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Improvisation: The Power of Play 
Mon/Wed, 3:10-4:30 pm 

Performing Arts Building Room 210 (“The Rehearsal Room”) 
 
Instructor: Elliot Leffler (Performing Arts Building, Office 134)  
Email: lefflere@reed.edu         
Office Hours: Mon/Wed, 4:30-5:30, and by appointment 
 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
We have been playing from the time we were small children – and we all continue to 
play, though the games change.  Why do humans play?  What makes play fun?  What 
long-term benefit (if any) can we gain from play?  How does playing with someone 
influence our post-play relationship with that person?  How can we – as curious, 
passionate, young people – better understand the act of play? 
 
These questions perplex and animate many contemporary academics – including 
psychologists, sociologists, anthropologists, folklorists, zoologists, and scholars of 
education.  These scholars are engaged in an exciting study of play theory.  
 
Ironically, scholars of theatre and performance are underrepresented in this scholarly 
conversation!  How can this be? Our discipline, which studies plays and the art of playing 
a role, somehow exists only on the margins of this interdiscipline. 
 
This semester, we’re going to begin to change that.  We’re going to think about play 
together based on the experience of engaging in spirited, rigorous, challenging, theatrical 
play.  We’re going to learn the art of improvisation, which will allow us to play together 
using many different structures that have been developed for many different purposes.  
As we do so, we will process our experiences using the vocabulary that has been 
developed by play scholars, and we will try to contribute to the growing field of play 
theory. 
 
We will begin by playing improv-based games and doing some viewpoints, a purely 
physical form of improvisational play.  We’ll then delve into improv comedy for several 
weeks, which is what you may initially think of when you hear the word “improvisation.”  
Later in the semester, we’ll explore some of the ways that people use improvisation 
within processes that are designed to engage communities in political transformation and 
personal healing.  We will play together in all of these ways, honing our improvisational 
skills, and reflecting and questioning how the various processes of play affect us as 
individuals and a community.   
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COURSE GOALS 
 

By the end of this course, students will . . . 
 

- Hone their skills as improvisers within multiple contexts (improv games, improv 
comedy, devising, forum theatre, Sociodrama, playback theatre, etc) 

- Develop a working vocabulary for discussing play in scholarly contexts, based on 
the seminal literature of play theory 

- Engage in critical, scholarly reflection on the lived experience of play 
- Challenge and support peers (simultaneously!) within a creative and intellectual 

community 
- Boldly take intellectual and creative risks in pursuit of enhanced understanding of 

improvisation and play 
 

MATERIALS 
 
The texts we will read will all be available in the course reader, which you can purchase 
from the campus bookstore.  I hope that this book will be a valuable resource to you, both 
throughout this semester and into the future.  It contains a lot of wonderful texts from 
multiple perspectives. 
 
These texts include excerpts from: 

- Literature about Play: 
o Homo Ludens, by Johann Huizinga 
o Man, Play and Games, by Roger Caillois 
o  “Playing,” by Richard Schechner 

- Literature about Improv Comedy 
o Impro, by Keith Johnstone 
o Improvise, by Mick Napier 
o Truth in Comedy, by Charna Halpern 
o The Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual, by Matt 

Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh 
- Literature about Improvisation in Devising Theatre 

o “Bursting the Bubble of Play” by Elliot Leffler (soon to be published in 
the book Magnet Theatre: Three Decades of Making Space) 

- Literature about Improvisation in Applied Theatre contexts 
o Improvising Real Life, by Jo Salas 
o Playing the Other, by Nick Rowe 
o Games for Actors and Non-Actors, by Augusto Boal 
o Theatre in Co-Communities, by Shulamith Lev-Aladgem 
o Theatre of Good Intentions, by Dani Snyder-Young 

 
The only other financial cost to you of this class is the cost of seeing live improvised 
theatre together.  We will go to 2-3 such performances during the semester; they each 
cost around $10 or less.    
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STUDENT EXPECTATIONS AND ASSESSMENTS 
 
Your grade will be based on three major components:  
 
1. Class Citizenship [Attendance, Preparation and Participation] (40%) 
2. Moodle Postings (20%) 
3. Papers (40%) 

 
1. Attendance, Preparation, and Class Participation (40%) 

 
Active, open-minded, adventurous participation is the cornerstone of this course.  I’ll ask 
you to participate verbally (in class discussions) and physically (in games, 
improvisational exercises and performances. Through this participation, we will 
collectively build a supportive classroom environment based on trust, support, risk-
taking, and the quest for intellectual discovery.  You will help to build this environment 
through your investment in activities, discussions and performances; your preparedness 
for class; and the insight and generosity of your feedback for your peers.   
 
Attendance and Punctuality  
 
Regular attendance and punctuality are prerequisites for the kind of active participation 
that this course requires. I expect you to attend every class, and to show up a few minutes 
early so we can start on time.  Absences and tardiness will negatively impact your grade, 
but more importantly, they will negatively impact class dynamics and others’ learning.   
 
Preparation (Readings and Viewings) 
 
Coming to class prepared includes doing the readings and always bringing your course 
packet with you.  In most cases, I will assign a reading assignment for each class.  I 
expect that you will read these carefully and thoughtfully; you should always be prepared 
to ask and respond to provocative questions about these texts.  
 
Occasionally, we will see various kinds of improv performances together around 
Portland, in addition to or in lieu of reading assignments.  Those dates are listed on the 
course calendar and your attendance at them is very important. 
 
Preparation (Dress) 
 
We will be moving in this class and often sitting on the floor.  Please wear comfortable, 
loose-fitting clothing in which you can move freely.  Think sweats or workout clothes—
nothing that will restrict or inhibit your movement by being too tight, too baggy, or too 
revealing. Because certain types of footwear can also be constricting, I ask that everyone 
remove their shoes at the door, and participate in class barefoot.  Please see me 
immediately if you have any questions or concerns about clothing. 
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2. Moodle Postings (20%) 
 
Often, I will ask you to post your reflections on the reading assignments on the course moodle 
site.  I see the moodle as an online space for rigorous intellectual discussion.  We can get a 
good conversation started in the digital sphere before class, which can then help us to 
maximize our discussion time in class.  Or, sometimes, the inverse can happen: we can have a 
great conversation in class but then time runs out on us, and we can continue the conversation 
online.  Moreover, posting about readings and experiences in casual, online discussions can 
help you generate ideas for the papers you will be writing.  
 
I will give you specific prompts for these postings to clarify the topic and expectations. I will 
read all of your postings, and this part of your grade will reflect the depth of your reflection 
and your responsiveness to your peers.   
 
3. Papers (40%) 
 
There are three times during the semester when I will ask you to reflect on your experiences 
as an improviser within the context of a formal but short (3-5 page) paper.   These are 
opportunities to rigorously engage with the play theory – and indeed, to contribute to that 
theory – with your insights as an improviser.  You might think of these as outgrowths of your 
regular moodle postings.   
 
 

SOME POLICIES AND RESOURCES OF THE COLLEGE THAT ARE 
DIRECTLY RELEVANT TO YOUR SUCCESS IN THIS CLASS 

 
The DoJo (Writing Assistance) 
 
Writing assistance is available through The DoJo (Dorothy Johansen House).  Drop-in writing 
tutoring is available every day from 6-10 pm.  Moreover, this class is engaging Ashlin Hatch 
and Quinn Spencer, who took this class last year, as tutors for the course.  This means that 
Ashlin and Quinn are familiar with the assignments that I am giving, and they are available 
(by appointment) to help you with your writing.  Just email them to set that up.  Students can 
also contact the DoJo via David Gruber at 503/517-7722 to seek general academic counseling.  
 
Disability, Adversity and Accommodation 
 
Please speak with me as soon as possible if you need any additional accommodations; this 
might apply to students with disabilities, student parents, and others whose personal situations 
affect their ability to participate in class or complete assignments on time. 
 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are 
encouraged to contact both your professor and the Office of Disability Support Services, 
disability-services@reed.edu or 503-517-7921 as early as possible in the semester. Please be 
aware that requests may take several weeks to implement. Help me help you by informing me 
as soon as possible about any situations that arise that may impact your class performance. 
The sooner I know, the more able I am to work with you to reach a solution. 



 5 

IMPORTANT CLASS POLICIES 
 
 
Technology We Will Use 
 
You can access the class website by logging into moodle.reed.edu.  I may use this  
website to post additional readings, to provide a forum for out-of-class conversations, 
and to collect assignments. You are also welcome to use the class website to post 
notices for one another (and the easiest way to do this is to use the “news forum” 
feature at the top of the page).  Please ensure that you are able to access, post 
documents to, and print from the site.  If you are not able to do so, please contact the 
Help Desk of Computing and Information Services: 503-777-7525.  
 
Additionally, I will sometimes email class announcements to your university email 
addresses.  I expect that you are checking email regularly (at least once per day, 
during the week).  If you prefer another address, please forward your university email 
to that address.  
 
 
Technology We Will Not Use 
 
While technology offers wonderful opportunities to enhance our learning, it also 
sometimes creates distractions.  We live in a hyperlinked world that tempts us to 
check our email regularly, chat with friends online, surf the net, tap into our social 
networks, etc. Yet the study of theatre offers us the possibility to be fully present to 
each other – to be focused and viscerally connected rather than digitally dispersed. 
Therefore, I want to de-center laptops, tablets, and phones in this classroom.  They 
will not be strictly forbidden, and there will be times when you can use them, but I 
ask you to habitually keep them in your bags until a particular curricular need for 
them arises.  When that need arises, I expect that your use of that technology is 
strictly related to class.  I view web-surfing, emailing, social networking, online 
chatting, and texting during class to be violations of Reed’s honor principle.  
 
For more on why I’ve decided to de-center laptops, please see 
http://tinyurl.com/nmgfz4s and http://tinyurl.com/lrm8f94.  
 
 
Academic Integrity 
 
In academic circles, whenever we reference ideas that others have developed, we 
always follow a strict protocol in order to give those people credit for those ideas.  
This is an act of humility and integrity.  I expect that all of your writing is your own, 
original work, and that when you quote or paraphrase any source in order to develop 
your ideas, you carefully cite that source using MLA format.  (For more details on 
MLA format, I suggest consulting the excellent website of Purdue University’s 
Online Writing Lab [https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/].)  
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Reference all sources you use, including books, websites, lecture notes, or any 
thoughts that are not your own.  I take issues of academic integrity very seriously; 
plagiarism will earn you failing grades and referral to the Reed College Honor 
Council.    
 
 
Cultivating Openness Towards Others’ Contributions, Even When It’s Difficult 
 
In our pursuit of a rich, deep, broad liberal arts education, we sometimes confront 
unpleasant and taboo stuff.  This stuff – which may have to do with violence, 
inflammatory language, sex, etc – affects some students more profoundly than others, 
based (in part) on past life experience.  In an effort to be compassionate towards those 
students most effected, professors sometimes give out “trigger warnings” when they 
know that unpleasant course material is coming.  However, in a class that is based on 
spontaneous contributions from all students, I cannot forsee what “class content” may 
be on the horizon.  Moreover, I will ask you all to cultivate an openness towards not 
knowing what you are about to say or do.  I will ask you not to self-censor.  This 
means that any number of topics/ideas might suddenly come up.  I ask you to be open 
to that in this class.  If and when somebody says or does something that bothers you, I 
will cultivate a space for us to reflect on that moment together, so that we can learn 
from it together.  If you are bothered by something that someone has said/done and I 
do not seem to have noticed, I invite you to check in with me so that we can address 
it, and reflect on it, as a community.  I welcome these reflections as a time for us to 
grow as a compassionate, supportive, empathetic learning community.  I expect you 
to do the same.   
 
 
Late Work 
 
Due dates help us stay together on our creative journey, and I will enforce them in 
order to keep us moving forward as one community. I will penalize late work by 
docking a half-letter grade (5% of the total grade) for each day that written 
assignments are turned in late.  This means that if a paper is due Thursday, and you 
turn it in on Friday, you would receive an A-/B+ for A level work, or a B for A-/B+ 
work.  
 
Occasionally, in extenuating circumstances, I do grant extensions for written work.  If 
you believe you have an extenuating circumstance that would qualify you for an 
extension, please consult with me at least three days in advance of the deadline.  We 
can discuss this possibility in person, and then I will ask you to email me a formal, 
written request that includes: (1) the reason you are seeking an extension, (2) the date 
and time at which I can expect to receive your work.  Please understand that I grant 
these requests very selectively, and that requesting an extension does not necessarily 
mean that I will grant it.   
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How to miss class responsibly: 
 
Consistent attendance is of absolute importance, and I expect to see you at every class.  
However, students occasionally have extenuating circumstances, and they need to miss 
class.  If this only happens once or twice in a semester, it is acceptable, and the impact on 
your grade will be relatively small.  When this happens, it is your responsibility to ascertain 
what you missed and what you need to do for subsequent classes.  I suggest you do the 
following: 

 
1. If possible, before the class, check in with me and let me know not to expect you.  This 

can help me prepare for class and I will appreciate your communication.  Please don’t 
ask me if it is “okay” to miss class; rather, if you are concerned about my reaction, 
please simply communicate to me that it is an extenuating circumstance and that it will 
not become a habit.   

 
2. After the class, please begin by checking in with a peer, and asking what you missed 

and what upcoming assignments have been explained.  Ask them when they are not 
rushed, and can give you a full and thoughtful answer.  If you don’t get a thorough and 
thoughtful answer from them, ask another peer. 

 
3. If you have specific questions for me, based on your conversations with your peers, feel 

free to ask me.  The best way to ask me these questions is to come to my office hours.  
The second-best way to ask me is to email me.  If/when you email me, please try to be 
specific about your concerns.  It is better to ask a question like “What is the essential 
difference between Sociodrama and Forum Theatre?” than “What did I miss?”   

 
 
A Note on Correspondence 
 
My office door is open to you, and I look forward to getting to know you over the term 
and beyond. However, a few things will help us in our journey: 

- Please be conscientious and efficient in your email correspondence. If you have a 
question, please give me at least 24 hours to respond. Emails received over the 
weekend might not be responded to until Monday. 

- Please think before you email. I would prefer one concise email containing 
several questions to four different emails sent over 24 hours. 

- Please take advantage of my office hours. I highly and emphatically prefer that 
we communicate in person as opposed to on email.  I look forward to discussing 
your projects around the little table in my office, and while I will not always 
respond in writing to your written exercises, they are fantastically useful for 
framing those conversations.  

- If you would like a recommendation letter, now or in the future please give me at 
least three weeks notice, as well as detailed information about the 
program/fellowship/award for which you are applying. 
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COURSE UNITS 
 
This section of the syllabus provides an outline of what you can expect to experience throughout 
the semester.  It does not provide a detailed schedule of reading assignments, nor does it tell you 
exactly what we’ll be doing on any particular day.   
 
Weeks One, Two, and Three (1/25, 1/27, 2/1, 2/3, 2/8) 
 
In the first few weeks, we’ll begin playing together to develop trust and creative intimacy.  Some 
of our play will take the forms of theatre games and very basic improv games.  Some of our play 
will take the form of purely-physical interaction, and will be framed as a “Viewpoints” workshop. 
We will also begin to read about play and improvisation and reflect on those readings in person 
and online; our readings these weeks will include excerpts from Keith Johnstone’s Impro, Johann 
Huizinga’s Homo Ludens, Roger Caillois’s Man, Play, and Games, and Charna Halpern’s Truth 
in Comedy.   
 
Your first paper will be due on 2/15, shortly after the conclusion of this unit, and will give you an 
opportunity to reflect on some of the play you did in this unit.   
 
Weeks Three, Four, and Five (2/10, 2/15, 2/17, 2/22, 2/24) 
 
During these weeks, we will focus our energy on improv comedy, working first on scenic 
improvisation (individual improv scenes) and then within “long form” structures (clusters of 
interrelated improv scenes).  Readings these weeks will include Mick Napier’s Improvise and The 
Upright Citizens Brigade Comedy Improvisation Manual, by Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt 
Walsh.  We will also read more play theory, including Theatre in Co-Communities by Shulamith 
Lev-Aladgem. 
 
Week Six (2/29, 3/2) 
 
During this week, we will study and try out some of the improvisation-based techniques that 
ensembles use when devising original works of theatre.  Readings will include my own essay, 
“Bursting the Bubble of Play,” and “Playing” by Richard Schechner.  
 
Your second paper will be due on 3/7, shortly after the conclusion of this unit, and will give you 
an opportunity to reflect on some of the play you did in this unit and the previous unit.   
 
Weeks Seven and Eight (3/7, 3/9, 3/14, 3/16) 
 
In the weeks leading up to Spring Break, we will become practitioners of Forum Theatre.  This 
form of Applied Theatre is based on the premise that improvisation can help us practice ways of 
responding to the challenging moments we face in our real lives.   Readings will include excerpts 
from Augusto Boal’s Games for Actors and Non-Actors and Dani Snyder-Young’s Theatre of 
Good Intentions. 
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Weeks Nine and Ten (3/28, 3/30, 4/04, 4/06) 
 
In the weeks following Spring Break, we will explore Playback Theatre – an improvisational form 
in which actors listen to the real stories of audience members and then “play back” the essence of 
those stories.  Playback Theatre has its roots in drama therapy, and some scholars claim that it 
helps people gain new perspectives and insights on their life experiences.  Readings in this unit 
will include excerpts of Jo Salas’s Improvising Real Life and Nick Rowe’s Playing the Other. 
 
Your third paper will be due on 4/11, shortly after the conclusion of this unit, and will give you an 
opportunity to reflect on your involvement in Forum Theatre or Playback Theatre.   
 
Weeks Eleven, Twelve, and Thirteen (4/11, 4/13, 4/18, 4/20, 4/25, 4/27) 
 
Group Choice!  Based on all the work we’ve done up until this point, the class will collectively 
determine one form of improvisation in which we want more exposure and practice.  We can 
choose: Improv Comedy, Forum Theatre, or Playback Theatre.  We will devote these weeks of the 
course to furthering our study of that form.  Once we decide what we want to focus on, we will 
also determine collectively whether we would like to invite friends to watch us perform.  If we do 
decide to perform, that performance will be at 7 pm on the evening of Wednesday, 4/27.  All class 
members need to keep that evening free for now.  The readings for this unit are TBD. 
 
Week Fourteen 
 
Our final meeting will offer us an opportunity for reflection on the semester.  This meeting will 
take place be during an “exam period” that will be scheduled by the college. 
 
Important Dates to be Aware Of (and to record in your calendars now!) 
 
Thursday-Saturday 2/4-2/6 – all students highly encouraged (but not absolutely required) to see 

improv comedy at the Brody Theatre in downtown Portland; see Brody Theatre website for 
details 

Monday 2/15 – First Paper Due 
Saturday 3/5 at 7:30 pm – trip to Hipbone Studio to see Playback Theatre (budget about an hour 

for transport via public transit) 
Monday 3/7 – Second Paper Due 
Date TBA (hopefully mid-march) – see Forum Theatre with Living Stages 
Monday 4/11 – Third Paper Due 
Weekend of 4/16 or 4/22 – potential trip to see a live improv performance of some kind, 

depending on the Group Choice 
Wednesday 4/27 – Save 7-9 pm for a potential class performance 
Week of 5/9 – Mandatory Final Meeting During Exam Week (exact date/time TBD by Reed 

College) 
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CALENDAR OF ANTICIPATED ASSIGNMENTS 
(Subject to Change) 

 
Mon, 1/25 
 
Introductory Unit 
 
HW for 1/27: complete Syllabus assignment, 
purchase course packet, read Huizinga text 
(course packet p. 1-30) 
  

Wed, 1/27 
 
Introductory Unit 
 
HW for 2/1: Read “Yes And” texts (course packet p. 
31-69, which includes Johnstone on Spontaneity, 
Halpern 45-50 and 91-93, Besser et al 12-19, 48-50, 
56-59, Carane & Allen 59-61); Moodle Post 
  

Mon, 2/1 
 
Introductory Unit 
 
HW for 2/3: Read course packet p. 90-99 (Boal 
[Rainbow of Desire] 29-40 and Boal [Games for 
Actors & Nonactors] 29-30); Moodle Post 
 

Wed, 2/3 
 
Introductory Unit (Viewpoints workshop) 
 
HW for 2/8: Read course packet  
p. 104-130 (Caillois chapters 1,  
2, & 5); Moodle Post 

Mon, 2/8 
 
Introductory Unit (Viewpoints workshop) 
 
HW for 2/10: Read course packet p. 131-149 & 
70-80 (Napier ch 3-5, Besser et al p. 63-82) 
 

Wed, 2/10 
 
Improv Comedy Unit 
 
HW for 2/15: watch UCB video, first paper due 

Mon, 2/15 
 
Improv Comedy Unit 
 
HW for 2/17: Read course packet p. 150-173 
(Lev-Aladgem intro & ch 1); Moodle Post 
 

Wed, 2/17 
 
Improv Comedy Unit 
 
HW for 2/22: Read Besser et al p. 112-149 (on 
moodle); Moodle Post 
 

Mon, 2/22 
 
Improv Comedy Unit / Transition to Devising 
Unit 
 
HW for 2/24: Read course packet p. 174-183 
(Schechner article titled “Playing”); Moodle Post 
 

Wed, 2/24 
 
Devising Unit 
 
HW for 2/29: Read course packet 184-198 (Leffler 
essay titled “Bursting the Bubble of Play”); start 
working on second paper 

Mon, 2/29 
 
Devising Unit 
 
HW for 3/2: Read course packet p. 83-39 & 101-
104 (Boal [Games for Actors and Nonactors] p. 
241-247 and Boal [Rainbow of Desire] p. 1-9); 
continue working on second paper 

Wed, 3/2 
 
Devising Unit /  
Forum Theatre Unit 
 
HW for 3/7: Saturday night 
Playback performance at 7:30, finish second paper  
 

Sat, March 5 
Playback Theatre 
7:30 pm 
Hipbone Studio 

Students highly 
encouraged to see 
improv comedy at 
the Brody Theatre 
on Feb 4-6 
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Mon, 3/7 
 
Forum Theatre Unit 
 
HW for 3/9: short writing assignment  
 

Wed, 3/9 
 
Forum Theatre Unit 
 
HW for 3/14: Read course packet p. 199-211 (Snyder-
Young Ch. 2); Moodle Post 
 

Mon, 3/14 
 
Forum Theatre Unit 
 
HW for 3/16: Moodle Post 
 

Wed, 3/16 
 
Forum Theatre Unit / Transition to Playback Unit 
 
HW for 3/28: Read course packet p. 212-226 (Salas 
chapters 1-2) 
 

SPRING BREAK: 3/23-3/27 
 

SPRING BREAK: 3/23-3/27 

Mon, 3/28 
 
Playback Unit 
 
HW for 3/30: Read course packet p. 227-234 
(Rowe Ch. 2) 
 

Wed, 3/30 
 
Playback 
 
HW for 4/4: Read course packet p. 235-243 (Rowe Ch 
4); Two Moodle Posts 

Mon, 4/4 
 
Playback 
 
HW: begin working on third paper 

Wed, 4/6 
 
Playback Unit / Transition to Group Choice Unit 
 
HW for 4/11: finish third paper 
 

Mon, 4/11 
 
Group Choice Unit 
 
HW: TBD 
 

Wed, 4/13 
 
Group Choice Unit 
 
HW: TBD 

Mon, 4/18 
 
Group Choice Unit 
 
HW: TBD 
 

Wed, 4/20 
 
Group Choice Unit 
 
HW: TBD 
 

Mon, 4/25 
 
Group Choice Unit 
 
HW: TBD 
 

Wed, 4/27 
 
Group Choice Unit 

Exam Day (TBD) 
 

 

 

Wednesday night, 4/27 
Potential Class Performance 
7-9 pm 

Weekend of 4/16-4/17 
Potential trip to see a live 
improv performance 
(depending on group choice) 

Weekend of 4/23-4/34 
Potential trip to see a live 
improv performance 
(depending on group choice) 


