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Teachers can slowly 
and intentionally 

shift classrooms from 
thunderdomes of 

competition to safe 
spaces where 

students can expect 
to have fun and feel 

support.

Micheline McManus is an English teacher at the ?Iolani School 
in Honolulu, Hawaii. Chris Ferry is an English as a Second 
Language teacher at Mid Pacific Institute in Honolulu, 
Hawaii.  Students mentioned in this article are fictional, but
they are based on real students. 

A quiet student, let?s call her Jenny, who never speaks in 
class, turns in a brilliant analytical essay.  When I ask her 
why she doesn?t share these ideas aloud in class, she says, 
?M rs. M cM anus, everyone would think my ideas
were dumb.?  

Students file in, placing their piles of books on their 
desks.  One student, let?s call him Paul, plops his head 
down on top of his arms and from the defeated pose 
calls out:  ?M r. Ferry, can we have a napping period 
today??  

?Charlie? hangs around my desk after class.  When all 
the students have left the room, he turns and says, ?You 
know, I?m the only one working in my group on that 
presentation. Can?t you just give me one grade,
and everyone else another?? 

 *  *  *

Even though students may want to do well, they are 
sometimes fearful of judgment, tired, or focused only on 
their own success.  These qualities can inhibit 
engagement and learning.  Because school can cause 
inhibition, exhaustion, and social difficulty, we use the 
title ?I Love M ondays? with a hint of irony.  But only a 
hint.  Through our use of team-building exercises, 
described here, we aim to create class culture that 
students look forward to, even on M ondays.  These 
sometimes silly and deceptively simple games address 
the ?body? of the classroom.  By encouraging a 
risk-taking mindset, giving students opportunities to 
move, and creating a community where students share 
laughter, our goal is to engage heads, hands, and hearts.

 

Remember Jenny, the beautiful writer who refuses to 
speak in class? We meet outside of class to discuss 
strategies to jump into the conversation, and she says she 
will try, but when we have class discussions and I turn 
to look at Jenny, she looks down at her desk.  Jenny has 
?class fright.?  Knowing how to begin is the toughest 
part.  How do you know when to offer a comment? 
How do you know what to say?  How do you know 
other people won?t judge you?  Improvisational team 
building exercises are often my answer to these 
questions.  While I have long used these exercises 
sporadically, a few years ago, I began a more intentional 
use of these games. For ten minutes at the start of class 
once a week, these games level the playing field. The 
games provide built- in guidance for knowing when it?s 
?your turn,? what to say to feel successful, and how to
connect with people.  

Full disclosure here: as an improv comedienne for 
twenty years, I have experienced plenty of stage fright 
myself.  M ore than one time, I have elected to ?play the 
role? of a silent tree rather than taking the risk of being 
actively involved in a failed scene.  I didn?t want failure 
to be my fault, so I took a pass. I can relate to Jenny. 
The only way I can fight my ?silent tree? urge is if two 
things are true: I trust myself, and I trust my stage 
partners.  But I can?t have one without the other.  One 
of the gestures that is fairly common in the world of 
improv is to put your hand on a fellow improviser?s 
shoulder and whisper ?Got your back!? right before you 
go from the dark wings into stage light. This simple 
gesture conveys the important message that we?re in this 
together.  But well before ?Got your back? happens, 
there are lots and lots of team building exercises 
backstage.  These exercises increase our energy, focus 
our minds, and make us connected to one another 
because, as another improv saying goes, ?If everyone
does it, no one looks stupid.? 

When I instituted ?Team M ondays,? students enjoyed 
these games, but what was really surprising was what 
happened to Jenny.  During a game of Bippity Bippity 
Bop (see exercises), a game that requires quick thinking 
and big gestures in order to get out of the ?hot seat,? 
Jenny transformed from a quiet student into an outsized 
and aggressive master of bipping, bopping, and hopping. 
After a month of weekly games, Jenny offered more 
comments during discussions.  While she never became 
a gregarious class contributor, she smiled more, she 
made more eye contact, and she reported that she felt 
more comfortable.  The class had Jenny?s back, and she 
got over her class fright.  Her head was in a risk-taking 
mindset because she felt safe and supported.   

Body--Oppor t unit ies t o  Mov e (Chr is)

While Jenny was struggling to be confident sharing her 
voice, Paul has no such inhibitions. He?s keen and quick 
to share what he?s thinking, and sometimes makes the 
class laugh. However, he struggles, day in and day out, 
with staying awake and staying on topic. Paul is a good 
athlete, and at times he is a smart and quick learner. At 
other times though, he?s prone to checking his phone 
every two minutes, or tapping his friend?s shoulder to 
see what he?s up to, or looking around the room, or just 
simply falling asleep.  We all have a Paul in our class, 
and most of us have a few Pauls in every one of our 
classes.

Is Paul distracted because he lacks focus? Does he not 
care about his grades or learning? Does he have ADHD?  
Is he having problems at home?  It?s hard to know 
where to start when we have distracted students because 
there could be many reasons why.  As more and more 
research is done into natural attention spans, and we 
learn more about the unhealthy effects of sitting all day 
and the distracting tendencies of modern technology, 
we are called, more and more, to try and create different 
classroom environments, activities, and structures to 
help students be energized, engaged, and continuously 
focused. Gone, hopefully, is the simple idea that 
willpower is what?s lacking in our students. Keeping this 
in mind, and certainly remembering my own distracted 
tendencies as a high school student, I started looking 
into alternative classrooms. I bought exercise balls as 
alternative seats. I got an extra whiteboard installed in 
the back of my classroom. I started doing more activities 
where students could get out of their seats and move 
around the classroom. While these things all helped, I 
was most impressed with the energizing and re-focusing 
effects of doing some improvisational team building 
activities. 

Unlike M icheline, I don?t have a regular improv 
schedule. I use it when it seems like the lesson needs a 
boost, or when I know we have a new lesson that might 
be dry.  M y improv team building activities usually last 
for 5-15 minutes, depending on the day, and while it 
takes a minute to get students settled after the games, 
their focus comes back and we get more accomplished 
in the rest of class than if I hadn?t taken the time.

I wish I could show you a video of my classroom after 
an improv activity, even a simple one like Z ip-Zap-Zop 
(see exercises), because in nearly every case Paul, and all 
the students like him, seem to be energized and focused. 
While this burst of energy may only last for a short 
while, it?s often enough to help them through the 
lesson. Aside from helping them overcome some of their 
inhibitions, improv team building activities can help 
students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re worried that you aren?t creative or 
particularly good at acting, I can promise you that I?m 
not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has 
done improv comedy for a long time. I, on the other 
hand, haven?t done any sort of acting--and I mean any 
sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have 
never imagined myself acting, but after going to a live 
improv session I realized that anyone can. Everyone is in 
it together, and there are no true mistakes. Actually, the 
mistakes tend to make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul 
struggled to stay focused, Charlie, who we mentioned at 
the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing his 
ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many 
things well. However, as soon as he is engaged in group 
work, he struggles. He complains that he is the only one 
doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say 
Charlie thinks everything should be done his way, so 
they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a tough 
conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he 
needs to do to get good grades, but he is not good at 
building good relationships. As collaboration becomes 
more of a value in education, and as technology 
becomes the source of information students go to 
instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like 
Charlie find a way to develop collaborative skills. 
Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing 
social skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in 
(see exercises).  I played this game with the class and this 
simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel 
singled out because everybody had to do it, and once it 
got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I had candy 
for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? 
Everyone cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing 
a laugh with his classmates helped Charlie to enjoy 
being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into 
outgoing, engaged students overnight.  But through 
team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of 
competition to safe spaces where students can expect to 
have fun and feel support.  There is no magic answer, 
and like any practice, using improv requires time and 
commitment.  Playing along with our students when we 
do improv games is a big part of their success, and it 
reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one 
looks stupid.?  Because class, like life, requires quick 
thinking, strength, and commitment to community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 

Links referenced in article:
Email addresses--cferry@midpac.edu  and mmcmanus@iolani.org 

Exercises--http://bit.ly/1N eX4cI

Video--https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByV3gvR7mSY

Chr is Fer r y  and  M ic hel ine Mc M anus

The Head --R isk  Tak ing M ind set  (M ic hel ine)

I LOVE MONDAYS!
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?Charlie? hangs around my desk after class.  When all the students have left the 
room, he turns and says, ?You know, I?m the only one working in my group on 
that presentation. Can?t you just give me one grade,
and everyone else another?? 

 *  *  *

Even though students may want to do well, they are sometimes fearful of 
judgment, tired, or focused only on their own success.  These qualities can inhibit 
engagement and learning.  Because school can cause inhibition, exhaustion, and 
social difficulty, we use the title ?I Love M ondays? with a hint of irony.  But only 
a hint.  Through our use of team-building exercises, described here, we aim to 
create class culture that students look forward to, even on M ondays.  These 
sometimes silly and deceptively simple games address the ?body? of the classroom. 
 By encouraging a risk-taking mindset, giving students opportunities to move, and 
creating a community where students share laughter, our goal is to engage heads,
hands, and hearts.

The Head --R isk  Tak ing M ind set  (M ic hel ine)

Remember Jenny, the beautiful writer who refuses to speak in class? We meet 
outside of class to discuss strategies to jump into the conversation, and she says she 
will try, but when we have class discussions and I turn to look at Jenny, she looks 
down at her desk.  Jenny has ?class fright.?  Knowing how to begin is the 
toughest part.  How do you know when to offer a comment? How do you know 
what to say?  How do you know other people won?t judge you?  Improvisational
 team building exercises are often my answer to these questions.  While I have 
long used these exercises sporadically, a few years ago, I began a more intentional 
use of these games. For ten minutes at the start of class once a week, these games 
level the playing field. The games provide built- in guidance for knowing when it?s 
?your turn,? what to say to feel successful, and how to
connect with people.  

Full disclosure here: as an improv comedienne for twenty years, I have 
experienced plenty of stage fright myself.  M ore than one time, I have elected to 
?play the role? of a silent tree rather than taking the risk of being actively involved 
in a failed scene.  I didn?t want failure to be my fault, so I took a pass. I can relate 
to Jenny. The only way I can fight my ?silent tree? urge is if two things are true: I 
trust myself, and I trust my stage partners.  But I can?t have one without the other. 
 One of the gestures that is fairly common in the world of improv is to put your 
hand on a fellow improviser?s shoulder and whisper ?Got your back!? right before 
you go from the dark wings into stage light. This simple gesture conveys the 
important message that we?re in this together.  But well before ?Got your back? 
happens, there are lots and lots of team building exercises backstage.  These 
exercises increase our energy, focus our minds, and make us connected to one 
another because, as another improv saying goes, ?If everyone
does it, no one looks stupid.? 

When I instituted ?Team M ondays,? students enjoyed these games, but what was 
really surprising was what 
happened to Jenny.  
During a game of Bippity 

Bippity Bop (see exercises), a game that requires quick thinking and big gestures 
in order to get out of the ?hot seat,? Jenny transformed from a quiet student into 
an outsized and aggressive master of bipping, bopping, and hopping. After a 
month of weekly games, Jenny offered more comments during discussions.  While 
she never became a gregarious class contributor, she smiled more, she made more 
eye contact, and she reported that she felt more comfortable.  The class had 
Jenny?s back, and she got over her class fright.  Her head was in a risk-taking 
mindset because she felt safe and supported.   

Body--Oppor t unit ies t o  Mov e (Chr is)

While Jenny was struggling to be confident sharing her voice, Paul has no such 
inhibitions. He?s keen and quick to share what he?s thinking, and sometimes 
makes the class laugh. However, he struggles, day in and day out, with staying 
awake and staying on topic. Paul is a good athlete, and at times he is a smart and 
quick learner. At other times though, he?s prone to checking his phone every two 
minutes, or tapping his friend?s shoulder to see what he?s up to, or looking around 
the room, or just simply falling asleep.  We all have a Paul in our class, and most of 
us have a few Pauls in every one of our classes.

Is Paul distracted because he lacks focus? Does he not care about his grades or 
learning? Does he have ADHD?  Is he having problems at home?  It?s hard to 
know where to start when we have distracted students because there could be 
many reasons why.  As more and more research is done into natural attention 
spans, and we learn more about the unhealthy effects of sitting all day and the 
distracting tendencies of modern technology, we are called, more and more, to try 
and create different classroom environments, activities, and structures to help 
students be energized, engaged, and continuously focused. Gone, hopefully, is the 
simple idea that willpower is what?s lacking in our students. Keeping this in mind, 
and certainly remembering my own distracted tendencies as a high school student, 
I started looking into alternative classrooms. I bought exercise balls as alternative 
seats. I got an extra whiteboard installed in the back of my classroom. I started 
doing more activities where students could get out of their seats and move around 
the classroom. While these things all helped, I was most impressed with the 
energizing and re-focusing effects of doing some improvisational team building 
activities. 

Unlike M icheline, I don?t have a regular improv schedule. I use it when it seems 
like the lesson needs a boost, or when I know we have a new lesson that might be 
dry.  M y improv team building activities usually last for 5-15 minutes, depending 
on the day, and while it takes a minute to get students settled after the games, their 
focus comes back and we get more accomplished in the rest of class than if I hadn?t 
taken the time.

I wish I could show you a video of my classroom after an improv activity, even a 
simple one like Z ip-Zap-Zop (see exercises), because in nearly every case Paul, 
and all the students like him, seem to be energized and focused. While this burst 
of energy may only last for a short while, it?s often enough to help them through 
the lesson. Aside from helping them overcome some of their inhibitions, improv 
team building activities can help students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re worried that you aren?t creative or particularly good at acting, I 
can promise you that I?m not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has done 
improv comedy for a long time. I, on the other hand, haven?t done any sort of 
acting--and I mean any sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have 
never imagined myself acting, but after going to a live improv session I realized 
that anyone can. Everyone is in it together, and there are no true mistakes. 
Actually, the mistakes tend to make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul struggled to stay focused, 
Charlie, who we mentioned at the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing 
his ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many things well. However, as 
soon as he is engaged in group work, he struggles. He complains that he is the 
only one doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say Charlie thinks 
everything should be done his way, so they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a 
tough conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he needs to do to get good 
grades, but he is not good at building good relationships. As collaboration 
becomes more of a value in education, and as technology becomes the source of 
information students go to instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to develop 
collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing social 
skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into outgoing, engaged students 
overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to 
community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 

Links referenced in article:
Email addresses--cferry@midpac.edu  and mmcmanus@iolani.org 

Exercises--http://bit.ly/1N eX4cI

Video--https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByV3gvR7mSY

The Head --R isk  Tak ing M ind set  (M ic hel ine)
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toughest part.  How do you know when to offer a comment? How do you know 
what to say?  How do you know other people won?t judge you?  Improvisational
team building exercises are often my answer to these questions.  While I have long 
used these exercises sporadically, a few years ago, I began a more intentional use of 
these games. For ten minutes at the start of class once a week, these games level 
the playing field. The games provide built- in guidance for knowing when it?s 
?your turn,? what to say to feel successful, and how to connect with people.  

Full disclosure here: as an improv comedienne for twenty years, I have 
experienced plenty of stage fright myself.  M ore than one time, I have elected to 
?play the role? of a silent tree rather than taking the risk of being actively involved 
in a failed scene.  I didn?t want failure to be my fault, so I took a pass. I can relate 
to Jenny. The only way I can fight my ?silent tree? urge is if two things are true: I 
trust myself, and I trust my stage partners.  But I can?t have one without the other. 
 One of the gestures that is fairly common in the world of improv is to put your 
hand on a fellow improviser?s shoulder and whisper ?Got your back!? right before 
you go from the dark wings into stage light. This simple gesture conveys the 
important message that we?re in this together.  But well before ?Got your back? 
happens, there are lots and lots of team building exercises backstage.  These 
exercises increase our energy, focus our minds, and make us connected to one 
another because, as another improv saying goes, ?If everyone
does it, no one looks stupid.? 

When I instituted ?Team M ondays,? students enjoyed these games, but what was 
really surprising was what happened to Jenny.  During a game of Bippity Bippity 
Bop (see exercises), a game that requires quick thinking and big gestures in order 
to get out of the ?hot seat,? Jenny transformed from a quiet student into an 
outsized and aggressive master of bipping, bopping, and hopping. After a month 
of weekly games, Jenny offered more comments during discussions.  While she 
never became a gregarious class contributor, she smiled more, she made more eye 
contact, and she reported that she felt more comfortable.  The class had Jenny?s 
back, and she got over her class fright.  Her head was in a risk-taking mindset 
because she felt safe and supported.   

Body--Oppor t unit ies t o  Mov e (Chr is)

While Jenny was struggling to be confident sharing her voice, Paul has no such 
inhibitions. He?s keen and quick to share what he?s thinking, and sometimes 
makes the class laugh. However, he struggles, day in and day out, with staying 
awake and staying on topic. Paul is a good athlete, and at times he is a smart and 
quick learner. At other times though, he?s prone to checking his phone every two 
minutes, or tapping his friend?s shoulder to see what he?s up to, or looking around 
the room, or just simply falling asleep.  We all have a Paul in our class, and most of 
us have a few Pauls in every one of our classes.

Is Paul distracted because he lacks focus? Does he not care about his grades or 
learning? Does he have ADHD?  Is he having problems at home?  It?s hard to 
know where to start when we have distracted students because there could be 
many reasons why.  As more and more research is done into natural attention 
spans, and we learn more about the unhealthy effects of sitting all day and the 
distracting tendencies of modern technology, we are called, more and more, to try 
and create different classroom environments, activities, and structures to help 

students be energized, 
engaged, and 

continuously focused. Gone, hopefully, is the simple idea that willpower is what?s 
lacking in our students. Keeping this in mind, and certainly remembering my 
own distracted tendencies as a high school student, I started looking into 
alternative classrooms. I bought exercise balls as alternative seats. I got an extra 
whiteboard installed in the back of my classroom. I started doing more activities 
where students could get out of their seats and move around the classroom. While 
these things all helped, I was most impressed with the energizing and re-focusing 
effects of doing some improvisational team building activities. 

Unlike M icheline, I don?t have a regular improv schedule. I use it when it seems 
like the lesson needs a boost, or when I know we have a new lesson that might be 
dry.  M y improv team building activities usually last for 5-15 minutes, depending 
on the day, and while it takes a minute to get students settled after the games, their 
focus comes back and we get more accomplished in the rest of class than if I hadn?t 
taken the time.

I wish I could show you a video of my classroom after an improv activity, even a 
simple one like Z ip-Zap-Zop (see exercises), because in nearly every case Paul, 
and all the students like him, seem to be energized and focused. While this burst 
of energy may only last for a short while, it?s often enough to help them through 
the lesson. Aside from helping them overcome some of their inhibitions, improv 
team building activities can help students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re worried that you aren?t creative or particularly good at acting, I 
can promise you that I?m not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has done 
improv comedy for a long time. I, on the other hand, haven?t done any sort of 
acting--and I mean any sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have 
never imagined myself acting, but after going to a live improv session I realized 
that anyone can. Everyone is in it together, and there are no true mistakes. 
Actually, the mistakes tend to make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul struggled to stay focused, 
Charlie, who we mentioned at the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing 
his ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many things well. However, as 
soon as he is engaged in group work, he struggles. He complains that he is the 
only one doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say Charlie thinks 
everything should be done his way, so they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a 
tough conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he needs to do to get good 
grades, but he is not good at building good relationships. As collaboration 
becomes more of a value in education, and as technology becomes the source of 
information students go to instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to develop 
collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing social 
skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into outgoing, engaged students 
overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to 
community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 

Links referenced in article:
Email addresses--cferry@midpac.edu  and mmcmanus@iolani.org 

Exercises--http://bit.ly/1N eX4cI

Video--https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ByV3gvR7mSY

The Head --R isk  Tak ing M ind set  (M ic hel ine)
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Bop (see exercises), a game that requires quick thinking and big gestures in order 
to get out of the ?hot seat,? Jenny transformed from a quiet student into an 
outsized and aggressive master of bipping, bopping, and hopping. After a month 
of weekly games, Jenny offered more comments during discussions.  While she 
never became a gregarious class contributor, she smiled more, she made more eye 
contact, and she reported that she felt more comfortable.  The class had Jenny?s 
back, and she got over her class fright.  Her head was in a risk-taking mindset 
because she felt safe and supported.   
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While Jenny was struggling to be confident sharing her voice, Paul has no such 
inhibitions. He?s keen and quick to share what he?s thinking, and sometimes 
makes the class laugh. However, he struggles, day in and day out, with staying 
awake and staying on topic. Paul is a good athlete, and at times he is a smart and 
quick learner. At other times though, he?s prone to checking his phone every two 
minutes, or tapping his friend?s shoulder to see what he?s up to, or looking around 
the room, or just simply falling asleep.  We all have a Paul in our class, and most of
us have a few Pauls in every one of our classes.

Is Paul distracted because he lacks focus? Does he not care about his grades or 
learning? Does he have ADHD?  Is he having problems at home?  It?s hard to 
know where to start when we have distracted students because there could be 
many reasons why.  As more and more research is done into natural attention

 spans, and we learn more about the unhealthy effects of sitting all day and the 
distracting tendencies of modern technology, we are called, more and more, to try 
and create different classroom environments, activities, and structures to help 
students be energized, engaged, and continuously focused. Gone, hopefully, is the 
simple idea that willpower is what?s lacking in our students. Keeping this in mind, 
and certainly remembering my own distracted tendencies as a high school student, 
I started looking into alternative classrooms. I bought exercise balls as alternative 
seats. I got an extra whiteboard installed in the back of my classroom. I started 
doing more activities where students could get out of their seats and move around 
the classroom. While these things all helped, I was most impressed with the 
energizing and re-focusing effects of doing some improvisational team building 
activities. 

Unlike M icheline, I don?t have a regular improv schedule. I use it when it seems 
like the lesson needs a boost, or when I know we have a new lesson that might be 
dry.  M y improv team building activities usually last for 5-15 minutes, depending 
on the day, and while it takes a minute to get students settled after the games, their 
focus comes back and we get more accomplished in the rest of class than if I hadn?t 
taken the time.

I wish I could show you a video of my classroom after an improv activity, even a 
simple one like Z ip-Zap-Zop (see exercises), because in nearly every case Paul, 
and all the students like him, seem to be energized and focused. While this burst 
of energy may only last for a short while, it?s often enough to help them through 
the lesson. Aside from helping them overcome some of their inhibitions, improv 
team building activities can help students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re 
worried that you aren?t creative or particularly good at acting, I can promise you 
that I?m not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has done improv comedy 
for a long time. I, on the other hand, haven?t done any sort of acting--and I mean 
any sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have never imagined myself 
acting, but after going to a live improv session I realized that anyone can. Everyone 
is in it together, and there are no true mistakes. Actually, the mistakes tend to 
make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul struggled to stay focused, 
Charlie, who we mentioned at the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing 
his ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many things well. However, as 
soon as he is engaged in group work, he struggles. He complains that he is the 
only one doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say Charlie thinks 
everything should be done his way, so they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a 
tough conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he needs to do to get good 
grades, but he is not good at building good relationships. As collaboration 
becomes more of a value in education, and as technology becomes the source of 
information students go to instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to develop 
collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing social 
skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into outgoing, engaged students 
overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to 
community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 
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spans, and we learn more about the unhealthy effects of sitting all day and the 
distracting tendencies of modern technology, we are called, more and more, to try 
and create different classroom environments, activities, and structures to help 
students be energized, engaged, and continuously focused. Gone, hopefully, is the 
simple idea that willpower is what?s lacking in our students. Keeping this in mind, 
and certainly remembering my own distracted tendencies as a high school student, 
I started looking into alternative classrooms. I bought exercise balls as alternative 
seats. I got an extra whiteboard installed in the back of my classroom. I started 
doing more activities where students could get out of their seats and move around 
the classroom. While these things all helped, I was most impressed with the 
energizing and re-focusing effects of doing some improvisational team building 
activities. 

Unlike M icheline, I don?t have a regular improv schedule. I use it when it seems 
like the lesson needs a boost, or when I know we have a new lesson that might be 
dry.  M y improv team building activities usually last for 5-15 minutes, depending 
on the day, and while it takes a minute to get students settled after the games, their 
focus comes back and we get more accomplished in the rest of class than if I hadn?t
taken the time.

I wish I could show you a video of my classroom after an improv activity, even a 
simple one like Z ip-Zap-Zop (see exercises), because in nearly every case Paul, 
and all the students like him, seem to be energized and focused. While this burst 
of energy may only last for a short while, it?s often enough to help them through 
the lesson. Aside from helping them overcome some of their inhibitions, improv

team building activities can help students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re worried that you aren?t creative or particularly good at acting, I 
can promise you that I?m not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has done 
improv comedy for a long time. I, on the other hand, haven?t done any sort of 
acting--and I mean any sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have 
never imagined myself acting, but after going to a live improv session I realized 
that anyone can. Everyone is in it together, and there are no true mistakes. 
Actually, the mistakes tend to make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul struggled to stay focused, 
Charlie, who we mentioned at the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing 
his ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many things well. However, as 
soon as he is engaged in group work, he struggles. He complains that he is the 
only one doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say Charlie thinks 
everything should be done his way, so they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a 
tough conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he needs to do to get good 
grades, but he is not good at building good relationships. As collaboration 
becomes more of a value in education, and as technology becomes the source of 

information students go 
to instead of the teacher, our 

roles are changing. 
Teachers are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to 
develop collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing 
social skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into outgoing, engaged students 
overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to 
community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 
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team building activities can help students become more energized and focused.

Just in case you?re worried that you aren?t creative or particularly good at acting, I 
can promise you that I?m not either. M icheline mentioned above that she has done 
improv comedy for a long time. I, on the other hand, haven?t done any sort of 
acting--and I mean any sort of acting!--since my first grade play.  I could have 
never imagined myself acting, but after going to a live improv session I realized 
that anyone can. Everyone is in it together, and there are no true mistakes. 
Actually, the mistakes tend to make the activity more enjoyable.

Hear t --Buil d ing Communit iy  (Us) 

While Jenny was shy to share her ideas, and Paul struggled to stay focused, 
Charlie, who we mentioned at the beginning, is both focused and good at sharing 
his ideas. He is generally an ?A? student who does many things well. However, as 
soon as he is engaged in group work, he struggles. He complains that he is the 
only one doing work, but when I talk with his partners, they say Charlie thinks 
everything should be done his way, so they let him do it to avoid his anger.  It?s a 
tough conflict to solve, as anyone who has taught a group
project knows.

Charlie is good at working hard and doing what he needs to do to get good 
grades, but he is not good at building good relationships. As collaboration 
becomes more of a value in education, and as technology becomes the source of

information students go to instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to develop 
collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing social 
skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  

The Body  Cl assr o om

Jenny, Paul, and Charlie did not transform into outgoing, engaged students 
overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to 
community.

Head, body, and heart.  

A video of us playing these games with colleagues can
be seen here. 
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information students go to instead of the teacher, our roles are changing. Teachers 
are called on more and more to help students like Charlie find a way to develop 
collaborative skills. Charlie needs school as much, or more, for developing social
skills as he does for acquiring information.

Here?s where the ?One Good Thing? game came in (see exercises).  I played this 
game with the class and this simple, silly sharing exercise forced Charlie to share 
something about himself with the class.  He didn?t feel singled out because 
everybody had to do it, and once it got around to him, his ?good thing? was ?I 
had candy for breakfast, but my mom thinks I had a bran muffin.? Everyone 
cheered, and Charlie cracked a smile.  Sharing a laugh with his classmates helped 
Charlie to enjoy being in class, and it helped others to discover Charlie?s
wry sense of humor.  
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overnight.  But through team building, we have found that teachers can slowly 
and intentionally shift classrooms from thunderdomes of competition to safe 
spaces where students can expect to have fun and feel support.  There is no magic 
answer, and like any practice, using improv requires time and commitment. 
 Playing along with our students when we do improv games is a big part of their 
success, and it reinforces the idea that ?if everyone does it, no one looks stupid.? 
 Because class, like life, requires quick thinking, strength, and commitment to
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