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Abstract
Entrepreneurship education is a relatively new addition 

to academia with the first courses being offered in 1953 at 
New York University, followed by an initial small business 
management course at Stanford in 1954. Recognizing the 
need to prepare artists for sustainable careers, there has 
been a significant increase in arts entrepreneurship offerings 
over the past decades with an estimated 168 institutions 
with 372 arts entrepreneurship courses in the U.S. alone 
(Essig and Guevara 2016). However, research on content 
and effectiveness of curricula is still in its infancy. Further-
more, Levie (1999, 4) observed a focus on teaching about 
entrepreneurship through formal lessons with little focus on 
practical exercises. It seems there is not even a clear defini-
tion of the term arts entrepreneurship and arts entrepreneur 
(Essig 2017). However, Collins, Smith, and Hannon (2006) 
identified a set of traits held by successful innovators and 
entrepreneurs. They all displayed vision, creativity, intui-
tive decision-making, creative problem-solving, risk-tak-
ing, and the ability to learn from their mistakes.

Furthermore, Keith Sawyer [2003a] attributes entrepre-
neurial success to a problem-finding approach rather than 
problem-solving techniques. He defines the problem-find-
ing approach as the process of searching for interesting 
problems in an improvisatory manner rather than starting 
with a detailed plan and then working towards successful 
completion. Similarly, entrepreneurship curricula promote 
the concept of a growth mindset defined as the belief that 
personal characteristics, such as intellectual abilities, can be 
developed. This belief is opposite to a fixed mindset assum-
ing that abilities are fixed and unchangeable (Dweck 1999; 

Dweck and Leggett 1988; Yeager and Dweck 2012).
The jazz metaphor as a tool to develop improvisational 

capacities and an entrepreneurial mindset is a frequent top-
ic in the entrepreneurship literature (Barrett 1998; Hatch 
1999; Lewin 1998; Weick 1998; Diasio 2016; Eisenhardt 
1997; Kamoche and Kunha 2001; Walzer and Salcher 2003; 
Zack 2000). Duxbury (2014) identifies improvisation in or-
ganizations as a coping alternative in situations of extreme 
change and turbulence. Improvisational skills may be drawn 
from art forms that regularly engage in such behavior, e.g., 
jazz and improvisational theater, and capacity for improvi-
sation can be trained. Limb and Braun (2008) provide ev-
idence that certain parts of the brain get activated through 
improvisational activity, a process that can improve through 
deliberate practice. All traits identified previously in suc-
cessful innovators (Collins, Smith, and Hannon 2006) are 
integral to the process of improvisation (Herzig 2015) and 
thus may be trained effectively by regular and deliberate 
engagement in the process of improvisation. Consequent-
ly, we implemented frequent improvisation exercises in the 
Arts Entrepreneurship classrooms at Indiana University and 
The University of Texas in San Antonio and tested the im-
pact on levels of creativity and growth mindset. The stu-
dents completed pre- and post-test questionnaires indicating 
their perceived levels of creativity. Statistical analysis indi-
cated that improvisation exercises help improve levels of 
growth mindset/creativity significantly. However, there is a 
difference in level of students—graduate students are more 
resistant towards alternative teaching methods or stepping 
out of their comfort zones. Since courses were taught online 
during the Spring 2021 semester, we speculated that Zoom 
teaching may inhibit the possible improvement options/ef-
fects of exercises. Based on the results, we plan to refine the 
exercises for the Arts Entrepreneurship classroom towards 
effective teaching of creativity and ideation.
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