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"In so called real life, we rearrange our lives to insure that we always
know who we are to be, what the situation is, and how to meet other's
expeciations so that we will be seen as worthy. When improvising, this
comfortable familiarity is stripped away, replaced by a fear of being
noticed by others while being unable to control our performance"

(Wiener, 1994, p. x).

With any risk comes a sense of fear and opportunity. It is this exciting potential that is
valued in exploring the supportive and effective uses of improvisation in counseling.
Specifically, my intention in this paper is to accomplish three goals: (a) to explore the history of
improvisation in psychotherapy, (b) to examine the aspects of improvisation that pertain to the
counseling process, and (c) to identify ways in which the use of improvisation in counseling can
be extended and enriched.

‘Improvisation offers counselors and clients a method based on spontaneity, creativity,
acceptance, intuition, and relational story building. Improvisation invites clients to attend more
closely to others, to move their own agenda forward, to accept support, to surmot nt
defensiveness, and to create a non-competitive environment (Johnstone, 1981; Newman, 1996;
Violin, 1963; Wiener, 1994). In improvisational contexts, prescriptive therapy models are
replaced by creative (and recreative) processes in which new roles can be add_ed to existing roles.
In other words, improvisation—as I am describing it—avoids pathological categorizations, as

well as explanatory or theoretical formulations. Improvisation eschews referentia statements and
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objectified language. It offers clients to experience emotional pain in a continually relational,
contextual, stimulating, and developmental story-building environment.

Improvisation has been defined in a variety of ways. One online dictionary alludes to "a
performance given without planning or preparation” (Worldnet 1.7 Dictionary, 1997). Another
dictionary describes it as making, inventing, or arranging "offhand." (New Merriam-Webster
Dictionary, 1989, p. 372). According to Wiener (1994), "theatre improvisation is a method of
stage-acting in the moment, using minimal prearranged structures (such as scripts, plots, or
props)” (p. ix). In general, improvisation provides an opportunity for counselors to conduct
counseling relationally without relying on referential discourses (e.g. relating to the client as if
she or he was a rat in a Skinner box).

Several counseling pioneers have adapted improvisation to counseling. Notable, in this
regard, is the invention of Jacob Moreno's Psychodrama (Moreno, 1947). George Kelly (1955)
incorporated improvisational techniques into his Personal Construct Psychology (Kelly, 1955),
and somewhat later, Gestalt therapists such as Fritz Perls (1969) made innovative use of
improvisational tasks. These techniques and tasks facilitate a client's emotional growth such as
the “living newspaper,” fixed role therapy, and empty chair exercises. Overall, th::se early
pioneers helped the clients create a new role for themselves using minimal prearrange structures
or techniques.

First, Moreno’s use of the “living newspaper” helped a client’s emotional growth by
using a newspaper headline to set up a scene, which would elicit some hidden, unresolved, or
undeveloped emotion within the client. The purpose of the headline was to captw 2, elicit, and

give language and expression to hidden, unresolved, or undeveloped emotions to foster a new
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role for the client. In fact, Moreno used this technique successfully to stop one of his chief
actresses from physically beating her husband.

Second, Kelly’s use of fixed role therapy requires the client to act out an unfamiliar role.
Both the client and therapist choose the unfamiliar role. Fixed role therapy focuses on the client’s
old stories/roles of a certain situation to developing new stories/roles of the same situation in
therapy and then outside of therapy. Although fixed role therapy is more in depth, the basis of
the technique attempts to offer the client an alternative construction of their life by enacting a
new role.

Perls often helped his clients to elicit roles that were outside the client's awareness. Often,
the client would work on undeveloped/unresolved emotional experiences through the use of the
empty chair technique. He believed that these unaware roles were “unfinished business”. In turn,
the unaware roles usually require that the more familiar/aware roles be temporality suspended.
His goal was to integrate the roles that the client was aware and unaware of with this technique.
Perls had a minimal structure to complete the empty chair technique and once initiated he had to
go without a plan or improvise the empty chair technique in the moment or “here and now”.

Similarly, more recent practitioners such as Johnstone (1981), Holzman (2000), Newman
(1996), Wiener (1994), and Keeney (1991) have adapted improvisational practices to their own
therapeutic styles. All of these clinicians emphasize the ways in which people " collectively live
[their] lives through performing (simultaneously being who [they] are and who [they] are
becoming)" (Holzman, 2000, p. 89). Improvisation opens up a space where being, and becoming
exist together, loosening fixed or rigid narratives.

Johnstone, an improvisational theater guru, believes that improvisation involves the

stripping away of familiar social roles that dictate how we “should” perform and instead face the
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dangers and risks of the unknown to perform “unshouldly” roles. Likewise, Holzman and
Newman believe that growth can only occur in social contexts where individuals are
supportively challenged to be other than they are while still being who they are. Their Social
Therapeutic approach adapts concepts from Vygotsky (zone of proximal development, action
oriented theory (tool and result)), Marx (alienation, power, revolution of societies), and
Wittgenstein (language games). Using these theorists in practice, Social Therapists are
continuously performing without a plan but with a relationship to enhance growth within the
client. Wiener has adapted theatrical improvisation from Johnstone and Spolin in his therapeutic
work. Consequently, he has adapted many improvisational games to his therapeutic work in an
effort for his clients to improvise. In turn, the improvisational experience allows the client to
grow by stripping away the clients' initial plans, normal routines, and familiar ways of “living
life” replaced by no plans, no routines, and unfamiliar ways but new ways to choose to live and
relate to life.

Can improvisation in counseling help clients in emotional distress? For the therapist,
improvisational work means giving up our ordinary reliance on common ways of knowing and
doing. Wiener, for instance, discusses the role of spontaneity involving a daughter enmeshed
with her mother. Wiener asked the daughter to spontaneously improvise a scene that would allow
her to feel less attached to her mother. As a result, the daughter was able to create “not-
knowingly” a different and less enmeshed relationship with her mother.

Most practitioners exposed to adolescents in counseling sessions know that they need to
accept their client’s resistance at times. For example, this one adolescent I was seeing did not
want to talk about his relationships at home, school, or anywhere. Instead, the client was pointing

to pictures in the therapy room and stated that “he did not like that picture and it should be turned
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over”. I, being his counselor, turned the picture over and he laughed and asked for the other
pictures to be turned over. I complied. After, we were able to talk about his social life at school.
Many improvisers believe that acceptance is the key to any improvisational performance, and so,
I believe the same belief holds true in therapy. While acceptance was present in this example,
other dimensions of improvisation were also present such as spontaneity, intuition, going without
a plan in the moment, and relational story building.

Another example comes from O. Spurgeon English (private communication, 2002). He
describes a client who behaved as a dog. The client never spoke a word until Engiish "got down
on all fours" and began to imitate his client's dog behavior. In this example, English accepted his
client, went with his intuition, and became spontaneous and creative without a plan being in the
moment. All three of these improvisational examples have helped their clients with their
emotional distress.

Despite having the potential to help clients in emotional stress, it is the be.ief of some
psychologists that improvisation occurs naturally, even in therapy and overcoming emotional
pain. As social constructionist Sheila McNamee (2000) reports, "improvisation is what all
conversation is to me. . . . and thus it cannot be otherwise in therapy". Active improvisation is
never pedestrian. It involves utilizing a powerful transformative process. In fact, several
practitioners believe that improvisation is the fulcrum to overcoming emotional piin. Strong
(1996), for instance, states, “I am particularly interested in exploring the unvoiced possibilities of
health conversations, to invite improvisation where conversation and meanings have ossified to
the detriment of all affected” (Strong, 2000, p. 4).

The ability for the client and counselor to create a role without bothering about the usual

sorts of “knowing” allows the client to be supported in an environment where he sr she can
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experiment with being someone else. It allows the client to play with a persona that may lead to
positive life changes. Essentially, improvisation allows the person to be him/herself while
simultaneously becoming someone other than him/herself, thus facilitating a transformative
process using its six dimensions: creativity, spontaneity, intuition, acceptance, in the moment,
and relational story building.

From my perspective, the full benefits of improvisation have not been explored or
researched. Improvisational methods have not been integrated with most of the therapeutic
practices. Therefore, a potentially rich resource for promoting client development remains

untapped. This paper was aimed at clarifying the value of improvisation for today’s practitioners.




Improvisation in Counseling 8

References
Holzman, L. (2000). Performatory psychology: An untapped resource for educators.

Journal of Educational and Child Psychology. 17 (3). 86-100.

Johnstone, K. (1981). Impro: Improvisation and the theatre. London: Eyre.

Keeney, B.P. (1991). Improvisational therapy: A practical guide for creative clinical

strategies. New York: Guilford Press.

Kelly, G. (1955). The psychology of personal constructs. New York: Norton .

McNameee, S. (2000, July). Postmodern therapy discussions. Available E-mail.

Moreno, J. (1947). Das stegreiftheater (The theatre of spontaneity). New York: Beacon

House.

New Merriam-Webster Dictionary (1989). Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster.

Newman, F. (1996). Performance of a lifetime: A practical-philosophical guide to the

joyous life. New York: Castillo International.

Perls, F. S. (1969). Gestalt therapy verbatim: Lafayette, CA: Real People Press.

Spolin, V. (1963). Improvisation for the theater. Evanston, Illinois:

Northwestern University Press.

Strong, T. (2000, August). On improvising conversation in circumstances

of chronic illness: A case for social poetics. Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the American Psychological Association, Washington, DC.

Wiener, D. J. (1994). Rehearsals for growth. New York: Norton.

Worldnet Dictionary 1.7 (2000). Definition on improvisation. Available FTP:

Hostname: clarity.princeton.edu Directory: pub/wordnet/wn1.6unix.tar.gz.



U.S. Department of Education E n Ic

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Title: . '
L Mpmw‘% oA M CO unge/, W,

Author(s): qu\ frc&l 7/1/) Sffach/e - ¥ BCHA Sowce,

Corporaté Source: Publication Date:

Il. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

Inorder to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the monthly
abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made avaitable to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and electronic
media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Creditis given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is
granted, one of the following notices is affixed to each document.

Ifpermissionis granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified documents, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed lo all Level 1 documents affixed to all Level 2A documents affixed to all Level 2B documents
PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN
BEEN GRANTED BY FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY, MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY i

(mcm}ﬁc(/ . Slroehle

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)
1 2A 2B
Level 1 ’ Level 2A Level 2B
Check here for Level 1 release, pemmitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2B release, pemitting reproduction
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media for and dissemination in microfiche only
media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. ERIC archival collection subscribers only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

1 hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate these documents
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system contractors
requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction byibraries and other service agencies to satisfy
information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Sign Signature: o B Printed Name/Position/Title:

here,> % Z » ’}/nqn ﬁcd (l’ﬁt 5#‘16 l/’/e

please | organization/address: W o (36> 5‘\\,3_[5% K‘fw_— B@‘ NEAD [ retephone: 5= Iu- T30 FAX:
) R - -Mai ress: ate:

FRIC [Phdadadghos OB iaMs Sy i3 yoboren| ™ /1/3//03-

American Psychological Association  August 22-25, 2002  Chicagd, IL




lIl. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of these documents from another source,
please provide. the following information regarding the availability of these documents. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it
‘is publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

. Address:

Price:

IV.REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V.WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: ERIC Counseling & Student Services
University of North Carolina at Greensboro
201 Ferguson Building
PO Box 26171
Greensboro, NC 27402-6171

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
4483-A Forbes Boulevard
Lanham, Maryland 20706

Telephone: 301-552-4200
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-552-4700
e-mail: info@ericfac.piccard.csc.com
WWW: http:/lericfacility.org

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Q
ERIC ke 088 (Rev. 2/2003)




