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seated 
at on the carpet. Several children eit dry cfreal at 

the snack table. Two-and-a-half-ýear-oldl/lariel 
takes a huge handful of cereal and Nads over to the 
block area. * 

"Mariel, you need to go back to the table to finish 
your cereal," Susan calls out. 

Mariel pauses and points to the ftyor. "Bugs." 
Susan looks down, then says to ijhrself, Whew! 

She's just playing. I told the children about crumbs 

attractlnj^m^^^^ßfßO. 
Mariel still remembers. I 

number board. 

uReal|^^ÁMM|^ÉKMWl( 
surprise, "Under- 

Mariel arm. "Jessie, bugs 
are cominp^B|Wfiw^ŽÍÍlýgln8 ruoning in 
circles. "The S||||f^^pÉtt|^ÂIjbW0Eg1rls chant in 
unison. The chilálillM|W^ppÉMÉitM^ are now 
watching the action. 

' Uh oh, Susan 

m^^l^nterestia^ftay. Máj/## t1ßU0ifilt Involved. 

"Mariel, take a look at the 
nods excitedly. 

* ' 

"If you can see the bugs^oming, 
call to tell them our floor istfblean." Susan 
the telephone on the wall, "tello, bugs? Don't WtfyW?- 
our classroom; it's clean. OK?" 

Susan hangs up. She announces in a loud voice, 
"The bugs won't come to ourtoom. We keep ou^roořn 
cl . . ." She gasps and points it the floor. "Cereal# 

m  7ñ  T  
Carrie Lobman, Ed.D., is an assistant professor at the 
Graduate School of Education, Rutgers University, in 
New Brunswick, New Jersey. Carrie is an early child- 
hood educator and an improv comedian. She was a 
founding member of the improv comedy troupe Laugh- 
ing Matters, and she leads improvisation workshops for 
early childhood teachers and administrators. 

Moments LIKE THIS OCCUR FREQUENTLY in developnfmtally 
appropriate early childhood classrooms. When youn^children 
are free to explore their interests and make choices, tjey do 
and say unpredictable things. Teachers must continu^y 
choose how to respond, because at any given moment um 
activity can go off in afit8i^£peçted direction. V 

In this scenario Mariel respono^^Jipsan's reminder abdìj a 
classroom rule with the fantasy sugge^^Wfe^^ere are bujjpr 

' 

on the floor. For Susan, this response c°uM>^ ré¿ 
annoying, cute, interesting, distractinfl^^^uH^H^^^^K č1 

SKétiïd Susan act as an observer, 
her bug fantasy without joining in? ìMwPwjK 

' 

Mariel's play in order to bring skills 
game? Is there a way to react that is 
between these two options but rathei^^^^p^B^Mpmg to 
what is going on at that moment and creafB^PHHiining with 
the ßMWfen? 

Some might argue that Susan should be cautious about 
including herself in Mariel's bug fantasy. They would say that 
pjay mwluable for children because it belongs to them (JonpiF 
& Reynolds 1992). If Susan becomes involved, she might>^ 
dominate the play and detract from the children's experience 
(Bennett, Wood, & Rogers 1996). 

Others would encourage Susan to Jbin ttte children's play, 
with the goal of introducing social skftls ali d information about 
bugs and cleanliness (Kitson lfi94; '^ocjpc Attfield 1996). They 
could point to research s|ipwinjtoy pl^|r is primarily useful to 
Children as a learrttjig actiV^JWftlow^ Cashden 198$rlutt 
et al. 1939; Smilansky perspective chjoren's 
learning inÖhöft^es when 

tea^j^HH^^veJíhemselvyas 
co 

Both perspectives have m^rtt^Râí^^icouragq# teachers to 
be thoughtful in their int^rai^^^^n|^^iildr^pHowever, I 
believe that we teachers for creative 
andltee^ningful interactioni^M^j^||pice the choice to one 
between IMwld-centered 

andF^^^^^ycted 
activity. 

18 , * Young Cfìfkk^ 
* May 2003 

This content downloaded from 129.8.217.37 on Wed, 25 Mar 2015 18:00:05 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


fi 
3 e 
2 u. 
e o Q 
4) u O CL. a QQ 
© 

JS 
C/3 
fr 
8 u 

4> C *c 
s 
I 
<§ 
© 

Improvisation and the early childhood classroom 

Another way to view the interaction between Susan and the 
children is as an improvised scene similar to a performance 
on television or at a comedy club. Thinking of the activity as 
improvisation reveals the ways in which early childhood 
classrooms are not purely child centered or adult directed, 
but are an ongoing collaboration. Everyone, teachers and 
children alike, contributes to the creation of a new, emergent 
scene. What is interesting is how Susan and the children 
spontaneously and collectively create it. 

Just as the activity in an early childhood classroom re- 
sembles an improvised scene, improvisation in many ways 
resembles the pretend play of early childhood (Sawyer 
1997b). As with children's play, theatrical improvisation is 
created without a written script or plot. It is an art form in 
which no one, not even the participants, knows where the 
game, scene, or story will end up, because it is being created 
as it goes along. Improvisers are trained to create, direct, and 
act collectively, all within view of the audience. 

In many ways improvisation is the most ordinary of activi- 
ties. People are not given a script at birth and advised to 
memorize their lines before they participate in life. They 
improvise every day - when they smile at others on the street, 
when they choose what to eat for breakfast, and when they 
engage in conversations. For the most part people are not 
conscious of their improvisational activity and are unaware of 
their improvisational ability. They think improvisation be- 
longs on stage and is the sole domain of skilled actors. 

Early childhood teachers deal with the unexpected all the 
time - spilled juice, lost gerbils, or broken zippers can inter- 
rupt even the 
most well- 
planned day. 
When teachers 
engage in 
improvisational 
activity, as Susan 
did, it produces 
a classroom 
environment 
where children's 
creativity is 
supported and 
developed. 

Early childhood 

classrooms are 

not purely child 

centered or 

adult directed, 

but are an ongoing 
collaboration. 
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Characteristics of improvisation  
The characteristics of interactions in early childhood 

classrooms are similar to those of improvised perfor- 
mances. The main characteristics are spontaneity, not 
ruling out ideas, giving offers, building on others' offers, 
and the group's creating the scene collectively. 

Being spontaneous. Spontaneity is the primary 
characteristic of improvisa- 
tion (Spolin 1963; Johnstone 
[1979] 1992; Halpern, Close, & 
Johnson 1994). Performers 
must stay in the moment and 
not tie themselves to a 
particular goal or direction. 
Improvisation forces people 
to break with preconceived 
ideas about what is supposed 
to happen and to go with the 
unexpected. Conscious 
spontaneity is not easy to 
achieve in a culture that 
values guaranteed outcomes 
and planned agendas. In this 
world, improvisational 
activity can feel unnatural. 

Using everything. Improvisation depends on per- 
formers' willingness to use everything, including ideas 
they consider crazy, heretical, or just plain boring. It is 
based on a belief that people can create something 
worthwhile out of almost anything and that the unex- 
pected is not a problem, but the seed of creativity. Im- 
provisers create using whatever their fellow performers 
give them, even when it does not fit with what they 
wanted or anticipated. Improvisation is paradoxical - to 
be successful, performers must fully commit to their 
own suggestions and then be willing to go in a com- 
pletely different direction. 

Giving and receiving offers. Improvisation is 
about giving and receiving offers (anything a performer 
says or does in a scene is an offer) (Halpern, Close, & 
Johnson 1994; Wacky World 2001). All offers must be 
accepted, and players must relate to everything that 
happens in a scene as real. For example, if two players 
are on stage and one says, "It sure is hot here on the 
moon," the other must accept that they are on the 
moon and build on it, adding something new. "Let's hike 
over to the dark side and see if we can find some shade" 
might be an appropriate response. Players trust that 
their fellow improvisers will be able to use their sugges- 
tions to create a successful scene. 

Creating collectively. Finally, improvisation is 
about creating something collectively; one person is 
neither responsible for nor credited with the develop- 
ment of the performance (Spolin 1963; Halpern, Close, & 
Johnson 1994; Sawyer 1997a). The collective creation of 
the scene demands that the players work together, 
rather than focusing on individual ideas, goals, or egos. 
It assumes a commitment to the whole rather than the 
particular. The art of improvisation is the art of people 

creating collectively. 

The improvised scene 
is extended  

How is the interaction 
between Susan and the 
children improvisational? 
The scene began when 
Susan asked Mariel to take 
her food back to the table 
and Mariel responded 
playfully. There are several 
ways to interpret this 
exchange. From an improvi- 
sational perspective, 
Mariel's comment and 
Susan's response is the 

giving and receiving of an offer. When Mariel said 
"Bugs," Susan, in true improvisational fashion, accepted 
that the bugs were in the room and then went further 
by calling the bugs on the telephone. Throughout the 
interaction, Susan and the children picked up on each 
other's offers and then responded in ways that contin- 
ued to develop the scene. 

First Sleepover 
Gail Perry 

Abby at age five was thrilled to be going on 
her first real sleepover, even if it was only to her 
cousin's house. She was dropped off in the late 
afternoon, so she and Colleen didn't have much 
time to play before dinner. After dinner Colleen's 
father read the girls a story and then announced it 
was time to go to sleep. Abby looked up at him and 
said in a quite determined voice, "I came to play, 
not sleep!" 

Gail Perry is the book editor for Young Children. 

Guidelines for Improvisers 

• Relate to yourself as a supporting 
actor. 

• Do not enter a scene unless you^^P^ 
are needed. 

• Make your fellow actors look good. 
• Trust your fellow players to support you. 
• Do not judge what is going on except in 

terms of what you can do to help. 
• Most of all, listen. 

(Halpern, Close, & Johnson 1994) 
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After Susan chose to accept and build on Mariel's 
offer of the bugs, the play continued. 

Susan hangs up the phone. "The bugs won't come to 
our room. We keep our room cl . . ." She gasps and 
points to the floor. "Cereal?" 

Mariel looks up at Susan and smiles. "Cereal!" 
Jessie leans down and picks up the cereal. Susan 

points with great urgency to the garbage can. "Hurry! 
Hurry! To the garbage, hurry!" 

Jessie runs over, drops the cereal in the garbage, and 
looks proudly at Susan. 

Susan pretends to wipe sweat 
from her forehead and breathe a 
sigh of relief. "Thanks, Jessie. 
All right, Mariel, I think we're 
safe. No bugs will come here." 

Mariel, sensing that the game 
might end, calls out, "The 
bugs!" 

Susan asks, "Where are they? 
In your lunch bag? Should I call 
them again?" Susan goes back 
to the phone, followed by four 
or five children who have come from the rug to join the 
play. "Hello, bugs, don't come here. We keep our room 
clean." 

Two-year-old Joseph points to a dirty spot on the floor 
and says, "I see bug." 

Susan listens intently on the telephone. "The bugs 
say there is some cereal on the floor and that's why 
they keep coming." She hangs up the phone. "Mariel, 

children, check the floor . . . check the rug . . . look 
everywhere." 

Most of the 10 children in the group now crawl on the 
floor looking for bugs. Some take goggles and helmets 
from the dramatic play area and dress up as bug collec- 
tors. Others go into the bathroom chanting, "No bugs here, 
no, no, no." Several children sit around a toy telephone 
having a conversation with the bugs. The bug scene con- 
tinues for 30 minutes. 
In the middle of the scene, when much of the group 

had joined the play, one child stood at the light switch, 
turning the lights on and off (an activity he often did by 
himself). Susan looked over and said to him, "You're 
making sure the lights are on so we can see the bugs. 
Thanks, Takashi." 

Susan was not the only one in the scene who picked 
up on offers. When Susan successfully included 
Takashi in the scene, Mariel ran over and searched for 

bugs on the floor where he stood. When Susan 
h told the children the room needed to be 
I checked for bugs, two children who had 

previously been on the periphery of the 
scene put on goggles and white protective 

hats and became bug collectors. 
1 he children in àusan s class ranged m age trom zu 

to 35 months, and their language development was 
varied. Several, including Mariel, had well-developed 
vocabularies; others came from homes where English 
was not the primary language, and some were just 
beginning to use verbal language. This group would not 
typically be expected to sustain long periods of social 
or cooperative play. However, the bug scene lasted 30 
minutes and ultimately included all the children. 
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Children did not compete for control 
of the scene or for Susan's attention, 
because she suggested different 
ways for them to join in the play. 

Teachers and children as 

improvisera  
Viewing the classroom activity as 

an improvised scene shows the 
strengths of the teachers and 
children. From a theatrical perspec- 
tive Susan served as a skilled 
improviser. She took a great deal of 
responsibility for the overall 
production of the scene, but she did 
not control the activity. She made 
sure that all the children could 
participate, listened for offers that 
might move the scene forward, and 
provided suggestions to help shape 
the scene. As an improviser, Susan 
looked out for the overall success of 
the scene and fully supported her 
fellow performers - in this case, the 
children. 

If Susan is viewed as a skilled 
improviser, the children can be 
viewed as naturally gifted improvi- 
sers. Children improvise all the 
time, largely because they do not 
always know what is supposed to 
happen. Adults know that B follows 
A, and they have difficulty thinking 
that things could be otherwise. 

One of the key elements of good 
improvisation is that its progression 
is nonlinear: there is never a single 
right or appropriate response to 
an offer. 

Good improvisers make offers 
that others do not expect. In the 
bug interaction, from the beginning 
the children provided many of the 
unexpected or unconventional of- 
fers. Their offers took the scene 
beyond a predictable conversation 
about classroom cleanliness. Skilled 
teachers can help create an environ- 
ment where children's offers are 
used to move classroom activities 
in new and interesting directions. 

What does improvisation offer? 

Spontaneity, unexpected events, 
and working with a group of 
people - what day in an early child- 
hood classroom does not include 
these features? Furthermore, what 
early childhood teacher does not 
struggle to respond to these very 
things, sometimes viewing them as 
problems or obstacles to the goal of 
creating a develop mentally appro- 
priate learning environment for the 
children? 

Improvisation requires people to 
break with preconceived ideas and 
make the most of unexpected 

Improvisation Concepts 

Spontaneity: Performers must stay in the moment and not become 
tied to a particular goal or direction. 

Everything is useful: Improvisation depends on the performers' 
willingness to use everything. 

Giving and receiving offers: Offers are anything a performer 
says or does in a scene. All offers must be accepted. 

"Yes, and . . Improvisers build on offers by adding something new. 
Every time improvisers speak or move in a scene, they strive to build on 
what came before and add something that will take the scene further. 

Creating collectively: One person is neither responsible for nor 
credited with the development of a performance. 
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events. It calls for a spirit of collabo- 
ration and the group's commitment 
to working collectively rather than 
following individual pursuits. Impro- 
visation provides a way of thinking 
about teaching that more accurately 
reflects the real world of the class- 
room. When teachers view class- 
room interactions as improvisations, 
not child-centered or teacher- 
directed activities, and see them- 
selves and the children as improvis- 
ers, teachers can expand the poten- 
tial for creative interactions. These 
interactions can foster an environ- 
ment where children learn to make 
use of their creativity in ways that 
support the development of the group. 
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Where Are They Going? 

Bonnie Kittredge 

In mid-December I visited a Head Start program in a tiny Yupik 
Eskimo village on the west coast of Alaska. Everyone except me 
spoke Yupik, so I had to rely on visual clues as I watched the children 
absorbed in play. 

The dramatic play area was set up like an office, with a nonfunc- 
tioning computer and keyboard. Three childrën wearingfiard hâté 
were sitting in chairs, one directly behind the other. The first ofthe 
three faced the computer screen and was making all kinds of hartd 

motions. They sat m a row for 
perhaps 20 minutes. 

When another child walked 
down the row of three, 
speaking with each one and 
pretending to write on an 
invisible notepad, I realized 
what I was observing. This 
child was a flight attendant 
taking drink orders. The first 
in the row was the pilot, the ; 
computer the cockpit. The 
other two children wens ý 
passengers sitting quietly en 

route to somewhere. I chose not to interrupt the play to ask where they < 
were going, so I was left to surmise - perhaps a trip to a basketball 
game in a neighboring village or to the doctor in Bethel, regional hub 
for the Kuskokwim Delta, about an hour's flight frodi this village. 

The children of this village know lots more about small planes in 
which the pilots and their instruments are visible - as well as four- 
wheelers and snow machines- than they do about the kinds of 
transportation urban dwellers think of as common. 

Bonnie Kittredge, M.S., is an early childhood consultant in Anchosage, Alaska, 
and a member of the staff development network at Teaching Strategie», ina, in 
Washington, D.C. 
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