to resources. He happened to be driving behind my vehicle, when
the crash happened. He called the emergency number 911. He made
sure that | had the information and documentation | would need. He dealt
with the paperwork. He was The Banker. The second person gave me his
card; he was the Chief of the local fire station. He happened to be driving
past the crash site at that precise moment. The firefighter safeguarded the
immediate vicinity from hazard, he kept our environment secure and safe.
He coordinated the emergency response from the teams of emergency
people coming and going. He was the Firefighter. The third person
reluctantly gave me his name scratched onto a scrap of paper. He had
no business card. And when | looked him up to reach out the next day,
the only information | could find was that he was a member of several
anarchy groups. He was The Anarchist. He took matters, and me, into his
own hands when he single-handedly carried me to safety from the car.
He was equipped with individual initiative, self reliance and a first aid kit. |
said goodbye to the Banker, the Firefighter, and The Anarchist, and | went
into the ambulance.

Lesson #3: We Are Here To Do This Work

About an hour after the crash, | settled into the ambulance and the
shock started to sink in to me of what had just happened. Involuntarily, |
said out loud: “I'm so glad I'm alive!” The Emergency Medical Technician
(EMT) looked at me, looked at the crashed vehicle, then shook her head
just as everyone else had who witnessed the scene of the accident. She
said very simply and directly, “This was not your time to go.” Instantly, |
heard another voice as if someone was standing and speaking right in
front of me, saying, “You are here to do this work.” Not your job, not your
title, not your profession, not even your career. We are here to do this
work.

The next day, | reached out to the Banker, the Firefighter and the
Anarchist, wanting to thank them and let them know | was okay. They
each responded with the same words verbatim. Independently, they each
said, "I just did what anyone else would do.” But they are the ones who
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did so at that moment. That was their work at that time, in that place. |
share this story because there will come moments when each of us may
need to call on or become a banker, a firefighter, or even an anarchist.
Our work is to recognize and seize these moments of human connection.
Because perhaps anyone else would rise to the occasion, but there
comes a time when you need to be the one who answers or requests
that call.

THE AWESOME POWER OF CREATIVITY

Like design, human connection often begins with a story. Origin
stories. Love stories, Scary stories. Fables. Why is this? Storytelling has
the power to literally synchronize our hearts and minds, generating a
shared experience and sense of awe. A captivating story or work of
art can actually recalibrate the heart rate, breath rhythm, and mood of
viewers or listeners to be attuned with each other. When we collectively
focus on a compelling narrative, we become more attentive, receptive,
and empathetic. This is the power of storytelling, the power of engaging
in creativity, and the power of recognizing that we belong to something
larger than ourselves.
Approaching a State of Awe

Sharing a creative experience, not only deepens social connection,
it opens pathways to approach a state of awe. Awe, as defined by Dr.
Dacher Keltner in his book, The State of Awe: the Transformative Power
of Everyday Wonder, is a perceived vastness and sense of wonder, and
it plays a crucial role in mental and physical well-being. Cultivating awe
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through creativity is essential, especially in the face of unprecedented
challenges. Why is it so important to experience a state of awe? Keltner’ s
research underscores the benefits of awe, which include improving
and optimizing states of physical health, mental clarity, functional and
executive performance, and overall vitality. Given these positive benefits,
Keltner’ s research outlines multiple strategies to intentionally cultivate
the state of awe by design. Designing creative experiences is particularly
important as one of the three primary ways to approach the experience
of awe: (1) when we witness or experience human kindness, (2) when
we witness or experience nature, and (3) when we witness or experience
creative inspiration. The power of creativity, whether through hybrid art,
science, technology, or design, is literally awesome.

When we engage in creativity, not only do we approach this state
of awe that is immensely helpful for our mental and physical well-
being, but we also increase capacity for concentration, focus, engaged
learning, innovative teaching, and creative problem-solving. These are
the critical skills that society needs now more than ever, in order to
navigate the unprecedented challenges of our time. Creative problem-
solving is essential to answer the complex problems of our world today
and tomorrow. To incubate creativity, we need to reimagine education,
learning new lessons from creative pioneers.
Creative Pioneers

Creative pioneers imagine what comes next, They experiment, explore
and envision how to move forward. Through collaborative communities
like Leonardo/ISAST (the International Society of Arts, Science and
Technology), creative pioneers engage with Leonardo's cutting-edge
publications, LASER speaker series, immersive residencies, virtual
fellowships, creative incubators, experimental media arts, community-
building programs, and the Leosphere network of partnerships around
the world. In particular, Leonardo/ISAST offers creative engagement
through our singular partnerships with Tsinghua University, MIT Press,
and with Arizona State University, which brings us the message through
ASU President Michael Crow, that we need to “innovate like crazy!” This
is what creative pioneers do. In addition to Leonardo/ISAST, I've been
privileged to witness creative pioneers in social design working to create,
establish or advance the fields of international human rights law, social
innovation and entrepreneurship, impact investment, venture philanthropy,
and creative enterprise across all creative endeavors.

In her book The Creativity Leap, author Natalie Nixon reminds
us that “creativity is the ability to toggle between rigor and wonder.”
New advances in brain science imagery provide visualization of what
happens when the brain is engaged in highly creative thought or practice.
Brain MRIs capture Nixon’ s idea of flow “between rigor and wonder”
represented across not one, but three highly-activated and essential
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networks in the brain. This is to say that creativity is not limited to one
“artsy” part of your head! The interconnected parts of the brain activated
by creativity are (1) the Imagination Network, that corresponds to wonder,
(2) the Executive Attention Network, that corresponds rigor, and (3) the
salience network that toggles between the other two. When our brain is
engaged with creativity, we literally fire and light up multiple brain centers
allowing us to “connect the dots.” We can cultivate this “whole brain
thinking” of creativity through innovative design education and practices.
Recognizing and generating patterns by “ connecting the dots” is key to
effective analysis and decision-making that help address complex and
intersecting challenges. Ultimately this is why it is so critical to reimagine
education as a creativity incubator, to reimagine education beyond
the transfer of one-directional knowledge, beyond static professional
skills development. Reimagining education as the incubator of creativity
enables us to push the boundaries of today and unleash the possibilities
of tomorrow.

In the coming months and years, Leonardo is exploring how to
push boundaries that reimagine education and other fields of inquiry as
creativity incubators. We are considering doing so by experimenting with
Leonardo Labs as a trans-institutional network of networks, a cluster of
creative enterprises and practices incubated through Leonardo and our
partners leading up to our 60th Anniversary in 2028.

VALUES IN ACTION

To reimagine education as a creativity incubator, begin by following
the four cardinal directions of what | call a “Values in Action” compass:
Inspiration, Intention, Integrity, Impact.

Inspiration: The Values in Action (VIA) compass indicates how to go
forward led first by Inspiration. Inspiration asks “why?” What is the driving
purpose, motivation or prompt that inspires reimagining education as a
creativity incubator?

Intention: Secondly, the VIA Compass guides with Intention. Intention
asks “what?” will it look like? What is the vision, aim, goal of reimagining
education as creativity incubators?

Integrity: Third, the VIA Compass guides us to envision with Integrity.
Integrity asks how, how will we center creativity in education, so that it's
not an add-on afterthought? Integrity is both integral and integrated.

Impact: Finally, the VIA Compass guides us to Impact. This direction
asks “so what?” How does reimagining education make a difference?
How does centering creativity impact our world?

The VIA Compass builds on the legacy of Gandhi and his imperative
to “Be the change you want to see in the world” , by enabling the
creative vision to “See the change you want to be in the world.” Through
creativity we see the change we want to be; this requires a fundamental
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shift in mindset. Mindset shifting invites an opening of both minds and hearts,
resetting a “beginner's mind” to dispel bias, not to dismiss nor disregard
disciplinary expertise, but to invoke a sense of curiosity and playfulness so we
might see the world in a new way.

We need to cultivate creativity as the core of the complex skill sets
required to become more human, and more humane. Complex skill sets are
misrepresented when referred to dismissively as so-called “soft skills” of
creativity. More accurately, complex skills of creativity are essential core skills
to be taught, cultivated and incubated. This is not about who has talent or not.
This is about a human birthright and a global need for creative engagement
and experience.

Complex creativity allows us to humanize who we are becoming as
a species, even as we are in the process of evolving. | do not worry about
humans outpacing or constraining Artificial Intelligence (Al). We do not
need to outsmart technology. We need to out-humanize Al, by becoming
more humane ourselves in relation to each other, our resources, and other
intelligences, both artificial and natural. By becoming more human and more
humane through creativity, we will be better able to enter and embrace the
reality of an interspecies world teeming with human and non-human life,
human and non-human intelligence. This is how to reimagine education as
a creativity incubator, so that we might spark imagination to invite mind-
bending and mind-blowing visions of the positive future we need to see.
Amazing visions, such as images taken from the James Webb camera,
surprise viewers with breathtaking, never before seen glimpses into the distant
past. Joy Anderson, founder of Criterion Ventures reminds us: “trust grace to
surprise you.”

THE 5 CORE PRACTICES OF CREATIVITY

We are here to do this work. We're here to reimagine education as a
creativity incubator, to rethink educational design as the model of an atelier, of
lifelong " Collaboratory” fueled by values of Curiosity and Compassion as the
accelerators of creativity. How will we do this? First, we need to be teaching,
learning, and inquiring all throughout our lives, not just within the years of
formal education. Secondly, as explored through Leonardo and introduced
through ASU" s Social Innovation Summit, we rely on five core creative
practices ro reimagine education centered on creativity. Referred to as What
I call the five C's, core creative practices include: creative Contemplation,
Critique, Collaboration, Communication, and Content generation.
Contemplation

Creative Contemplation invites us to reimagine a slower urgency.
As an African proverb teaches, “The times are urgent. Let us slow
down.” Creative critique invites us to reimagine stillness, silence, inquiry,
scholarship, and research as creative practices in and of themselves.
Contemplation guestions the questions, so that we may not only find
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better answers, but seek better questions.
Critique

Creative Critique invites us to explore the power of “thinking outside
the brain,” through the extended mind, what we already know in our
bodies and bones, and what we share in our collective intelligence.
Creative collaboration asks us to reimagine access as creative practice,
inspired by Leonardo's CripTech incubator, which has taught me and
many of us so much about radical access as an opening to creative
practice, inspired by this beautiful image of the ramp to set the stage
literally, or metaphorically, literally here for wheelchair dance performance,
and metaphorically for how we move through our space not only to
benefit the 1 billion people on the planet identify at who identify as
disabled. [Figure 2] But all of us to learn from and celebrate access as
creative practice. We explore radical access as creative practice, in our
work with ASU’ s interplanetary initiative to establish access through
justice, equity, diversity and inclusion in space.
Collaboration

Creative Collaboration invites us to combine and connect in
unexpected ways. As is demonstrated with a beautiful piece, Fau de
Jardin, by the collaborative married team of Christa Sommerer and
Laurent Mignoneau. [Figure 3] The installation invites viewer engagement
and specifically human touch to interact with living plants presented as
works of art, connected through digital sensors to the screen behind
them that populates with simulated plant images; inspired by the human
non-human interaction, human to non human life and to non human
intelligence that looks like this.
Communication

Creative Communication invites us to reimagine education beyond
knowledge transfer to knowledge generation and knowledge dissemination
in new and creative ways. Celebrating Leonardo's 30 year partnership
with MIT Press, we have in recent years been able to experiment with
multilingual publications in English and Russian, English and Spanish and
Catalan, and coming up very soon in English and Chinese. We have also
experimented with Augmented Reality (AR) art in the publications, and
through our partnerships with Cyland Media Arts Lab, explored thematic
foci of “Chaos and Cosmos,” “Fermentation,” and “Vulnerability.”
Content

The first four core creative practices (communication, collaboration,
critique and contemplation,) combine to inform the fifth “C” , Creative
Content generation. In terms of Creative Content Generation, I'm going to
share a few of my personal collaborations and projects that | have been
privileged to engage with in recent years.
New Babel

During the three-year, Global Catalyst Senior Fellowship | held in
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collaboration with The New School in New York City, | was able to work with
two dozen thought leaders from around the world drawing from different
disciplines and fields to identify and publish A New Global Agenda: Priorities,
Practices, and Pathways of the International Community (Rowman & Littlefield,
2018). llluminating this book with art by my partner, William T. Ayton, we
featured the painting seen on the cover, an original piece called A New World.
[Figure 4] This painting inspired the digital image of New World City that then
inspired the Augmented Reality (AR) sphere installation, New World City,
which received the 2020 Visionary Award from the 2112 Foundation. Creative
content generation allows us to reimagine our world. New Babel, another
collaboration with Ayton art, took that same image of the New World painting
from New Global Agenda book cover, converted into the Augmented Reality
New World, and wallpapered or textured an 8-story tall orb rotating on top of a
10-story tall, Augmented Reality tower that was installed in the middle of Union
Square in New York City in 2019. Viewable through smart phone screens, New
Babel, Ayton’ s 18-story tall AR sculpture installation, allowed viewers to hold
in their hands a digital skyscraper, while simultaneously seeing the physical
skyscrapers in the backdrop. [Figure 5] To inspire a new way of seeing our
world, New Babel was created with a team of six people from six different
nationalities and different disciplines. The iterative process of creative content
generation continues as New Babel also inspires additional works and works-
in-progress, including a new initiative called ConstellationXR.
ConstellationXR

Ayton’ s ConstellationXR wraps Earth with 36 networked nodes of digital
public art. [Figure 6-8] Each installation features an iconic tower (inspired
by New Babel) and orbiting spheres of XR assets to inspire insight, navigate
pathways and unveil patterns of conductivity portals encircling the globe as
a vehicle for planetary healing. The ultimate aim is to H.E.A.L. with Hope,
Empathy, Awe, and Love, connecting people around the world through art.
ConstellationXR presents the world” s first global AR art collaboration as
the networked series of 36 digital public art installations being rolled out
over the next six years. Each installation centers around the New Babel
tower, and features seven AR spheres that showcase different digital assets
from local partners conveying their resilience and community-activated
engagement. Inside of the tower, images depict the combination of multi-
directional elements, combining organic, natural, digital and industrial materials.
Descending down through the tower is an energy flow depicting what we
receive from intelligence, from industry, from the environment. The energy loop
then ascends back up through the tower, circling into a regenerative cycle.
Each installation around the planet is iterative, experimenting to contextually
customize the towers reflecting its host location. ConstellationXR is also
inspired by Nikola Tesla's vision of towers as vehicles for communication
information and energy to be exchanged, so that the 36 installations encircle
the globe with a digital connecting portal of creative content that HEALs with
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hope, empathy, awe and inspiration.

REIMAGINE EDUCATION

This is the work we are here to do. We are here to reimagine education
as a creativity incubator so that we might move beyond simply transferring
academic research and scholarship to inform society, rather co-creating ideas
that transform society. We do this guided by the Values In Action Compass,
cultivating core creative practices of Contemplation, Critique, Collaboration,
Communication and Content generation. This gives us a good chance, | think
one of the best chances, to transcend the challenges that we are facing in
this unprecedented time. We are here to reimagine education as a creativity
incubator. And this starts here and it starts now.
A Love Story

To conclude these thoughts, | share a final, very short story. This is a love
story that is a response to our digital time, our digital era and our cell phones.
Sometimes, when | see beautiful images that come into my social media feed, |
might attempt to show that | like the image or idea posted, by adding a “thumbs
up” . Alternatively, perhaps | add a heart. Sometimes | write the comment “love
this!” A few years ago now, | saw a photograph posted by a friend of mine whom
I'hadn't seen in years. It was a wonderful photograph of her with her family
rolling on the ground laughing, not staged, not particularly flattering of anyone,
just this moment of unmitigated joy. So | went to write a comment, “love this!”
But my smartphone autocorrected my declarative “love this!” to the imperative,
“live thus!” Live thus! Imagine if we all could choose to live according to what
we love. This is how we begin to approach that state of awe that opens us to
creative problem-solving, to divergent thinking.

We are here to do this work. We are here to share our stories. We are here
to become more human and more humane. We are here to reimagine education
as a creativity incubator, so that we might reimagine our world.

Notes :

[1] Editor’ s notes: Leonardo was founded in 1968 in Paris by kinetic artist and astronautical
pioneer Frank Malina who saw the need for a journal to serve as an international channel of
communication among artists, with emphasis on the writings of artists who use science and
developing technologies in their work. Published by The MIT Press, Leonardo has become the
leading international peer-reviewed journal on the use of contemporary science and technology
in the arts and music and the application and influence of the arts and humanities on science

and technology. For more information, please visit leonardo.info and https://leonardo.info/home.
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