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This paper is a report on a specialized drama workshop that was taught
entirely in English to a group of 24 Japanese EFL (English as a foreign language)
students. The goal of the workshop was not to teach English directly, but to use
English to teach dramatic techniques and skills while giving the students lots of
practice in both English and drama. The activities utilized are improvisation (also
known as improv) games. This paper discusses the background of improv and how it is
effectively utilized as a teaching tool. The detailed activity explanations also offer
activities that teachers can use in their own classrooms.

Drama can be a very useful tool for teaching communication that offers an
engaging and active alternative from more traditional forms of English education. PAL
(performance assisted learning) is a frequently utilized technique that supports this
style of education. There are many benefits to using drama in class. Roleplaying can
offer students the opportunities to use language from a variety of experiences. Drama
can teach language patterns that are different from situations in their direct
experience. Drama can help students prepare for interactions they will likely
encounter in the future. Most importantly, drama adds a dimension of fun and
entertainment that deepens the student's interest in the language.

Improv takes the benefits of PAL a step further. In improv there is no

predetermined script, the characters are not decided beforehand and improv trains the
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improvisor to think on the spot and hopefully even act and react without thinking at

all.

2. Previous Studies

In most educational settings the final goal of instruction should not just be the
comprehension of a topic, but rather the ability for understanding transfer. Transfer
can be defined as “the ability to extend what has been learned in one context to new
contexts” (National Research Council 2000). In teaching English as a foreign language,
teachers hope to provide understanding and useful context for students to be able to
communicate outside the classroom in a very real manner. One of the best ways to
provide useful transfer is for students to have the opportunity to use the information
being learned in a real-life situation. Since providing real life experience for every
topic covered in an English class would be incredibly difficult, teachers are forced to
find other ways to help students to use their learning in order to cement
understanding. It is here that different aspects of drama can be of benefit. Specifically,
the use of performance assisted learning, or PAL can help students get away from
simply memorizing content and focus more on constructing the language in their mind
(Kluge 2018).

In the workshop described in this paper, improvisational theater, or ‘improv ’is
the element of drama that forms the focal point of the PAL activities. Improv is a type
of role play performance where actors must develop and perform collaborative stories
in real time with no set script. Each performance of improv is different as it relies on
the creativity of the participants and even the audience to build a story. While this
kind of performance can create an entertaining show, it can also provide a useful
method in teaching English as a foreign language. As a tool for education, improv has
shown to help immerse students in a situation and develop their literacy by responding
to a developing story “through speech, gesture, facial expression, body posture, and
movement.” (Lenters & Smith, 2015, p. 42)

Role play is an important aspect of improv as well as a useful tool for education.
By giving students a specific role that they need to perform, teachers can draw on
target language or topics in order to expect students to use their language
understanding. Role play not only helps students develop speaking skills through
creativity and collaboration, it also can help increase fluency and motivation to learn
(Rojas & Villafuerte, 2018). Using role play in a classroom can also help students focus
on the “communication of meaning rather than the appropriate use of language”
(Kusnierek, 2015, p. 84). EFL teachers find it is far too common to have students who
spend a great deal of time constructing perfect responses in their heads before they
speak. This is a safe way of developing comprehension skills but it can be unnaturally
slow and hinder real communication. Improv does not allow such time for lengthy

language construction and puts the student in a position to not only produce an
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English response but perhaps to do their thinking directly in English as well. This can
really help train the students to think in the target language directly rather than to
take the time to translate their ideas in their minds.

It sounds stressful, and it can be, so it is important to take great care with
really easy, basic exercises that slowly build up a student’s abilities and their
confidence. The games utilized at our workshop were carefully planned to be fun but
also to build upon each prior activity to show the students they already had these
fundamental abilities and could put each new aspect together towards more complex

communicative activities later in the workshop.

3. The Workshop

The workshop took place on a Saturday afternoon and was organized through
Kyoto University at Kansai Science City for their monthly English Project. There were
24 Japanese students. They were of late elementary school and early junior high
school age and had a good conversational foundation of English ability. There were
five teachers who consisted of the two authors of this paper as well as three other
performers. All participating teachers were members of the Pirates of the Dotombori
bilingual improv comedy group. Four of the teachers were native English Speakers and
one member was a Japanese performer fluent in ESL. We taught four hours of

activities followed by a one-hour comedy performance.

3.1 First Activity: Boo-yah!

Boo-yah is a game of quick-thinking competition. In this activity there are two
lines of players and a Boo-yah master. The Boo-yah master must shout out a category.
For example: color, animal, something yellow, something in this room, etc. The first
player in each line has to try to be the first to answer with something in the Boo-yah
master's category followed by "Boo-yah!" The winner remains while the slower
opponent moves to the back of the line and the next player challenges the previous
winner. If a participant wins three times in a row, they become the new Boo-yah
master.

This activity was chosen to be the first warm-up activity as it uses fairly easy
vocabulary and doesn't require any thought towards using grammar or sentence
construction yet. It also encourages quick response and reaction. The activity warmed
up the students for the day while laying the first foundation block of the day's English
and Drama.That foundation block is "Words."
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Figure 1.
3.2 Second Activity: Big Bunny

For this activity, all players stand in a circle and decide which player is "Big
Bunny". Moving clockwise from the Big Bunny player, the players are assigned
"number one", "number two", and so on until all players have a number. There is a
rhythmic chant that begins with all players simultaneously saying,

"Big Bunny, Big Bunny, Big Bunny, (pause), Big Bunny, Big Bunny,"

Then the Big Bunny begins by saying their own game-name plus any other player's
game-name.

"Big Bunny, number two,"

The player whose game name was called says their own game-name plus any other
player's game-name (or Big Bunny)

"Number two, number five,"

and the game continues following a rhythm until someone makes a mistake.
"Number five, number three,"

"Number three, Big Bunny,"

"Big Bunny, number one,"

When a mistake is made, the player who made a mistake moves to the last position in
the circle and everyone's player number is reassigned in order past Big Bunny.

This is a game of quick reaction. Listening and reacting are essential to this
game as well as maintaining a consistent rhythm. Listening is a key to improv because

performers build their stories together.

Figure 2.
3.3 Third Activity: Bunny
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All players make a circle. The first player is decided. That first player puts up
two fingers in each hand, next to their head to represent bunny ears. The player to the
right of the first player, similarly, puts up only their right hand "bunny ear" and the
player on the left of the first player does the same with only their left "bunny ear.”
Player one will chant "Bunny" in any way they want. A quiet voice or a deep voice or a
fast voice, anything is ok. The players on either side must mimic player one's voice and
speed. After a short while player one will point to any other player to be the next
bunny. The players on the left and right will mimic that new player in the same way.

This third activity brought the second foundation block for the day's English
and Drama. This foundation block is "Voice." Through a variety of tones, volume and
energy, even a single word, "bunny," can create very amusing expression. This was the
first aspect of bringing variety-of-character into English expression. It also encourages

listening and accepting which are two key components into improvised creation.

Figure 3.
3.4 Fourth Activity: Bunnies Are Great

All players are in a circle and the teacher stands in the middle. The teacher
will point to a player and that player must make sentences beginning with "Bunnies
are - ." Any sentence is acceptable at all, simple or complex. For example, "Bunnies
are soft, Bunnies are flying in the sky, Bunnies are unhappy because recently the
weather has been too rainy." When the teacher stops pointing at a player and points to
another player it is the new player's turn to make sentences. When a player hesitates
for more than a couple of seconds, the teacher declares them "out" and that player sits
down. Also if a player repeats a sentence that was already said, that player is out.
The game will continue until all players are eliminated and only one winning player
remains.

Depending on the number of players and time available this activity can be
extended to multiple rounds. After the first round and the students have gotten the
hang of the game if the teacher noticed any strategies that the students were using
they could review them with the other students. A common strategy in this game is to

make lists within a single category. For example, "Bunnies are blue." "Bunnies are
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red." "Bunnies are white." Then you could discuss counter-strategies. If one student is
using colors every time they are pointed at, the other students could copy that strategy
and use up all the colors so that strategy would become less effective over time.
Students may realize that sticking to one category increases the likelihood that a word
already used might get accidentally repeated, thus eliminating the player. While the
primary goal of this activity isn't strategy, discussing different ways of playing a game
or finding a game-within-a game are useful for improv. This game encourages quick
sentence responses in the target language. At this point the students are taking that
foundation block of simple vocabulary words from earlier activities and putting them
into simple sentences.

This game encourages quick sentence responses in the target language. At this
point the students are taking that foundation block of simple vocabulary words from
earlier activities and putting them into simple sentences. "Sentences" is the third

foundation block.

Figure 4.
3.5 Fifth Activity: Lead With Your Body

First the teacher will review the basic face and body parts in the target
language. Then each player will choose one body part. When the teacher says "go" the
players will walk around, leading their body with the part chosen. Perhaps some
students will walk forward with their nose exaggeratedly sticking out. If they chose
their left leg, they may have a sideways walk.

For the next round of the activity, the players will choose a body part and
assign it to the player standing to their right. Now everyone will walk around the
room leading with the part that was assigned to them. The teacher should take care
that players aren't assigning each other body parts that might make the exercise
embarrassing or uncomfortable.

This exercise encourages students to create characters using simple physicality.
This is another aspect of character that will be utilized later. The foundation block of

this activity is "Movement."
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Figure 5.

3.6 Sixth Activity: What Are You Doing?

The players make a line. The first player will mime some activity. For
example, tying their shoe, fishing, etc. The second player will approach and ask, "What
are you doing?" The first player will not answer what they are actually doing, they will
answer with any other activity. For example, digging a hole. The second player will
start miming the activity the first player just said and the first player will leave. The
next player asks "What are you doing" and the cycle continues.

This activity encourages students to separate what they are saying from their
actions. In improv it is very dull for performers to simply explain exactly what it is
they are doing. "Look at me, I am digging a hole," It is much more interesting for the
action to set the scene while the story is happening simultaneously. If The man
digging says, "My sister is getting married tomorrow," it is much more interesting.

This activity also encourages players to accept and perform quickly whatever

activity they are asked to do. It also practices using movement to communicate.

Figure 6.
3.7 Seventh Activity: Emotional Squares

First the teacher asks the players for four feelings. For example, happy, sad,
scared and hungry. Then using some kind of markers they divide the floor into four
connected squares. Each square is assigned one of those four emotions. When
someone is standing on a square they must speak in the emotion of that square. Two
players can do a simple dialogue (hungrily) "How's the weather?" (scared) "It's
stormy." After trying a few short dialogues with pairs of students the teacher might try
introducing a third player. This game is good for playing out some basic scenes if the
students ability seems up to the challenge at this point. It is recommended that a
teacher be one of two or three players so they can easily guide the scene and give
opportunities for all players to speak or maybe give the players a reason to move from

one square to another. The ultimate goal is for the players to become comfortable
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enough that the teacher can remove themselves and the students control and develop
the scene themselves.

This is the first activity that has combined all four of the foundation blocks

practiced up to this point, "Words, Sentences, Voice and Movement."

L A el

voice movement

words sentences

Figure 7.
3.8 Final Activity: Taxi Driver

Four chairs are placed like seats in a car. Two in front, two in back. Three
players sit down leaving one of the back seats open. the remaining players make a line
on "the road" in front of the taxi. The taxi driver mimes driving and the player in the
front of the line waves to the taxi. That waving player can make any kind of character
through movement and through voice. They can say (sing, chant, grunt) whatever they
want (or nothing at all) and enter the taxi. All three other players in the taxi mirror
that new player's voice, movement and characteristics so there are four similar
characters in the taxi for a while. After a minute or so the next player in the road line
raises their hand. The taxi driver gets out and everyone else inside the taxi cycles
around to let the new player in. The new player brings a new character into the taxi
and the other three players mimic that new character.

This activity encourages flexibility of character.

Figure 8.
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4. Conclusion

There were many positive takeaways from the workshop. By starting with the
simplest activity, we were able to encourage the students to be confident in their
responses and feel that their English ability was good enough for them to participate
throughout the workshop. As each activity incorporated more English and required
students to do more difficult tasks, we were able to help the students understand
through very clear instructions and teacher modeling. With the high teacher to
student ratio we were able to assess student understanding and give specific
encouragement and instruction to the students to help them participate. Because the
activities were all fun, students remained motivated throughout the workshop to
communicate in English with the teachers and with each other. And finally by
finishing the workshop with a performance, we were able to put the learning the
students did throughout the day into practice and model some of the performance
techniques the students worked through.

In the end the workshop was a success. The students were able to go above and
beyond the expectations of the activities with smiles on their faces. We taught them
the basics, one foundation at a time and in the end they were able to use those building

blocks to act in their own original scenes.
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