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Project Title – Applied Improvisation: Collaborative Creativity in the Classroom
Project Goals – My project explored the use of Applied Improvisation in the undergraduate classroom.  Applied Improvisation techniques translate awareness of self, group and environment into thought and action; the techniques improve cognition, communication, and team work.  The genesis of this project occurred during the Fall 2015 semester in a First-Year Seminar I co-taught with Professor Dario Del Puppo.  Throughout the semester I ran numerous theater-inspired exercises – ice-breakers, movement-based warm-ups, story-telling games, and creative exercises – with the fifteen seminar students.  These sessions were generally well-received and appeared to enhance the inter-personal dynamics in the class.  
I began my fellowship project with a working definition of Applied Improvisation as the application of the principles of Improvisational Theater to generate enriched engagement within groups of all types.  This definition is necessarily general owing to the amorphous, ever-changing, endlessly-adaptable nature of Improvisation.  You create every bit of content spontaneously; the product of the exercises and the learning outcomes are never the same.  This allows for exciting impromptu moments within each session, shifting the direction and energy in unpredictable paths.  
While it has been long employed in corporate settings, Applied Improvisation has only recently been adapted for use in educational environments.  The best known of such programs is The Alan Alda Center for Communicating Science at Stony Brook University, which teaches improvisation to scientists.  From the Center’s website, “The goal of teaching scientists improv is not to turn them into actors, but to free them to talk about their work more spontaneously and directly, to pay dynamic attention to their listeners and to connect personally with their audience.”  To similar ends, Business Schools (Duke, MIT, Stanford, UCLA) and Medical Schools (Northwestern, Mayo Clinic Center for Humanities in Medicine, Albert Einstein College of Medicine) have integrated Applied Improvisation coursework into their curricula.  However, to date, there has been only limited implementation of Applied Improvisation in Undergraduate Higher Education.  My project sought a comprehensive examination of the potential impact of Applied Improvisation within the context of a liberal-arts undergraduate environment.  
Workshop descriptions – I conducted thirty six Applied Improvisation workshops through the 2016-2017 academic year.  I began the project with the aim of working primarily with undergraduate students, but the constituent groups participating in the workshops expanded significantly.  Many of the sessions were single, stand-alone engagements.  Four groups signed up for multiple sessions, allowing for longitudinal work spread across three to five sessions.  The increased frequency of exposure to Applied Improvisation exercises over the long-term made a significant difference in the overall effectiveness of the methodology.  Still worthwhile in a single-shot application, the comfort of participants increases with repeated exposure.  After a single workshop, participants have a better understanding of the structure, feel, and outcomes of the exercises which informs their approach to subsequent sessions.   
A sampling of the participant groups: 
1. First-Year Seminar Students
2. First-Year Seminar Faculty
3. 300-level Students
4. Posse Scholars
5. Student-Athletes and Athletic Teams
6. Coaches from the Department of Athletics
7. Instructional Librarians
8. Trinity Film Festival Student Workers
Development of a Rulebook – At the beginning of the year, I wrote down an initial set of rules for participants in the workshops.  The list was ever-evolving and I made necessary edits and additions throughout the year.  The edits were inspired by the degree of successful engagement I observed within each workshop.  While every workshop was successful in some tangible, measurable aspect, unsurprisingly, some sessions were more productive than others.  As the year progressed, one common trend emerged – the groups that followed the “rulebook” closely reported higher levels of enjoyment and productivity in our post-workshop debriefing period. 
THE RULES
1. PLAY (and learn through the freedom of play)
2. FAIL (and be ok with failing)
3. LISTEN (and be willing to change based on what you hear)
4. SAY YES (and accept that it’s better than saying no)
5. SAY AND (and make your contribution meaningful)
6. PLAY THE GAME (and play with the rules)
7. RELAX AND HAVE FUN (and relax and have fun)
Every Applied Improvisation facilitator I have interacted with has a similar set of guidelines.  They provide the framework for a successful session, so long as the participants are willing to embrace, accept, and explore the spirit of each rule.  
The “rule” (in reality, this is more of a request) to FAIL, for one, is quite difficult for participants to embrace.  Typically, failure is strenuously avoided in nearly every aspect of our lives.  However, with these exercises, learning occurs within failure.  Failure requires a stress-inducing departure from our habitual behavior, represents real risk-taking, and provides real opportunity for growth.  Regardless of the exercise, the intent of participants, as directed by the rules, determined the effectiveness of the sessions.  
Conclusions - Applied Improvisation exercises represent an effective mode of intervention to shape the interpersonal dynamics of a classroom.  The major aim of the exercises is to enrich engagement within groups.  Among the many takeaways, five significant areas of impact emerged most frequently:
1. Enhanced awareness of body language and spatial relationships
2. Increased eye contact and direct personal connection
3. Heightened listening skills
4. Increased confidence in public speaking and presentations
5. Elevated enthusiasm
Acknowledgements – To Sean Cocco and Dina Anselmi, for their wholesale support, invaluable counsel, and, most importantly, their enthusiastic participation in workshops, I am forever grateful.  To the 2016-17 CTL Fellowship cohort, for the inspired dialogue, the exemplary feedback, and energizing intellectual stimulus, I am forever altered and thankful.    
