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The Festival of Creative Learning 
is a year-long series of events 
focusing on creative learning 
and innovation at the University 
of Edinburgh, culminating in 
a week-long curated Festival 
in February. It is supported 
by the Institute for Academic 
Development (IAD). Both 
staff and students are invited 
to apply to run events with 
the Festival.
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“Our goals are 
to help staff and 
students create 
innovative, 
experimental and 
collaborative 
ways of learning 
in a safe space.”



The Festival aims to provide  
space for staff and students 
at the University of Edinburgh 
to play, to experiment, to 
innovate, to collaborate and, 
dare I say it, to fail. 

How precious, how rare it is to discover 
this sort of space – where the emphasis 
is not on how many seats we fill, 
how many tickets we sell, how many 
answers we get right, but rather on truly 
exploring and pushing boundaries, 
communicating in radically new ways 
and leaping into the dark to find out 
what new ideas await us there.   

Our goals are to help staff and students 
create innovative, experimental and 
collaborative ways of learning in a safe 
space, to give people the training and 
support they need to design and run 
events, and to celebrate the work of all 
our event organisers and the discoveries 
we make together along the way. By 
its very nature and commitment to 
openness and diversity, the programme 
covers an enormous range of disciplines 
and activities.

Rather than running each of the more 
than 130 events ourselves (we have 
a small but efficient staff of two), we 
seek proposals from staff and students, 
distribute funding, provide a platform 

and communications umbrella for the 
events and aim to empower our staff 
and students to get the most out of what 
we provide. We hope that the Festival is 
a learning experience not just in terms 
of the research being conducted but 
also in events design and management, 
imparting vital skills to organisers 
that they can make use of in future 
employment, study and enterprise.  
We want to celebrate the idea that 
we learn better when we are enjoying 
ourselves, when we are treated with care and 
respect, and when we are encouraged to 
use our imaginations and to play.

The Festival will continue to develop, 
and we have already gathered a long list 

of ideas about ways to make the Festival 
even more useful, expansive, innovative 
and attractive. Get in touch with your 
own suggestions, and we hope you 
will take the leap as well and consider 
developing an idea for a Festival Pop-up 
event throughout the year or for an event 
in the Festival of Creative Learning 2018. 

“We want to celebrate 
the idea that we learn 
better when we are 
enjoying ourselves.”

 Jennifer Williams, 
 Projects and Engagement Coordinator,  
 Institute for Academic Development 

 FROM THE  
 FESTIVAL  
 COORDINATOR 
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Jennifer Williams is the Projects and 
Engagement Coordinator at the Institute 
for Academic Development, and Lucy 
Ridley is the Projects and Engagement 
Administrator. Together we look after the 
Festival of Creative Learning, with the help 
of Student Assistants, colleagues at the 
IAD and everyone who takes part in the 
Festival.

This year our marvellous Student Assistants 
were: Jemima John, Rimvydas Rubavicius, 
Justas Lukosiunas.

 OUR TEAM 
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The Festival of Creative Learning will be accepting 
applications in October, and we are also open to 
proposals for Festival of Creative Learning Pop-up 
events throughout the year. For more details about 
how to get involved, go to...  
 www.festivalofcreativelearning.ed.ac.uk 

 HOW YOU CAN  
 GET INVOLVED 
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 Benefits of organising  
 Festival events and  
 Pop-ups include: 

 Sharing a passion 
Exposure for the innovative work you or your 
department or society are already doing.

Create an event or series that showcases 
your interests.

 Working with others 
Meet and build relationships with other 
Schools, departments, students, staff, 
and the local community.

Develop collaborative working methods 
and team skills.

Meet like-minded people interested 
in innovation, creative learning and 
designing learning experiences.

 Learning new skills 
Discover new ways to learn.

Gain skills in other disciplines, event 
management and leadership.

Learn more about how the University works 
behind the scenes and how to navigate its 
systems.

Take an idea from design to delivery.

Acquire competency-based experience for 
your CV.

 Shaping the future of learning 
Pilot an idea, course or workshop in a 
supportive and low-risk environment.

Gather research from event attendees.

Make a real change to the UoE community.

Explore public engagement.

 Helping others shine 
Give students and staff opportunities to 
grow and showcase their potential. 



“This topic was 
well outside my 
usual comfort 
zone — but it 
isn’t any longer!”

The Festival of Creative Learning 2017 has successfully 
made the transition from its previous incarnation, Innovative 
Learning Week, to a volunteer-led participatory model.  

It provides a safe space within the 
University for staff and students to explore 
innovation, a training platform for creativity 
and collaboration in event design and 
management, and a community-building 
festival. It aligns with a number of the 
aims of the new University of Edinburgh 
Learning & Teaching Strategy, including:

Offering an educational experience 
that is inspiring, challenging, and 
transformational;

Providing a supportive environment 
and rich learning culture; 

Equipping students with the 
knowledge, skills and experiences 
to flourish and continue to learn 
in a complex world and become 
successful graduates who 
contribute to society.

Key achievements during the academic 
year have been support for several Pop-up 
events, the development of flexible branding 
and promotional materials that can be used 
and re-purposed, and the creation of new 
resources and guides for event organisers. 
Central to these achievements was the 
curated programme in February 2017.  

1.

2.

3.

As expected, the programme was smaller 
this year with fewer applications, events 
and participants overall. The quality of 
engagement across the Festival, however, 
was improved by the lack of a mandatory 
element, which in the past made some 
people feel forced into the process rather 
than being willing participants. The range 
and scale of the Festival is significant, 
with over 130 events and more than 2,200 
tickets booked.

The current team at the IAD in charge of 
coordinating the Festival came into their 
posts in December 2016, so this first 
Festival has been an exercise in learning 
for them as well. It has provided an 
opportunity to understand what procedures 
are currently in place and to design and 
implement improvements – most notably 
to the communications and administrative 
systems – to strengthen the overall 
operations of the Festival and expand its 
reach and potential impact for the future.
The focus on building a community of 
practice of staff and students keen to 
innovate and experiment with creative 
approaches to learning has, in line with 
our plans, continued in a voluntary and 
meaningful way, thus supporting innovation 
in teaching and learning more widely. 

 IMPACT  
 SUMMARY 
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 We provide holistic  
 support to enhance  
 the wider impact  
 of the Festival of  
 Creative Learning. 

 We aim to: 

Recognise, celebrate and inspire creative 
learning at the UoE  

Help participants to gain new skills and 
broaden mindsets 

Support the UoE community in developing 
creative learning practices by providing 
a platform for experimentation and 
exploration  

Enhance the UoE experience in line with 
strategic learning and teaching priorities 

Develop a pipeline of innovation at the 
UoE through encouragement, training 
and self-directed learning opportunities 

Explore the definitions of innovation and 
creativity and how they can be further 
embedded into the learning experience   

Cultivate the effective design and 
delivery of innovative and creative 
events  

Foster meaningful and interesting 
collaborations and learning communities  

Use our resources and knowledge 
to enhance our local and global 
community  

“It was great 
fun to get 
together with 
people whose 
experiences 
are vastly 
different from 
my own.”

 AIMS AND  
 VALUES 

 We value: 

Openness
Nurturing an open mindset 
and curiosity about learning 

Collaboration
Creating meaningful 
connections  

Creativity
Taking risks and 
implementing original ideas 

Mindfulness 
Celebrating thoughtful and 
holistic ways of working 

Experimentation 
Building and prototyping 
ideas in a supportive 
environment 
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 STATISTICS 
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 I’m a Perfectionist…  

 This event epitomises all that is  
 important about creative learning. 
It taught the value of high standards, but allowed me to see 
that this shouldn’t come at the detriment of health. Rachel, 
the organiser, put a lot of time and effort into organising this, 
and it was something many students had long wanted — 
someone, other than our peers, to tell us that it was okay to 
have fun, sometimes, and not take life seriously every day. I 
think Rachel’s event deserves endless praise purely because 
it’s made me a better learner. I’ve since been able to stop my 
perfectionist tendencies getting in the way of my education. 
And I’ve at long last been able to appreciate my strengths. 

 GET  ME 

 OUT 

 HERE! 

 OF 
 How to Tell a Medieval Gaelic Tale 
This topic was well outside my usual comfort zone — but it isn’t 
any longer! It was great fun to get together with people whose 
experiences are vastly different from my own, and share insights 
about how stories we only possess in manuscript form can be 
brought to life. I can imagine it providing useful fodder for a 
conference presentation, too.

 PARTICIPANT STORIES 
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 Dash Kapital: Neoliberalism,  
 Gender and Victimhood in  
 Keeping Up With the Kardashians 
The event I attended was really interesting and made me question my 
preconceived ideas about the Kardashians, and other cultural icons. 
It also pushed me to think about the way women, and particularly 
powerful/successful women or women who embody certain types 
of femininity, are portrayed in the media. Applying various gender 
theories to an example from reality TV helped me gain a new 
perspective and a deeper understanding on the topics discussed in 
my Gender and Justice course. Overall, it was a really beneficial event 
for me and I feel that what I learned will have a significant impact on 
my future studies. 

 Start Now!  
 (Startup 101 improvised)  
The workshop session was really useful and helpful 
in understanding tips and advice to become 
entrepreneurs. Thomas delivered exceptionally well 
in his presentation and his entrepreneurial attitude 
inspired me greatly. Being an entrepreneur himself, 
his life story and experience have impacted me to 
become an entrepreneur in the near future.  

 PARTICIPANT STORIES 
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 Student Festival Event Organiser 
I had recently learned about hyperbolic origami, and thought it could be a great 
way to introduce non-mathematicians to the idea of curved space. I got involved 
because I saw that an event on this specific topic could be a great way to do 
some maths outreach that would bring together science and outreach.

I gained the skills of organising an event: planning months in advance, 
budgeting, liaising with a broader, festival-wide set of deadlines. I also learned 
specifically how one might do this within the University (e.g. how to use the 
events site, how to use EdinburghFirst). I further developed my skills in origami 
teaching, and in mathematics communication.

I have developed a relationship with the Mathematics Outreach Officer and 
through working with them on this project, have become involved in further 
outreach projects in the School of Mathematics. I have also become friends  
with another event organiser from my School.

 Postgraduate  
 Student Festival  
 Event Organiser 
The most memorable experience was to 
see with delight that the idea I had in my 
head also resonated with other people 
who are doing research on a completely 
different area but they still found the 
connections in what I was offering them; 
that was fascinating and encouraging. I felt 
I gained so much confidence by delivering 
this workshop.

I feel that my communication skills and my 
ability to promote knowledge exchange 
improved through this experience. I think I 
promoted my professional profile outside 
my own academic unit.

 EVENT  
 ORGANISER  
 STORIES 

“...the idea I had in my 
head also resonated 
with other people”
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 Academic Staff  
 Festival Event  
 Organiser 
Really I felt this was a great opportunity 
for me to create something interesting 
that could supplement my gender and 
justice teaching and give the students 
a sense of how research can apply to 
issues that they encounter day-to-day. 
In terms of motivation, I felt that this was 
a great opportunity for me as an early 
career academic to demonstrate that I was 
capable of engaging the students beyond 
the classroom. I found the opportunity 
to show my young female students 
using research that they should not see 
themselves as victims or oppressed was 
genuinely fulfilling and this was a creative 
way to make this point that I think was 
meaningful. I also learned how to make a 
podcast and commission design for a logo, 
and I developed an academic connection 
between Edinburgh Law School and the 
School of Divinity that did not previously exist.



 PLANS FOR  
 DEVELOPMENT 

The main difficulties reported by organisers had to do with various 
Festival and University systems that are challenging to navigate such 
as the Festival event booking system and the University room booking 
system. We are revamping our resources, systems and training offering 
to respond to these ongoing complexities.

We want to strengthen the Festival and raise its profile both within and 
beyond the University of Edinburgh.  We will do this by sharing our positive 
stories and creating resources of use to staff and students who would 
like to explore creative learning, innovation, collaborative experiments, 
events management and more. Our branding, website and social media will 
be major vehicles for this work, and we are exploring podcasts and video 
resources to communicate the learning and teaching insights of the Festival 
and make them more accessible for a diverse and widespread audience. 

We will continue to support experimentation in ways that mean more typical 
signposts of success are not our key measures (audience numbers, ticket sales,  
easy/short-term learning experiences). While we have events that display these  
successes, we want to make room for those which struggle, attempt the impossible,  
break new and difficult ground and take risks that might result in what some would 
call failure, but what we see as a vital component of real innovative learning. 

Our year-round programme of Pop-up events will allow us to develop and expand 
the presence of the Festival in new ways and feed into the curated week in February, 
while enabling us to work with partners and the University staff and administration. 
These ground-breaking events and projects will focus on research areas that will feed 
back into the development of the work of the IAD to improve the understanding and 
enjoyment of University life. Please get in touch with your ideas for Pop-up events and 
events for the Festival of Creative Learning 2018!
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 THANK YOU 
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Many thanks to everyone who 
helps make the Festival of Creative 
Learning so vibrant and exciting!

We look forward to thinking, 
making and dreaming with you 
again and hearing about how your 
engagement with the Festival has 
affected your ways of creating, 
learning and teaching. Please get 
in touch any time to tell us your 
Festival story by emailing:
  
 creative.learning@ed.ac.uk  



 OUR STORIES 
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www.festivalofcreativelearning.wordpress.com 

www.storify.com/CreativeLearn/festival-of-creative-learning

www.festivalofcreativelearning.wordpress.com/2017/03/24/
the-awards-the-results-are-published
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