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Introduction

The field of creativity research spans multiple disciplines. In
education, a great deal of focus around creativity has been
limited to individualistic views of creativity, particularly those
stemming from psychological or psychometric perspectives.
While individual, psychological or psychometric approaches
may be one important way to frame creativity, we in the Deep
Play Research Group emphasize that this is only one of the
ways in which creativity might be examined. Education lies at
the crossroads of multiple disciplines, and teaching and learn-
ing are complex arenas. We must explore multiple, varied and
diverse views that support the disciplinary richness of creativ-
ity and education. In recent articles in this column series, we
have explored different views and research perspectives on
creativity, via interviews with noted scholars working in this
area (Good et al. 2016; Richardson et al. 2016). In this article,
through an interview with Dr. Keith Sawyer, we extend the
conversation into a social and collaborative view of creativity.

Dr. R. Keith Sawyer is the Morgan Distinguished
Professor in Educational Innovations at the University of
North Carolina in Chapel Hill. Dr. Sawyer has written mul-
tiple books on the topic of creativity, and is considered one
of the world’s leading experts on the subject. Dr. Sawyer
came to the field of education by way of a diverse back-
ground and interests. He completed a computer science de-
gree from MIT in 1982, then began his career in videogame
design for Atari. After this, he worked as a management
consultant in innovation technologies with Kenan Systems
Corporation. In 1990, Dr. Sawyer began his doctoral studies
in psychology, focusing on the study of creativity with the
renowned Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (author of best sell-
ing books such as Flow and Creativity). From that time on,
Dr. Sawyer has devoted his work and research to issues of
creativity, collaboration, and learning.
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In an interview with Dr. Sawyer, several themes emerged,
under the umbrella of creativity as social and collaborative in
nature. These themes include: group or ensemble creativity,
creativity as structured improvisation, creativity as acting and
engaging with the world, and the potential of networking and
social technologies to enhance creativity.

Ensemble Creativity

Research has demonstrated that creative and productive indi-
viduals integrate aspects of their personal and professional
lives, in ways that enrich both (Henriksen and Mishra 2015).
Dr. Sawyer, as a creative individual and a scholar of creativity,
has managed to do just that. Amid other interesting and di-
verse aspects of his background is the fact that he has been a
jazz pianist for over 30 years, having spent several years
playing piano with Chicago improv theater groups. This is
where his interest in creativity, and his particular take on it,
began. Dr. Sawyer became an accomplished classical pianist
at a young age. But a crucial turning point came when in high
school he joined the jazz band. As he describes it:

The first day of rehearsal, the band director put the sheet
music in front of me, and I couldn’t play a note. There
were no notes on the score! I didn’t know that in jazz,
you’re supposed to improvise your own parts. It took me
a year, teaching myself all over again. I’ve always been
fascinated by improvisation, and how it is that more than
one person can improvise at the same time. It’s un-
planned, and it’s unpredictable. You don’t know what’s
going to happen. But somehow, magically, it just comes
together and makes something beautiful.

This initial interest led to a research focus in social or col-
laborative creativity, particularly in considering groups, im-
provisation and ensemble structures. Dr. Sawyer discussed
how it is difficult enough to improvise alone, but the challenge
dramatically increases when improvising in an ensemble. It is
here that listening power is elevated to maximum capacity,
because one must listen with extraordinary care to what ev-
eryone else is doing, and translate that into one’s own practice
instantaneously. As Dr. Sawyer puts it, “You listen to what
everybody else is doing because their parts are not written out
either. You must listen at the same time that you are creating
new things. It’s a challenge, but it inspires you to play things
you wouldn’t have played if you had been by yourself.”

Such careful listening is akin to Root-Bernstein and Root-
Bernstein’s (1999) and Mishra, Koehler, and Henriksen’s
(2011) discussion of observation as the first step to creativity.
In using observation as a core skill for transdisciplinary crea-
tivity, it requires intake and use of sensory information from
the surrounding world, through highly tuned and focused
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perception. In this case, Dr. Sawyer’s description suggests that
listening is something that happens both organically and with
intense focus. Just as observing requires that we go beyond
merely looking, to see what is there, it also means going be-
yond merely hearing, to /isten for the details. When this hap-
pens well, it allows the entire ensemble to coalesce around
distinct sounds and rhythms that creates music. Thus it is both
perceiving and then creating patterns collaboratively — another
transdisciplinary skill noted as essential to creativity
(Root-Bernstein 2003).

Dr. Sawyer parlayed his experience in jazz improvisation
into his creativity research. His first study involved jazz mu-
sicians in Chicago, and from there he discovered a genre of
theater called Improvisational Theater. He auditioned and
earned a part as a pianist, aided by his jazz background and
improvisational skills. Stemming from this focus on ensemble
work, Dr. Sawyer grew fascinated with the entire sphere of
improvisation. For example, this occurs when actors impro-
vise their dialog on stage, without a script or without a director
guiding them. He reflected on this, commenting:

It’s an ensemble creativity. I noticed in my research very
similar patterns in musical improvisation and in theater
improvisation...in the nature of how different people
somehow all improvise, and come together to generate
something that works, something that works for an au-
dience, something that is coherent. It builds a new cre-
ative product that no one person could have come up
with by themself, but the group is able to do it.

This led to a search to understand how such improvisation
actually works. Dr. Sawyer suggests that if you engage with any
area like this for some time, you quickly learn that it is not
completely improvised. There is always an open and generative
yet identifiable structure to improvise within. Dr. Sawyer de-
scribes this as creativity, in jazz musicians as well as as in
improvisational theater, occurring with “guiding instruction...
to help them coordinate.” The group, he discovered, “is impro-
vising but they are improvising within a structure.”

Even beyond the realm of teaching, he suggests that this
balance is necessary for real teamwork across fields, be that in
jazz, business or any other area of collective work and learn-
ing. In his definition of creativity, Dr. Sawyer sees a subtle
difference in how his take on creativity has varied from that of
many other researchers. He notes a certain amount of consen-
sus around creativity as involving elements of novelty and
effectiveness, aligning with many existing definitions
(Amabile 1996; Cropley 2003; Fox and Fox 2000; Zhou and
George 2001). However, in comparison, Dr. Sawyer’s work
differentiates between individual and group creativity:

‘What may be different about my definition is that I think
about both individual creativity and group creativity. For
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me, if it is group creativity, then the group is generating
something new that they haven’t generated before, and
the measure of whether it’s creative or not is also collec-
tive...by the group, the members of the ensemble, or the
audience.

So Dr. Sawyer suggests that it is not just something new
and original, but also something that has effectiveness for an
audience. He notes that, a “creative” product must work well
or have value to others saying, “You could be generating noise
which is completely original, but it doesn’t provide any ful-
fillment to an audience. It doesn’t really benefit anybody. I'd
say it has to be original, but it also has to work somehow for
some audience.”

This basic insight about how improvisation occurs within
some type of structure, leads to implications for how to create
effective groups in any setting; whether it be for a business
setting or for academic research or a sports team. Dr. Sawyer
notes that any creativity involves “the same dynamic, of this
tension between structure and freedom.”

Structured Improvisation

This balancing tension between structure and improvisation
characterizes much of how Dr. Sawyer sees creative work
happening in practice across disciplines. In particular, he has
focused on how this dynamic plays out in teaching. In his
book, Structure and Improvisation in Creative Teaching
(Sawyer 2011a), Sawyer and colleagues build on the insight
that effective teaching is essentially improvisational. He notes
that:

There are improvisational exercises that you associate
with theater. You are learning things like close listening.
You are learning to build on what someone else does, as
opposed to ignoring it or rejecting it and imposing your
own view. I believe it can help teachers to be more
effective to work through some of these improvisational
activities.

In contrast to many traditional forms of learning, which
involve mere rote activity and memorization, Dr. Sawyer ar-
gues (in keeping with current research in the learning sci-
ences) that learning becomes much more meaningful if the
learner is actively participating and able to choose their own
path. Thus, Dr. Sawyer suggests that all genuine learning is
creative and improvisational. As he says: “Most educational
researchers wouldn’t use that term, but they will talk about
constructivism. Children construct knowledge, and that is es-
sentially an improvisational process. I would call any effective
learning environment creative.”

At the same time, he acknowledges that teachers (and stu-
dents) must have structures so that they are not constantly
trying to reinvent the wheel or prevent the classroom from
devolving into chaos. This is where the balance or tension
between creativity and improvisation comes into play. In fact,
it is these guiding structures that allow for emergence, varia-
tion and creativity in teaching. As Dr. Sawyer notes:

We know that it is ineffective teaching for the teacher or
professor to stand in front of the classroom and lecture,
or give the same lecture you have year after year...We
know effective learning requires active participation on
the part of learners. When the learners are active then
the teacher can’t know exactly what's going to happen.
There is unpredictability there, and good teaching in-
volves collective improvisation with the students, with
the learners. (Emphasis added).

Such collective improvisation exists in the balance between
activity or spontaneity, and the need for teachers and students
to have structure. For classroom teachers, there are learning
outcomes that students must meet in some way, such as
assessments or benchmarks. As Dr. Sawyer comments:

Students can’t just wander around and do anything they
want, so that is where the guiding structures come in. The
teacher’s role is to try to lead students to desired learning
outcome—to manage those guiding structures—while at
the same time, helping the students be creative within the
structure.

Along these lines, Dr. Sawyer does not view creativity as a
subject that can be taught, per se, but something that teachers
can design into a learning environment. Teaching creativity
itself is problematic in his view because of the connotations it
brings with it:

Whatever creativity is, I don’t think you can teach it.
You can design experiences, and by engaging in those
experiences a learner might learn to become creative.
But I don’t like the phrase “teaching for creativity” be-
cause it seems to imply connotations of a personality
trait. For example, it becomes almost like a parallel with
intelligence. It wouldn’t make sense to talk about teach-
ing someone to be intelligent. That sounds wrong. For
me, it’s the same way with teaching creativity to some-
one. [ don’t think that’s possible.

But in Sawyer’s view it is possible to design learning en-
vironments for creativity. And in this, teaching becomes an act
of designing. This view has parallels to a line of teacher edu-
cation scholarship that emphasizes a teacher’s role as that of a
designer (Koehler and Mishra 2005; Norton and Hathaway
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2015; Kirschner 2015). As Dr. Sawyer sees it, such creative
teaching involves designing constructivist learning experi-
ences, in which learners can engage with creative practices.
This suggests the idea that creativity is not just in the head, but
rather as a process of “engaging in a set of behaviors that are
associated with creative outcomes.”

Creativity as Acting and Engaging with the World

For Dr. Sawyer, a part of his concern with the idea of teaching
creativity is that it brings the connotation that creativity is a
personality trait or a mental ability, which harkens back to
more individual, psychological or psychometric approaches.
His view of creativity as engaging in specific behaviors di-
verges from the notion that creativity is only inside the head.
Instead as he suggests, it is “the way that you act and engage
with the world.”

Dr. Sawyer is cautious about semantics that suggest crea-
tivity as habits of mind, if only because such semantics put
creativity back in the domain of the mind alone. As he states:

I prefer to talk about practices. Habits of mind, I’'m not
opposed to...as I do think there are ways of thinking
associated with greater creativity. But I prefer to think
about ways of being or ways of engaging with the
world. For me, habits of mind seem to get you too much
inside of the head.

This is also what he sees as one of the biggest challenges in
creativity studies. In fact, the major challenge for creativity
research, stems from an inability to observe the internal
creative process—the inner workings of the mind when
people are being creative:

The problem with studying what goes on in the mind is
that, obviously you can’t see it. You must use various
indirect methodologies. With group creativity, you can
see everything. If it’s improvisational theater perfor-
mance you can watch it, you can video-record it, you
can transcribe the video. It is creativity made visible.

His book Explaining Creativity (2nd ed.) (Sawyer 2011Db),
presents his view of creativity as a way of engaging in creative
behaviors with the world around you. He describes this as a
socio-cultural approach to creativity, contrasted with the indi-
vidualistic approach that has been dominant through the his-
tory of the field. As we have noted elsewhere, (Henriksen et al.
2015) such individual, psychological or psychometric ap-
proaches are not helpful to classroom teachers, who must fo-
cus on the construction of creative environments and tasks that
support learners in the collective space.
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Dr. Sawyer discussed how, around the 1980’s and 1990,
creativity began to also be conceived of as a social and group
process or activity. He locates his own research within this
socio-cultural area, returning to his definition of creativity:

Creativity has to be novel and also appropriate, however
that appropriateness gets defined through a social pro-
cess. Almost any creativity researcher would agree with
that. Creativity unavoidably has that social component
built right into the definition even if you are a psychol-
ogist. You cannot study creativity and not in some at
least indirect way have the social embedded in your
definition.

This emphasizes Dr. Sawyer’s view of learning as a social-
ly constructed process, through a deeper level of understand-
ing than one would see in rote, traditional or memorized pro-
cedures. He suggests that this “deeper understanding” is also
associated with creativity, and prepares a person to be creative
through adaptive expertise. This expertise involves the ability
to go beyond what you have been taught, to use and transfer
knowledge into new applications and think of new ideas—
which is the core of creativity. As Dr. Sawyer frames it,
“The core of creative learning is to come up with things built
on what you have learned, but that you haven’t been
taught.” A person can use the knowledge they have learned
to extend beyond what they have been taught, by learning
the underlying structure of the discipline. Dr. Sawyer
suggests, “That underlying structure enables you to derive
things that you haven’t been taught explicitly. That derivation
is a creative process.”

This view of creativity as embedded in the social and col-
laborative aspects of learning, also has implications for the way
we view and consider technology as a tool for collaboration and
learning—both in culture more broadly and within education
paradigms.

The Collaborative Web of Creativity and Technology

Dr. Sawyer sees technology as a key driver of creativity for
groups, with enormous impact in recent years with the rise of
social media. He notes that social media represents a collective
social process, in which millions of people are collectively
creating things, suggesting things, or starting movements.
For example, open source software is built on the idea that
people can creatively collaborate to develop something new
and useful. The creativity of a number of people working
together means that more great ideas can arise, and more peo-
ple can help to see where flaws or bugs are. Technologies like
Firefox or WordPress, or communication applications like
Signal, are just a few examples of this. There are more open
source offerings than ever before, as productivity software like
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OpenOffice, or media software like Audacity, demonstrate how
products can be constructed by collective creativity and offered
up to the world.

Dr. Sawyer discussed how various forms of social media
enable large scale group creativity that would not be possible
otherwise due to geographic or other constraints. He suggests
that group creativity has always been a human imperative, not-
ing that even when proto-human societies were living in small
groups of only a hundred or so people, they still came together
to perform their own forms of theater or ritual performances.
Along these lines, Dr. Sawyer commented:

I believe that the group and sociability is embedded in the
human genome. We’ve been doing it forever and ever. ...
I don’t think it [technology] changes our basic social and
collaborative nature, but it has enabled that to be scaled
up. It’s not just face-to-face anymore. It’s not just the five
people in your jazz ensemble. It’s the 50 million people
on Snapchat, or Facebook, or Twitter. I call it a collabo-
rative web.

Many people consider this a kind of social network, or an
open source community. Dr. Sawyer described how open
source software functions as a form of group creativity, but a
group creativity that involves thousands of people, not just a
small group in a conference room. It is still a behavior that
builds or refines something—through a creative developmental
process.

In discussing how new technologies change our conception
of creativity, Dr. Sawyer emphasized that this depends on who
you are and what conception you begin with. He suggests that
in the United States there tends to be a conception of creativity
that is very individualistic—a perception that may not be true in
other countries. He also reflected that new technologies may be
undermining this view of creativity as an individual phenomena.
As Dr. Sawyer notes:

You cannot associate open source software with one per-
son. It changes the way we as a society think about cre-
ativity. It gets us away from a myth of everything being
associated with smart, creative individuals. It’s this new
world of realization that much of creativity is social and
collective.

Conclusion

Bringing these ideas back into the realm of teaching and learn-
ing, Dr. Sawyer reflects on his view of creative teaching as
being effective teaching—a view which connects with a body
of educational research (Anderson 2002; Bleedron 2005;
Cropley 2003; Esquivel 1995; Starko 2005; Sternberg 2006;

Tan and Law 2004). He notes that impactful learning only
happens when the learner has creative freedom to experiment
or play with ideas, as opposed to being provided with a set of
facts to memorize and regurgitate on a test. Since there is no
locked-in-stone script, effective teaching is improvisational. Dr.
Sawyer summed this up:

The message I have for teachers is to expect the unex-
pected, expect the unpredictable. It is challenging because
it’s a different way of thinking. It’s really a shift from
thinking of what you’re doing as teaching to thinking of
what you’re doing as designing experiences.

This reflects an important point of Dr. Sawyer’s view of
effective teaching as involving acts of design, in the way that
teachers are designers of learning. Design has been noted as
both a social process and a creative one (Schon 1984), which
may be what connects it with Dr. Sawyer’s views on creativity
and effective teaching.

An important meta-takeaway comes in Dr. Sawyer’s view of
the challenges and future of the field of creativity research. In
discussing where he sees creativity going in the future, both as a
human activity and a research field, Dr. Sawyer notes that:

The biggest challenge is to figure out how to manage
this interdisciplinary [nature of] our field. To come up
with a more holistic, more unified view of creativity. It’s
the nature of scientific research that it tends to be com-
partmentalized within disciplinary silos. We have the
neuroscience of creativity with brain imaging. We have
people studying social networks and mass media and
open source software, representing a radically social
form of creativity...We have the cognitive psychologists
studying what goes on in the brain when people are
creative. For the most part, these researchers don’t talk
to each other. The most exciting thing that could happen
would be for all of these people to come together and
create a broader interdisciplinary perspective on creativity.

This idea not only respects the interdisciplinary nature of
creativity, but also powerfully reflects Dr. Sawyer’s views of
the social nature of creativity, as being an emergent, creative
synthesis of many voices and ideas. One would expect no less
from a creative, improvisational jazz musician.
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