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A Brief History of Modern Improv

• The origins of improv are in a settlement house in Chicago

• Neva Boyd and the use of storytelling games to breakdown 
down ethnic barriers between recent immigrants at Hull 
House

• Viola Spolin studied under Neva Boyd and expanded the work of 
group play as a technique for teaching theater

• Paul Sills (son), Bernie Sahlins, Howard Alk and The Second 
City

• Improv beyond the stage

• A focus on communication and teamwork



Zip-Zap-Zop

Goal: an improv warmup

• One person starts by clapping their hands, pointing to someone in the circle and 
saying the word “Zip”

• That new person will then clap their hands, point to someone else and say “Zap

• The third person will then clap their hands, point to another person and say “Zop”

• That person will clap their hands, point to another person and start the cycle 
again by saying “Zip”

• And the cycle continues! 



Playing Catch (with invisible items)

Goal: bringing in some creativity; integrating physicality into the realm 
of communication

• We’re going to be playing catch…with invisible items

• You’ll be tossing items (that we’ll make up) and play catch with them

• Objects will vary in weight, size, shape – how can we indicate that by the way we 
catch the items?



Top That

Goal: exploring how one action can be interpreted in a multitude of 
ways

• One person in the circle will start a physical action and explain that action

• They will then look to the person on the left and say “Top That!”

• The person to the left will continue that same action and create a new 
explanation for that action, and will then look to the person to the left and say 
“Top That!”

• This will continue until someone in the circle is not able to come up with 
another interpretation; they will state “That can’t be topped!” and start a new 
action and explain that action. 

• And the cycle continues



Walk Like a…

Goal: an exploration of what people are telling us/what people are 
trying to convey by the way they present themselves

• You’ll start off by walking around the room as yourself, at your natural posture 
and gait (this is you playing you)

• As you move, we will be giving you instructions on new characters to embody. 
Keep moving and listening as we speak



One Sentence (story) Can Paint a Picture 
Worth a Thousand Words

Goal: Come together tell a cohesive story together, one word at time. 
And then turn that story into an image, which you will all create 
together

• You will be telling a story that’s never been told, one word a time

• One person will start, and we’ll go around the circle where each person will add 
a new word to the story

• At the end, we will all create an image together that would be on the cover of the 
movie/book version of the story we just told
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