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Abstract 

The purpose of this article is to aid teachers and students to create and implement academic 

language in the classroom through improvisational activities. Improvisation provides an 

enjoyable and effective practice to acquire academic language skills. 
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Words Matter: Creating Academic Language in the Classroom through Improvisation 

 “Vygotsky argued that cognitive growth is ‘more likely when one is required to explain, 

elaborate, or defend one’s position to others as well as to oneself; striving for an explanation 

often makes a learner integrate and elaborate knowledge in new ways’” (as cited in Johnston, 

2012, 66).  

Unfortunately, with the current pressures of standardized testing, teachers do not feel they 

have the time to develop strategies that foster higher order thinking skills and deeper learning, 

but instead focus on very scripted and binary learning. However, through meaningful questions 

and guided discussion, students can become better listeners, allowing for deeper levels of 

understanding and reasoning. Language is key for teachers to build a “dialogic classroom,” one 

where students engage in conversation and express multiple interpretations and perspectives 

through open-ended questions (Johnston, 2012).  

Through these types of conversations, students learn to collaborate. However, success is 

not just in the coming together that leads to successful problem solving; it is the language that 

allows each child to have a voice, so they can learn strategies to problem-solve, focus on the 

process of learning, and move beyond a binary, right or wrong answer. The purpose of this paper 

is to discuss the importance of academic language in the classroom. It further shows how 

teachers and students can incorporate the language into the classroom through improvisational 

play and performance. 

What is Academic Language, and Why Is It Important? 

All language has a purpose, but academic language is defined with specific 

characteristics: to explore and analyze discourse, to understand and grasp meaning, to elucidate 

and clarify any misunderstanding, to support and reinforce positions, to authenticate and 
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corroborate inquiry, to think carefully, to serve a useful purpose, to promote further 

development, and to speculate and hypothesize opinions and conclusions (Zweirs and Crawford, 

2011). The problem is that most classroom dialogue lacks these characteristics, and teachers 

continue to create a fixed, either right or wrong, learning environment (Johnston, 2012). When 

students engage in academic conversation, they must hold extended exchanges, thus discovering 

new perspectives and realities. In Figure 1, Johnston (2012) and Lindfors (1999) provide 

examples of both noninterrogative and direct questions that oblige students to justify or explain 

their thought processes. These questions also highlight academic subtleties that may otherwise 

go unnoticed. 
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Figure 1. Noninterrogative and Direct Questions. 

By exercising academic language in the classroom, students understand that learning is a 

process and not a personal attribute that a student does or does not possess. Students who use 

academic language, even if they failed at challenging problems, eventually had higher 

achievement because they would concentrate on their errors and not the failure (Kapur, 2008). 

Additionally, students can provide thoughtful advice on how to improve; they don’t focus on the 

Noninterrogative Questions to Create 

Academic Language: (Johnston, 2012 & 

Lindfors, 1999) 

 

 “I’m trying to figure out…” 

 “This is what I don’t get…” 

 “I thought it was…” 

 “I wonder why…” 

 “Say more about that…” 

Direct Questions to Create Academic 

Language: (Johnston, 2012 & 

Lindfors, 1999) 

 

 “What would happen if…” 

 “Why do you think that?” 

 “What are you feeling/thinking? 

 “Why is that?” 

 “Did anyone notice?” “What are 

you noticing?” 

 “How did you figure that out?” 

 “How else…” “How are you 

planning to go about this?” 

 “How did you know?” 

 “How do you think _____ feels 

about that?” 

 “What problems did you come 

across today?” 
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person, but the task at hand. The students also consider multiple points of view, understand that 

it may take several attempts to come to a solution, and are comfortable if change is needed 

(Johnston, 2012). 

Nachmanovitch (1990), musician and educator, addresses this problem of our educational 

system and how it creates barriers that hinder creativity and spontaneity. He states that from a 

very young age, we are taught that there is only one way to solve a problem and arrive at one 

correct answer. 

We often make the mistake of confusing education with training, when in fact 

these are very different activities. Training is for the purpose of passing on 

specific information necessary to perform a specialized activity. Education is the 

building of a person. To educe means to draw out or evoke that which is latent; 

education means drawing out the person’s latent capacities for understanding and 

living, not stuffing a (passive) person full of preconceived knowledge. Education 

must tap into the close relationship between play and exploration… 

(Nachmanovitch, 1990, p. 118). 

How Can Improvisation Help? 

Improvisation is a technique used to take stimuli from the environment to communicate 

and create a new possibility. Spolin (1999), co-founder of Second City and creator of many of 

the popular improvisation games we know today, discovered that through improvisational 

games, she was able to create an environment in her theatre classroom where her students felt 

comfortable on stage: “The teacher-director who forces set patterns of thinking and behavior (a 

“right” or a “wrong” way of doing things) on child actors is restricting them most severely; and 

both the individual and the art form will suffer” (Spolin, 1999, p. 263). No matter what the 
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situation may be, the key is to see the possibilities that can come from being receptive to other 

ideas and opportunities while also building a positive, constructive, and creative classroom 

environment. 

Through improvisation, teachers and students can practice academic language until it 

becomes a natural and integral classroom feature. The focus of improvisation is also not on the 

final product, but the process. Teachers do not give students a set of parameters to create a 

preconceived answer. However, a problem or game will be proposed, and the possible solutions 

depend on the experiences and knowledge of the students. In fact, every activity will be different, 

depending on the students who are performing. As with real, meaningful language experiences, 

no one can recreate every possible scenario. Educators need to foster this creativity, so students 

are able to cope and be successful in all academic and nonacademic scenarios. Moreover, 

improvisation allows students to express themselves at their own ability level without focusing 

on form but on the process while teachers provide them with an encouraging environment that is 

engaging and creative. 

Boal (1992)—theatre director, writer, and politician—believed that theater can transform 

society and, through self-discovery, solutions to oppressed individuals and groups can, at the 

very least, be highlighted and create dialogue. He further stresses the activities used in theatre 

should not be competitive because creating competition establishes one idea or point of view 

better than another, thereby ending freedom of expression and communication among players. 

This needs to be considered while teaching because competition will undermine the objective of 

creating a collaborative and sophisticated dialogue among students and teachers. Boal’s (1979) 

theatre techniques were aimed at changing social and political injustices. Likewise, if the 
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technique is applied to the school environment, it can provide students with the skills to become 

reflective and critical thinkers. 

Regrettably, many schools that are considered “affluent professional or executive elite 

schools” (Anyon, 1980, p. 72) employ these teaching techniques, while “working class and 

middle-class schools” (Anyon, 1980, p. 71) are taught to follow directions and find correct 

answers. Teachers and schools have the opportunity to reach all students at every socioeconomic 

status, and by not creating these opportunities to achieve independent, creative, and analytical 

thinking skills, students will never break the perpetual cycle of a hidden curriculum in the school 

system.  

Johnstone, considered to be one of the founders of modern improvisational theatre, 

recounts his journey to the realization of how improvisation unleashed his creativity (Johnstone, 

1979). In his book, Impro, he presents episodes in his life where creativity, emotion, and a 

variety of perspectives were discouraged or not allowed from childhood through adulthood. He 

often points to how schooling teaches children only one way to do things or only one perspective 

to look at the world. As he advanced his work with improvisation, he discovered that 

improvisation worked better than implementing traditional acting methods. He found that “things 

invented on the spur of the moment could be as good or better than any of the texts we labored 

over” (Johnstone, 1979, p. 26). 

Free Play was established by Nachmanovitch (1990), an author and educator on how 

improvisation can benefit a variety of disciplines. Free Play opens the door to the essence of 

improvisation and how it can inspire creativity and discovery in every aspect of life and art 

(Nachmanovitch, 1990). Indeed, when young children play, they are not working toward a goal 

or final product, but they are completely enthralled in the process.  
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Improvisation allows students to express themselves at their own level by stressing not 

accuracy but the process by providing them with an environment that is engaging and creative. 

Through improvisation, students are able to build their confidence in their language and 

reasoning abilities by performing unique activities that allow them to eventually problem-solve 

outside the walls of the classroom. Furthermore, students realize that they are able to tap into a 

creative resource to navigate new and unexpected scenarios. Thus, just like real-life, the 

activities oblige the students to truly focus on the process and not a prescribed correct answer.  

Spolin (1999) used improvisation to help her students stay in the present and be liberated 

from the approval/disapproval syndrome that keeps them from experiencing the moment: “By 

eliminating the roles of teacher and student, the fear of disapproval is removed and they can 

focus on solving the problem of the activity” (Spolin, 1999, p. liii). Knowing that they are not 

alone in the creative process, the students work better as a collective and are more willing to take 

risks that they may not otherwise feel they could do without the support of the group. 

So, how do we accomplish this playful state? These are just a few basic rules of 

improvisation to keep students and teachers mindful of maintaining a supportive, creative, and 

constructive environment. 

“Yes, and...” 

This is the first and most important rule of improvisation. Everyone’s “offer” is valid. 

From these offers, scenes are developed, meaningful communication is created, and problems are 

solved. It is a positive affirmation, so students don’t feel their idea is being torn down, but 

instead built upon. 

Make Everyone Look Good 



Piccoli  WORDS MATTER 

79 

This rule is at the heart of the supportive environment created through improvisation. 

Any activity will be a success, and everyone will look good by helping the other players. 

Students don’t feel they are in competition with each other, and, most importantly, they are more 

willing to take risks. 

Don't Block, and Avoid Open Questions 

These two rules I have put together because they both break down the creative process. 

To block will stop the improvisation scene. For example, one player makes an offer, “Let’s go to 

the circus.” The second player responds with, “No, I don’t want to.” The scene stops. There is no 

building from this block. However, if the second player had responded with, “Yes, I love the 

tigers. What time is the show?” the conversation builds quickly. “Bad improvisers block action, 

often with a high degree of skill. Good improvisers develop action” (Johnstone, 1979, p. 95). 

No Mistakes, Only Opportunities 

If students truly believe there are no mistakes while playing, they will take more risks and 

test their limits more thoroughly and, ultimately, more successfully. Even if students recognize a 

mistake, they accept it and open themselves up to all sorts of possibilities and directions. Indeed, 

some of the most amazing discoveries in history were mistakes. 

Praxis 

The following are examples of purposeful improvisational activities that will reinforce 

the usage of academic high order conversation in the classroom. For each activity, I’ve listed an 

academic conversation skill mentioned at the beginning of the article. Additionally, I recommend 

students/teachers review the types of noninterrogative and direct questions needed to create a 

dialogic classroom prior to the engaging in the discussions. These improvisational activities are 

easily adaptable to age, skill, and topic. If the basic improvisational rules are followed, not only 
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will academic conversation be created, but also students will naturally create a positive and 

constructive environment. 

Teacher/Student Target Objectives: 

 Ask higher-level thinking questions and teach students to do the same (Zwiers & 

Crawford, 2011). 

 Use open-ended questions, such as “Why do you think that?” “How did you figure that 

out?” (Goldsmith, 2013) 

 Allow several students to answer questions, so multiple perspectives can be revealed 

while providing encouragement to share (Goldsmith, 2013). 

 Increase the quality of student-led talk. Students must provide evidence to support 

statements (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011). 

 Ask students to reflect (Lindfors, 1999). 

 Create moments that students think about important and engaging topics (Lindfors, 

1999). 

 Check in with students to confirm if they are listening attentively to their classmates 

(Goldsmith, 2013). 

 Establish a set of class rules created in conjunction with students; therefore, everyone’s 

ideas are respected (Goldsmith, 2013). 

Activity #1: Storytelling (F. Caeti, personal communication, July, 2012) 

A group of students (5 or more) will line up and start telling a story based on a suggestion 

from their classmates. Each student will say a phrase or more (The speaking time depends on 

teacher choice and/or students). As the story progresses, the teacher will pause the story to ask 

questions that will help the students think about the plot, characters, and details they are creating. 
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Example questions to help engage storytellers include: 

1. Tell me more about character x. 

2. What do you think will happen if …? 

3. What if character x were…? 

4. Why did character x decide to do that? 

Activity #2: Before and After (F. Caeti, personal communication, July, 2012) 

Select a specific historical event and hold an open, guided discussion while using the 

questions below to explore what events led up to and occurred after the specific historical event. 

Students, in groups or pairs, will then reenact the discussed scenes that occurred before or after. 

The language is improvisatory, but the teacher can still side-coach using open-ended questions to 

give depth to the scene. In addition to creating academic language and applying these skills in 

the classroom, a teacher can easily assess students’ knowledge by prompting them to reference 

historical facts or events.  

Using the Apollo XI moon landing as an example, possible guided questions to historical 

event include: 

1. How did the astronauts decide who was going to be the first to step out onto the moon’s 

surface? 

2. Do you think there were other circumstances that led to Armstrong stepping out first? 

3. What were they doing before leaving the space vessel? 

Activity #3: Problem Solving 

In pairs or small groups, give students problems or predicaments (big or small); they 

must come up with as many solutions as possible in 2-5 minutes. The problems can be created 

and written by the students and placed in a container where they will be pulled. Afterwards, as a 
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class, the teacher will ask which solutions made the most sense and why. The students need to 

support their decisions with supporting evidence. The game continues with the other students. 

Example problems include: 

1. Your cat is up a tree and can’t get down. 

2. Your cable is out and the big game is about to start. 

3. Your best friend’s ex boy/girlfriend just asked you on a date. 

4. It just rained and you left the parents’ car windows down. 

Activity #4: Emotional Squares 

On the floor in a large open space, you will tape off large squares, marking each with a 

unique emotion (happy, sad, frustrated, angry, silly, confused, etc…). Four to six students will 

choose a square and show that emotion. As they move from square to square, they will perform 

that emotion while carrying on a conversation. The class will provide the topic of conversation. 

Later, the class will discuss how each emotion influenced what they said and how it directed 

their choices. 

Activity #5: Hitchhiker Game (F. Caeti, personal communication, July, 2012) 

This is one of the most well-known improv games. Four (or six) chairs are set up to 

simulate a car or van. One student gets in the driver’s side and begins to drive. At one point, the 

student stops and picks up a hitchhiker on the side of the road. In this version, students will 

generate professions, personality types, famous individuals, and so on. Prior to entering the 

vehicle, the hitchhikers will draw these choices. The hitchhiker will always take the front seat on 

the passenger side of the car. The driver and other occupants begin to emulate the new 

hitchhiker. The driver continues on and picks up hitchhikers; the occupants will move counter 

clockwise, so everyone will have the opportunity to be the driver. Once the car is full, the 
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hitchhiker in the backseat must exit the car, so a new hitchhiker can enter. The students should 

always justify leaving the car. 

After everyone has had a turn, the class will discuss the stereotypes, biases, and choices 

they made to reveal the character they chose. Students need to analyze their thoughts and beliefs. 

Activity #6: “Yes, and…” F. Caeti (personal communication, July, 2012) 

Students will plan a party using “Yes, and…” at the beginning of each sentence. Remind 

them to listen to all the suggestions. This activity encourages collaboration and a positive 

learning environment. It also allows every student to have a voice and be validated. By focusing 

on the process, students don’t feel that their ideas are labeled good or bad. Teachers can 

challenge the students further by requiring them to remember someone’s suggestion and explain 

why they like their idea. This will encourage constructive feedback while not giving the idea of a 

positive or negative attribute. 

Activity #7: Role-playing perspectives 

Students will read a short story with characters who have clearly defined perspectives and 

opinions. They will be assigned a character, and given a question; they must argue and support 

their point of view through the eyes of their character. After everyone has had an opportunity to 

speak, another question will be presented, and the characters will be switched around, so they 

must argue from another point of view. These questions will be open-ended, so students can 

demonstrate the depth of their understanding by supporting their answers with evidence and be 

obliged to comprehend the perspectives of other characters. 

Activity #8: Q & A 

Students will sit in a circle, and the student who begins the game will ask a question to 

the person to the left (or right). That student will answer the question, turn to the person on the 
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left (or right, just maintain the same direction), and ask another question. These should NOT be 

yes or no questions, but they should be easily answered in a couple of phrases. The teacher or 

class can give the general topic of discussion for the game. The Q & A can go around the circle 

as many times as the students are able to come up with questions. 

Conclusion 

I hope teachers and students find these activities both helpful and enjoyable. They can be 

applied to a variety of disciplines and at any age level to assist in exploring a deeper level of 

understanding and discovery. These activities should be considered what James C. Scott (2008) 

calls “everyday forms of resistance” (33). Together, as teachers and students, we can work 

collectively to stop scripted and linear discourse and in its place create an academic language 

that provides students with the necessary skills they need to be successful beyond the classroom. 
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