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The basic rules of improvisation

Offers 

Offers are the building blocks of improvisation. 
Each presented idea is an offer. It can be physical, 
verbal, a nod or even a wink. When students have 
thoughts and share them, they are being coura-
geous with something very personal.

Students fear what other people will think about 
their ideas and that they will judge them. To get 
students to believe in the value of their own ideas, 
self-censorship should be discouraged. They will 
often delay their choices, looking for a better op-
tion. This slows down the creation of the story and 
it becomes boring. So a reactive idea, the next logi-
cal action, is a safe bet for developing a story. If  you 
put these logical action sequences together you end 
up with a kind of chain reaction and that will create 
a story. The first thought, the instinctive thought, is 
usually a good idea. So it’s important to encourage 
this instinctive fabrication of ideas to give students 
the feeling that their instincts are OK.

Accepting

At the very core of improvisation is the concept of 
accepting other people’s ideas. If  you accept their 
idea the story goes forward, whereas if  you refuse 
their idea the story is blocked until another idea is 
created and accepted. Training games such as Yes, 
let’s trains students to accept the ideas of others.

This acceptance of ideas empowers the group. That 
students’ thoughts and ideas will automatically be 
accepted by the group without discussion encour-
ages students not to be afraid of suggesting some-

thing. Once the students let their imaginations run, 
they learn to trust in their instinctive ideas and en-
joy the playful art of improvisation.

When training new students in improvisation, I use 
the word “yes” as a kind of joker. If  at any time 
during a game they don’t know what to say, they 
can just say “yes”. This is very helpful in keeping 
the story moving and for creating a positive accept-
ing atmosphere. It also often elicits laughter from 
the crowd when it becomes a running gag.

Blocking

Blocking is the act of refusing ideas, thereby stop-
ping a story moving forward. If  you block an idea, 
you need to come up with another idea. This takes 
time and the story comes to a standstill until the 
student finds the confidence again to express an-
other idea. Some people try to control ideas and 
judge others’ ideas. This should be discouraged and 
the concept that all ideas are of value should be 
emphasised regularly.

The word “no” is not necessarily a block, it could fit 
the story. For example: 

Student 1:  “Does your grandmother treat you 
well?” 

Student 2: “No.”

The “no” here serves as a picture changer. We now 
think the grandmother is a bad person. The story 
could continue to talk about how bad she is.
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Turns

A turn is an offer that changes the scenario. This 
is also known as a picture changer. Turns are what 
create original, exciting and unpredictable stories. 
It is an action that sets the narrative in motion i.e. 
Romeo falls in love with Juliet, Hamlet meets the 
ghost of his father, etc.

An effective way to make a turn is to use the word 
“suddenly”:
“Then suddenly a ghost appeared in the corridor.”

Jokes have turns, they are the punch-lines, they 
change how you think at that moment.

A turn alters the picture with new information. 
Training people to look for turns is very important 
and good story tellers find them instinctively. 

Here are some common scene turners:
“Freeze, I’m from the police.”
“I’m your fairy godmother and I grant you a wish.” 
“Brian, it’s over between us!” They change the at-
mosphere and give the actors something to play 
with.

Complementarity

Students often copy each other in stories, this is 
called parallel action. This can be helpful in getting 
started but eventually they need to be discouraged 
from doing this as it does not make for interesting 
stories. From a language point of view it also limits 
the amount of vocabulary used. Complimentary of-
fers are the way to go. So, if a male worm walks into 
a bar he doesn’t meet another male worm. He meets 
a blackbird, or a mole, or an attractive female worm 
with a sultry voice who can do tricks with her tail.

Endings

Probably the most difficult part of improvised story 
telling is coming up with an appropriate ending. 
The ending is the climax in any particular story 
and a good ending is very satisfying. It ties all the 
threads together and culminates in a truth about 
who we are or why we are the way we are. 

It’s useful to encourage the students to go for ‘big 
life moments’, something dramatic, events that 
aren’t commonplace i.e. love, marriage, death, first 
kiss, last kiss, the invention of writing or discover-
ing a cure for capitalism.

Storyline

Connected events make a story. Encourage the stu-
dents to do something and avoid standing around 
talking. Talking becomes intellectual and analyti-
cal, where the performers aren’t committed emo-
tionally to the scene. They appear removed and 
keep themselves safe. So action is needed to com-
mit them to playing a scene and thereby creating 
a story.

Improvised stories have a problem in that we don’t 
know what will happen. So in a sense, the perform-
ers are discovering the story at the same time as the 
audience. This is what sets improvisation theatre 
apart from written theatre. The sense of discovery 
is heightened and the performers can become sur-
prised and elated by what is happening as much as 
the audience.

I use the five step rule to train performers in simple 
story telling: 

1. Exposition:
Decide who, where and what.

2. A turn:
A change. E.g. “Then suddenly …”

3. A chain reaction going up the curve:
The actors react to what has happened and develop 
the story aiming for step 4.

4. Big life moment:
The climax, the dramatic moment.

5. Ending:
A final statement that sums up the situation.

Making others look good

When you’re in a scene with other improvisers, it’s 
important to help each other. This creates team 
morale and responsibility. If  the players all make 
sure that their team mates look good, then every-
body will have a positive experience. 

Questions

The students should avoid asking open ended ques-
tions. Questions like, “What are you doing?” or 
“Who are you?” They stop the action from advanc-
ing. 
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Advancing

Stories need to advance, the audience is waiting 
with bated breath, wanting to know what happens 
next. Improvisers need to keep this in mind and 
keep advancing the action:

He walks out the door, goes to the letter box, finds 
a parcel, opens it and inside is a ransom note for his 
parrot. “Oh my goodness” he cried. And so on …

Commenting

Discourage private commenting on other people in 
scenes. Acting tips, etc. They should stay in the scene.

Serve the story

It’s helpful if  all improvisers serve the story and not 
their own egos. The story is everything and nobody 
is above that.

Ask fors

‘Ask for’ is the term used for getting information from 
the audience. This could be requesting a name for a 
character or a setting. It’s good to let them come up 
with ideas. It helps them to feel included in the crea-
tive process. Most shows I have performed in schools 
end up with the audience absolutely yelling stuff out. 
It’s great to have an energetic audience although it 
becomes difficult to decipher anything from all those 
voices. In these situations I ask the audience as a 
whole and then target someone in particular.

Reincorporation

This is bringing ideas and characters that have al-
ready been introduced back into the story. This is 
very satisfying for the audience and they will often 
laugh when something or someone shows up again. 
It also helps the story from becoming cluttered 
with too many new ideas.

Pimping

Pimping is the action of putting your fellow player 
in trouble by giving them a big problem to solve or 

a difficult action to do. It would be good not to en-
courage this too much but congratulate and reward 
those who are able to deal with a difficult situation.

Gagging

Gagging is associated with trying to be funny. 
While improvisation is funny, it is believability that 
brings the stories forward. If  you don’t believe in 
the story it has little or no value and probably won’t 
hold your attention. ‘Gagging’ involves people be-
ing silly for no real reason and does not serve the 
story. Generally it is discouraged. 

Bullies

These people are always a problem in all areas of 
life. If  you can get them to give up their need for 
power and their desire to dominate others, well 
done. They have no place in improvisation. The 
ambience in the classroom needs to stay positive 
and fun. I keep reinforcing the rules of acceptance 
and tolerance of other’s ideas and try to keep them 
in the room.

Offensive offers

I always try to give offers a chance. Sometimes of-
fensive stuff  gets sorted out in the story in an en-
tirely appropriate way. Comedy is never very PC 
anyway. It often deals with taboo subjects and plays 
around with things that are sensitive. It’s a big call 
to stop a scene and blame the student for being in-
appropriate. Better to wait and see how the group 
deals with it, then make a comment at the end.

Side coaching

This is the teacher offering advice from the side. It 
can be very helpful in keeping things going. I often 
add things when I’m coaching to keep the action 
and story alive. If  the offers are terrible you can 
suggest a better choice. You can add in structural 
ideas like “find a turn” or “finish the story”. Some-
times I even enter a scene as a messenger with new 
information and play a little cameo. This is fun and 
a great way to get scenes that are going nowhere to 
start moving forward.
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Performance pressure

Creating a small performance arena in the class-
room and putting on a show is easy and fun. Af-
ter doing some of the training games, do try to get 
them performing in front of the class. In the begin-
ning, pick the more talented people to make sure it 
works the first few times. In the end, it’s important 
to let everybody have a go. The pressure of having 
to deliver is important and creates a kind of adren-
aline inspired performance.

Special needs

Special needs students can function very well in 
improvisation games. There is little remember-
ing required and reactive acting is always natural. 
I have had very satisfying experiences with Down 
syndrome students performing in front of large au-
diences. Make sure the rest of the group have their 
empathy buttons switched on and that they assist 
and encourage all participants.
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11. Freeze tag
This game can be played in small or large groups or with the whole class. Two students play a scene. At any 
time another student calls out, “Stop!” or “Freeze!” and tags, i.e. touches, one of the students in the scene 
who then has to leave. They then take their place in the same physical position and start a new scene. In 
order to create a new scene, they must remain in the positions they are in but create a new context. In other 
words, they have to justify their position in a different way to the previous student.

Example

The teacher asks the class for a place to begin the 
story. Someone says “a swamp”.

Student 1: “I’m stuck, help me! Help me!”

Student 2: “Here, grab my hand.”

  Student 1 pulls student 2 into the 
swamp. They fall into each other’s 
arms.

Student 3: “Freeze!”

  Student 3 tags student 2. Student 2 
leaves the scene, and is replaced by 
 student 3.

  “I want to marry you, if  you’ll have 
me?”

Student 1: “Of course, I accept! I accept!”

Student 3: “Here, I’ve brought this ring.”

  Mimes taking a ring out of their 
 pocket.

Student 4: “Freeze!” 

  They tag student 1, who then leaves the 
scene. Student 4 replaces them.

Student 4:  “If  you take these pills every day for 
three weeks, it will drop off.”

And so on …

Benefits 

•	 Is a lot of fun, full of humour and will not fail to 
get the students laughing.

•	Trains picture changing and coming up with crea-
tive ideas.

•	 Practises inventive structures in English and in all 
sorts of contexts.

Tips 

•	Encourage them to change the scene by putting 
it into a completely different situation or context.

•	Encourage the students to keep the game flowing 
and not to think too much about their actions.

•	Look for hesitation and encourage them to fol-
low through with their ideas and impulses.
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10. Word ball 
This game is also known as ‘word association’. Students stand in a circle and one student throws an object 
(a ball) to another student and states a word. That student responds and states the first idea that comes into 
their head in relation to the first word. This process is repeated and as the ball travels around the circle the 
idea develops.

Example

Student 1: “Blue”

Student 2: “Sky”

Student 3: “Heaven”

Student 4: “God”

Student 5: “Devil”

Student 6: “Bad”

And so on …

Benefits 

•	A simple game for all levels of English.
•	 Students learn words from their peers.
•	 Practises word fields.

Tips

•	Having an object to throw is important. This 
avoids confusion as to whose turn is next.

•	 If  students can’t think of a new word, ask the 
student to translate the word they just heard into 
German.

•	While the game is progressing, write any interest-
ing words you hear on the board.

Variations

•	Get the students to add a physical element to 
the word they say. For example, “bad” could be 
said whilst frowning and making the sign of an X 
with their arms.

•	 Introduce different word fields (for example: 
sport, music, television, school).
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