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Introduction – What’s Improv Comedy?  

 

About Impulse! 

Impulse! features teens from OCT’s Young Professionals Program performing on-the-spot-comedy where 

every show is different! Using a repertoire of games, formats, and short scenes, the actors weave narratives 

and characters together to create a unique variety show, fueled entirely by audience suggestions. Learn more 

about the Young Professionals Program at: www.octc.org/actingacademy/youngprofessionals.  

 

Improvisation 

Impulse performs short form improvisation, a theater style that relies on creativity, speed, and teamwork. 

Without using any preparation or scripts, the actors take audience suggestions to begin a scene and develop 

the comedy as the characters explore their world. No performer knows where a scene will go, and there are 

no pre-arranged agreements about story – everything is decided and acted upon in the moment.  

 

Improv in the Classroom 

Improvisation helps build a wide range of skills for the classroom and business worlds, including confidence, 

creativity, public speaking, openness, listening, reinforcement, interpersonal communication, and spontaneity. 

It’s also a great way to apply and enhance the four 

 Cs of 21st century skills—creativity, collaboration, communication, and critical thinking.  

By attempting some of these basic improv formats in the classroom, students find new ways of working 

together and understanding each other’s perspective. Most importantly, this all occurs during a playful game 

designed to make people laugh. The pressure of schoolwork or business is off their minds and participants are 

free to have fun and learn at the same time.  
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Common Core 

Connections 

 

Speaking & Listening 

Anchor 1 Prepare for and 

participate effectively in a range of 

conversations and collaborations with 

diverse partners, building on others’ 

ideas and expressing their own clearly 

and persuasively.  

5.SL.1, 6.SL.1, 7.SL.1, 8.SL.1 

 

Anchor 2 Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats, including 

visually, quantitatively, and orally.  

  5.SL.2, 6.SL.2, 7.SL.2, 8.SL.2 

 

Anchor 3 Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric. 

 5.SL.3, 6.SL.3, 7.SL.3, 8.SL.3 

  

Language 

Anchor 3 Apply knowledge of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, 

to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend more fully when reading or 

listening.  

  5.L.3, 6.L.3, 7.L.3, 8.L.3 
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In-Class Activities 

I AM A TREE 

           

Overview: I Am A Tree is one of the more 

basic scene-building games played by 

Impulse. Have students play a basic version 

of this form to reinforce teamwork, 

creativity, and spontaneity. 

Prep: Depending on the size of your class, 

either gather the students in a circle with an 

open space in the center (8-16 students) or 

have the students present in front of class in 

groups of 5-8, taking turns with other groups 

after about 3-4 minutes. 

Prompt: Introduce one of the big concepts of improv: Yes-And. By saying “yes” to a person’s offer in a scene, 

we build a common reality. This game focuses on building realties together, and using each other’s ideas to 

flesh out and complete a tableau.  

Participate: Begin with one volunteer stepping into the play space and taking up a position resembling a 

tree with their body. They then state “I am a tree”. One at a time, two other students each take up a pose 

near the tree and declare that there are something one would see near a tree (e.g. “I am a fallen leaf”, “I am a 

rope swing”). Once three people total are in the play space, the original student volunteer (the tree) states 

that they will take one of the other objects away. The remaining object starts a new tableau, be restating what 

they are (but perhaps finding a slightly new pose). Two new students come up and add themselves in, finding 

something that would be near the object, and the process repeats itself.  

A key goal is for the objects that stay to inspire the students to find a NEW tableau in a new imaginary 

location, so as not to repeat the same themes. Here’s an example of staying in the same place: 

Student 1: I am a tree 
Student 2: I am a park bench 
Student 3: I am a red bird 
Student 1: I’ll take the park bench away (Student 1 and 2 leave) 
Student 3: I am a red bird 
Student 4: I am a bush 
Student 5: I am a branch 
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In this example, students 4 and 5 added into a scene that could easily be in the first world. The goals is to 
instead try and depart from that tableau and find a new location. Let’s try again: 
 

Student 1: I am a tree 
Student 2: I am a park bench 
Student 3: I am a red bird 
Student 1: I’ll take the park bench away 
(Student 1 and 2 leave) 
Student 3: I am a red bird 
Student 4: I am a shiny bird cage 
Student 5: I am a pet store sign 

 
By adding to a new picture that likely doesn’t 
take place in a park, we’ve found a creative way 
to use an existing idea from a new perspective. 
By adding to each other’s concepts and using 
shared minds, we can find some very engaging 
tableaus.  
 
Ponder: Which scenes which you created were the most interesting? Which were the funniest? Were the 

tableaus more engaging when people were specific and used details?  
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ORCHESTRATED STORY 

Overview: Build an original story in minutes with this fast-paced team game! This form reinforces listening 

skills, literacy ability, and teamwork. 

Prep: Have 5-8 students line up next to each other facing the class. These participants are the orchestra. 

Have a focused student (or teacher) sit in front of the line, facing the standing orchestra. The person is the 

conductor. 

Prompt: This form continues the yes-and concept and now puts it in a large context. By creating a story 

together, students learn to incorporate all ideas into one concept. Look for points of the story where ideas are 

ignored or denied, and suggest that the students use those ideas to progress the story forward rather than 

circumventing. 

Practice: Ask the class for a suggestion of a 

title of a story that has never been written. 

Once you have a title, the conductor points 

to a member of the orchestra. That student 

then begins telling the beginning of that 

story, made up on the spot. One the 

conductor moves their hand away from the 

student, that student stops talking 

immediately. Upon pointing to a new 

student, that person immediately resumes 

the story EXACTLY where the last person left 

off. Here’s an example: 

Teacher: Can I get a suggestion for a story that has never been written? 

Audience member: Furry Friday! 

Conductor: And now, the story of “Furry Friday!” (points to an orchestra member) 

Student 1: Once upon a time, a girl named Tina lived with her family in large house near the forest. Tina wasn’t 
allowed to have pets in the house, but her parents let her play with woodland creatures. One day, she went 
outside and met – (conductor points to new member) 
 
Student 2: …her best friend Frumpy the Bear. Frumpy lived in a cave nearby. He told Tina, “I have exciting news! 
This Friday – “(conductor points to new member) 
 
Student 3: “…I’m throwing a costume party!” 

 
Reinforce quick-action by telling the students to not hesitate, and just continue the story regardless if they 
have an idea. The hope is that even if one student begins to waver, the conductor can assist by moving to 
another student. 
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Ponder: During the first few attempts, these stories might have trouble making sense. How can students 
learn to incorporate each other’s ideas? Careful listening and acceptance is the best start, but it takes 
creativity and speed to make stories interesting. How did specifics help inspire the orchestra to move the story 
forward in a fun way?  
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Additional Resources 

 

Books 

 Improvise: Scene from the Inside Out by 

Mick Napier 

 Truth in Comedy by Del Close 

 The UCB Comedy Improvisation Manual  

by Besser, Roberts, Walsh 

 

 

Video  

 Whose Line Is It, Anyway? 

Archived episodes available online at 

www.cwseed.com/shows/whose-line-is-it-anyway. Most episodes are TV-PG, but some have innuendo 

in them. Teacher viewing beforehand is advised.  

 Ted Talk: “The Shared Experience of Absurdity” by Charlie Todd. 

www.ted.com/talks/charlie_todd_the_shared_experience_of_absurdity 
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