A noted
educator

Penn State Great Valley
professor, saxophone player

stresses creativity in workplace

By EILEEN GRAY
Special to the Local News

EAST WHITELAND — This past May, the
Penn State Great Valley School of Graduate
Professional Studies offered a new course
called “Creating Innovative High Performance
Organizations.”

What makes this course unusual is its em-
phasis on creativity in the workplace.

Eric Stein, an associate professor of Man-
agement Science and Information Systems, de-
veloped and teaches the course.

“Corporations want people who can express
themselves creatively,” said Stein.

Stein has a B.A. in physics from Amherst and
a Ph.D from Wharton in managerial science. He
is also an ac-
complished
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the importance of introducing attributes nor-
mally associated with the arts, such as creativi-
ty and improvisation, into the business world.

“] guess I'm in a unique position because I
have seen both sides. There aren’t that many
sons or daughters of jazz musicians who've
gone on to Wharton to teach graduate busi-
ness school,” he said.

Stein grew up in Westchester County, New
York, in a musical family. His father was a pro-
fessional jazz pianist who played with the Glen
Miller band, recorded with Charlie Parker and
played at the White House for President Jimmy
Carter.

His sister played violin. Stein began playing
the trumpet when he was in fourth grade and
continued through college.

He gave up playing music for about five years
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after college before finally tak-
ing up the saxophone.

“I've always loved music. I al-
ways came back to it in one
form or another,” he said.

After graduating from
Amherst, Stein worked for
three years as an applications
engineer. Working as a scien-
tist in a large corporation
steered Stein toward his inter-
est in the behavioral aspects of
management. He became very
interested in efficiency and ef-
fectiveness and how organiza-
tions can function better,
which led him to study man-
agerial science.

He began teaching at Penn
State Great Valley in 1990. From
his earliest days of teaching,
Stein began formulating the idea
for a course that would combine
creativity and business.

He credited his father as an
inspiration for the course. He
said his father thought corpo-
rations should be more cre-
ative and improvisational.

“He and I used to talk about
trying to get people to under-
stand jazz and improvisation
and how it applies to business.
He was a very astute business-
man, from a small business
perspective,” said Stein.

“We all try to find a thread to
integrate all the pieces of our
lives and this is one way for me
to do that. But I also believe it
makes good sense from both an
academic and from a practical




business perspective,” he said.

The course is centered
around three mai n concepts: to
learn about the c reative design
process; to develiop a capacity
for improvisation; and to un-
derstand the importance of the
aesthetic aspects -of work, such
as passion and flOW.

“Those are the tlhree pillars of
what I'm trying to' teach. Taken
together, those enthance an or-
ganization’s abilityy to be efffec-
tive. To create work environ-
ments that people are really ex-
cited about and where they do
their best work, vvhere they re-
alize their potenti:al,” said Stein.

Stein believes ithat it is not
enough to simply tell his stu-
dents that it is important to be
creative in their vwork, but that
he must allow them a way to
experience the aesthetic. In

other words, let them draw,

act or make music to under-
stand the creative process.

“Most people doi't experience

that kind of passion and cre-
ativity because most of their de-
velopment in that area stopped
at the third grade,” he said.

Stein believes many people
have an inner voice that tells
them they are not creative. He
wants to teach them that they
only need the proper tools and
that, in business, if you give
people the tools and opportu-
nity, they will create.

“If they've never had that ex-
perience, or they had the inner
voice that tells them they're not
creative, then you get what you
believe. Your beliefs condition
what you become,” he said.
~ Stein’s students read acade-

mic articles and texts. But
they are also required to look
for outside sources that high
light the themes of creativity
and improvisation.

One student cited scenes
shown in the film “Apollo 13’
as an example of improvisa
tion in the workplace.

Stein believes that after read
ing and talking about creativity
it is essential to actually prac
tice the creative process to un
derstand it at a deeper level
One way he gives his students
that experience is to bring in ¢
professional artist to teach the
students drawing techniques.

It was especially gratifying
for Stein to see his students gc
from drawing stick figures tc
three-dimensional images witl
only one short lesson.
~Stein believes that many o
his students have “aha” mo
ments when they realize tha
they can be creative. Thej
learn that even within the con
straints of the organizationa
procedures of the workplace
it is possible to improvise.

“It’s one thing to read abou
it, it’s another thing to do it
That's what they will really re
member. They were really en
gaged in the process and that’:
what they’ll bring back to the
workplace,” Stein said.

Stein has had students tell hin
that they see his class as the cut
ting edge, as a look to the futur«
of where business is headed.

Just as ethics worked its wa;
into the curriculum 10 years agc
Stein believes that the creative el
ement will eventually work it:
way into business school cur
riculums in the near future.

“Corporations are evolvin;
institutions. We don’t reall;
know where they're going t«
go. Our concepts of them haw
gone from a very mechanistic
machine-like world to a worl(
where we're trying to realiz
the most of human potential
to be creative,” he said.




Eric Stein, an associate professor of
Management Science and Information Systems,
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