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Improvisational Theatre in Management Education: Exploring arts-based approaches to enhance student learning
Abstract
For enabling a creative and interactive learning-experience, MBA students in the School of Management and Business, Aberystwyth University have been involved in a teaching project based on improvisational theatre. This is a response to calls for active student involvement in teaching situations in order to vary and enhance their learning experience. The use of arts-based approaches in particular has been adopted in management education because there are overlaps between artistic, theatrical skills and generic management skills which involve improvisation, spontaneous action, the creative use of available resources and the ability to listen to others. This paper describes how the improvisational theatre exercise contributes to these skills and evaluates how it helped students to better understand theoretical concepts by providing them with the opportunity to elaborate creatively on different aspects of theory. Details of the exercise are provided in the paper. Difficulties in preparing and conducting the action are outlined and general implications for professional practice are addressed. 
Introduction
We are witnessing a growing interest in teaching strategies that encourage students to adopt a more active role in lecture situations (e.g. Brown and Race, 2002) and The Higher Education Academy (2009) emphasizes the need to develop teaching, curriculum and assessment that enhances student experience and facilitates effective learning outcomes. Learning situations are considered to have a particular impact on the student ‘experience’. For example, Fazey and Marton (2002) argue that a variety of learning conditions is important to enable different ways of learning and understanding, and Black and Wiliam (1998:54) emphasize that students who follow the analytical recommendations of a teacher without understanding its purpose will not learn. Variations in perspective can be crucial for learning and understanding, and this may involve breaking the ‘natural attitude’ and experiencing reality differently (Fazey and Marton, 2002, p. 239). This paper describes a teaching cycle, which uses a so-called arts-based training method, adopting tools and concepts from the world of arts, and which was designed to enable a different and creative learning experience for students. 

This article reports findings and experiences from a teaching cycle (part of the Postgraduate Certificate in Teaching in Higher Education) which aimed at providing a variation of the typical learning reality and student learning experience. Improvisational theatre exercises were conducted to enable aesthetic experiences and to encourage creative and spontaneous interaction. Enter theatre!
This approach has been inspired by my research and professional background. Holding a PhD in theatre studies I have contributed to a number of performances myself over the years and during this project I drew from my research in theatre and organizations in the “organizational aesthetics” field (Taylor and Hansen, 2005) which brings both disciplines together. Before joining Aberystwyth University’s School of Management and Business I worked with a PR consultancy and I was involved in management coaching and the assessment of managers’ theatrical performances in official presentations (Biehl, 2007). Generally there is a strong belief in the cross-fertilization and the interplay of the arts and management and this field of research and practice has gained increasing importance over the past decade or so.  
Arts-based approaches for enhancing students’ learning experience

In management education teaching approaches which draw on artistic practices have become more popular, and involve such things as the use of poetry and the reading of Shakespeare’s dramas (e.g. Adler, 2008; Moshavi, 2001; Finsterwalder and O’Steen, 2008). However they are not yet standard, everyday practices. Improvisational theatre exercises, for example as demonstrated by Moshavi (2001), have been used as a tool for management instruction, enhancing participants’ understanding and enabling a better application of theoretical concepts. Although, Finsterwalder and O’Steen (2008) recently have used improvisational theatre with marketing students at the University of Canterbury, New Zealand, only a limited number of scholars (Gibb, 2004; Huffaker and West, 2005) have experimented with improvisational theatre in higher educational contexts, or used improvisational theatre concepts as inspiration for other forms of teaching (Aylesworth, 2008). However, such forms of experiential learning are used for employee development (more sources of applications in the wider business context are listed at http://www.improvencyclopedia.org/). 
Latest approaches to teaching emphasize the need for maximizing a learning payoff to help students to participate fully in small-group situations. Race and Brown (1998, p. 79-88) introduce a range of group techniques including brainstorming, buzz groups and pair dialogues. With the teaching cycle described in this paper, I take the idea of small-group teaching further, developing important interactive and collaborative skills which are not used to the full extent in individual learning situations. Such skills include: listening to others’ ideas; thinking creatively and originally; building on others’ existing work; collaborating; and coping with difficulties of interaction (Race and Brown, 1998, p. 79). The suggestion here is that improvisation theatre can be used effectively for further developing these skills.

The teaching cycle adopts an exercise of improvisation theatre to replace standard group discussions (Moshavi, 2001). Improvisational theatre differs from traditional theatre as dialogues are not scripted, props and settings are not predetermined, and audience members are active, rather than staying in their seat. Students are asked to develop a performance, improvising text and action. Interaction, listening and creative adaptation are core elements in this process. The exercise also aims at enhancing other skills important to students’ future work context such as increased contextual awareness towards ‘theatre’ in organizations and a better understanding of aesthetic practices.

As regards the notion of “experience”, theatre situations provide an aesthetic experience different from other learning situations. Performative situations are perceived through atmospheric, bodily sensations which are influenced by the interplay of aesthetic elements, by the whole behavioural, temporal and spatial situation (Pavis, 2003). The theatre discipline strongly emphasizes that theatre is a product of the audience and those who serve it, and that the most important aspect is the performance and co-created experience. We have similar experiences in social, real-life interactions (Goffman, 1959) and lecturing situations in particular are like staged performances (Brown and Race, 2002), but of course, the distinct framing of “playing” and “doing theatre” adds a fictional dimension to the interaction and changes the frame of social self-presentation, i.e. makes it “theatre”. 
The relationship of theatre and management 

Scholarly literature in education recognises an overlap between the improvisational skills involved in theatre exercises and generic management skills. By using theatre exercises, the teaching cycle conforms with recent developments in organizational studies and helps to provide students with some state-of-the-art approaches. It is posited that “The MFA [Master of Fine Arts] is the New MBA” (see Adler, 2008) and organizational studies have highlighted the cross-fertilization of the arts and leadership, continuing to emphasize that theatre can serve as an important inspiration in this area (Adler, 2008). Theatre art and behaviour in organizations have strong performative components in common and there is a tradition of comparing organizations to theatre (Mangham and Overington, 1987), inspired by Goffman (1959). Management has been considered as a performing art (Vaill, 1989) and studies have described the impression management skills needed by charismatic leaders in order to execute their ‘role’ and to give convincing ‘performances’ to an ‘audience’ of followers and organizational stakeholders (e.g. Gardner and Avolio, 1998; Harvey, 2001; House, 1977). Theories of acting underlying the dramatistic genre provide insights into behaviour in organizations (Schreyögg and Höpfl, 2004) and such approaches gain importance as aesthetic elements progressively have been adopted in the organizational field (Taylor and Hansen, 2005).

Improvisation involves spontaneous action and the creative use of available resources and is considered to be a valuable skill in organizational life (e.g. Weick, 1998). This is of particular importance to MBA students as they will in their work environments be exposed to constant impression management expectations, and to face-to-face situations requiring creativity and typically will be expected to “perform”. This idea is further emphasized by a stream of research which considers marketing practice ‘as theatre’ (Fisk and Grove, 1996). So-called performative labour is fundamentally theatrical behaviour in service industries (Bryman, 2004, p. 103) and involves the presentation of emotions and the strategic definition of a situation. This indicates that marketers and future managers in particular benefit from theatre training. Given this background, theatrical knowledge and some theatre exercise can be seen as particularly useful for MBA and marketing students. 
Teaching plan and intended outcomes
Based on the theoretical background outlined above, I shall summarize the intended outcomes. The improvisational theatre exercise should: provide a ‘fun’ learning experience for students; help students to better understand theoretical concepts by providing the opportunity to elaborate on different aspects of the theory; provide the opportunity for students to practice and enhance their performative and theatrical skills. 

Further considerations help to create a good basis for the exercise. The MBM3010 group consists of 30 students and working with such a small student group can be more challenging because of the lack of anonymity and distanced control (Race and Brown, 1998, p. 80). I was aware that I had to deal with student individuality and possible hesitation as they face some psychological risks by being required to leave their personal ‘comfort-zone’ in an improvisational exercise (Moshavi, 2001, p. 444). 
In order to lower possible barriers, I decided to place emphasis on latest research in organizational aesthetics (e.g. Taylor and Hansen, 2005) and performative labour (Bryman, 2004) and introduced these concepts in an earlier session prior to the theatre exercise. In week 2, the “Impression management/ Arts-based approaches to management education” session covers theatrical behaviour in organizations and was used to give background information, raise students’ awareness of the issue, and led on to a theatre exercise, again outlining beneficial outcomes. This then was embedded in a discussion of the relevance of arts-based approaches to management education (Adler, 2008), to give students the feeling that they benefit from an innovative perspective. Outlining theories about improvisational exercises, the overlap between improvisational skills and management skills was emphasized: better personal communications; problem solving; developing trust; enhancing creativity; reducing risk of failure; and better adaptability (Moshavi, 2001, p. 441, Weick, 1998). To complete this, a later section in the module devoted to “Internal Marketing” introduced ‘organizational theatre’ (Schreyögg and Höpfl, 2004) as another arts-based tool for change management. This provides students with an even broader picture and helps them to appreciate the diversity of arts-based solutions.


In a later session, we got into improvisational theatre. Moshavi’s example (2001) was provided on Blackboard and students were asked to work through the text. 
Progress notes on teaching practice
During the teaching cycle, several rounds of improvisational theatre were played on a range of topics which are part of MBM3010 Marketing Principles, in particular in the sessions on “CSR/marketing ethics” and “buzz marketing”. 
At the start of the first session the improvisational theatre genre “freeze tag” was explained, following Moshavi (2001, p. 442): “In ‘freeze tag’, two actors engage in a scene based on physical positions suggested by the audience (kneeling, hands on hips, etc.). As the actors begin to move about and create a dialogue, another actor can freeze the action. He or she then assumes the physical position of one of the actors on stage and then unfreezes the scene and redirects the action by creating a new scene.” For the classroom, variations on “freeze tag” are suggested “for reinforcing and applying different theories relating to a specific organizational behavior concept such as leadership, motivation or power and politics” (Moshavi, 2001, p. 442). 

In a second step, acting rules were explained, including the following: “refrain from judging one’s own and others’ ideas, active listening, and thinking without criteria (e.g., being open to various interpretations of an idea, concept, or word). The rule that is at the heart of improvisation, however, is never deny information, also known as the ‘yes and’ rule (Moshavi, 2001, p. 439). “Yes and-ing” means to accept ideas developed by others and build on them, ensuring that the verbal interaction is on-going.  Secondly I conducted a brief warm-up activity (Moshavi, 2001, p. 442) which involves bodily movements, partner observation and some verbal elements. I typically use different warm-up exercises by drawing on relevant literature (e.g. Beerman and Schubach, 2008). One was conducted as follows: students were split into two groups and stood in a circle to co-ordinate movements and sounds: one person said “zip” pointing to the left and all people in the circle continued this movement clockwise round the group. “Zap” (pointing to the right) would change the direction, and make the action go counter-clockwise. “Zop” (pointing to any person in the opposite side of the circle) would hand over this movement to a person opposite where it was continued either by “zip” or “zap”. Similar exercises to raise concentration and to motivate bodily and verbal action can be found in relevant literature (e.g.  Beerman and Schubach, 2008). 

I shall describe in greater detail the first situation in which we attempted the improvisational theatre exercise. In the Marketing Ethics session students first considered a question: “You are the marketing manager for a small firm that makes kitchen appliances. While conducting field tests, you discover a design flaw in one of your best-selling ovens that could potentially cause harm to a small number of customers. However, a product recall is likely to bankrupt your company, leaving all of the employees (including you) jobless. What would you do?” In previous years, we had just a group discussion. This year three different types of scenes were enacted between: the “CEO” and the “PR/marketing manager”; the “CEO” and the “Production Manager”; the “CEO” and a (potentially affected) “customer”. This helped to “experience” different perspectives and generated conversations involving ethical concepts in as moral, amoral, and immoral management; the golden rule, or the media test. To enable students to get some ideas and to reflect on the complexity of this issue, I gave them a couple of minutes beforehand to discuss this case with their neighbour. 
The procedure, according to Moshavi (2001, p. 442-443), looks as follows: I told the class that we were exploring a specific ethical issue which involves different ethical theories. We then defined the place in the organization and the relationship of the two persons involved (CEO and marketing manager/production manager/customer). Two students would then start creating a scene, after 30 seconds or so being interrupted (“freeze!”) and physically replaced by others. The action carries on. After around 15 “freezes”, the action is briefly interrupted and I made a transition to the next ‘character’ (e.g. the “customer”). Students were encouraged to utter any opinions they think the “CEO” and the other characters might have. We agreed that there is no right and wrong, and that we wanted to seize the opportunity to portray characters either in a “dark” (immoral) or “shining” (moral) light. It was made clear that sentences spoken by the characters did not at all need to correspond to students’ personal opinions.
Being the lecturer, I started assuming the role of the CEO talking to another student as the “PR/marketing manager”. She said things like “I was thinking, what shall we do if the Financial Times finds out and calls us?”, I responded: “Well, we just deny it….” and the action gained speed. Students were able to benefit from their initial short discussion with their neighbours and brought in a variety of issues. I stepped in about five times to bring in a new dimension whenever I felt the action had become repetitive. However, students managed to develop so many different perspectives that they laughed and at several points the whole ‘audience’ booed or cheered when statements were particularly radical or very sophisticated. The exercise continued for about 20 minutes, going through all three scenarios. Only around five students did not assume a ‘role’, the other ones contributed at least once, with some entering the circle several times. 

At the conclusion of the exercise, I debriefed the class, asking for their experience, asking how the theory was applied to the scenes and what were the implications. Moshavi (2001, p. 443) suggests that such discussions “can lead to greater understanding of the various contingencies that affect (marketing) theatre and practice”. When continuing my presentation and explaining different ethical concepts, I continuously referred to and quoted scenes from our improvisational theatre play. 

Given the fact that students voted in favour of the exercise (see below), it was repeated in a later session on “buzz marketing”  where we staged scenes between a PR manager and a (potential) customer to develop insights into concepts and trends which changed communications enabled this form of marketing. In preparatory meetings with my mentor it was decided that these two occasions were sufficient as further regular exercises would require changes to the module outline. The trials were intended to develop an initial basis for discussion and potential development of such a module at a later stage. 
Evaluation of the student learning experience
To assess what students thought of the exercise, it was decided to obtain anonymous feedback from students by distributing a short unstructured paper questionnaire which typically allows for feedback from a larger number of participants and gives the opportunity for anonymous feedback on individual experiences (University of Sheffield, 2009). It was decided to use open questions rather than quantitative questions because a theatre experience is difficult to measure, being an intricate aesthetic phenomenon (Pavis, 2003). I collected written feedback on a number of mostly open questions which relate to the three desired outcomes formulated initially: 1.What did you like/dislike about the improvisational theatre exercise? (Aylesworth, 2008, p. 111); 2. Would you want to do this exercise again?; 3. Did the theatrical exercise help you to improve your understanding of “marketing ethics” (the theoretical concept)? If yes – how/in which ways?; 4. Has your view on the importance of theatrical skills for managers changed? 
20 students filled in the questionnaire. Student feedback yielded the following results: 17 students said they would want to repeat the exercise, 3 voted against (Q2). Students were strongly in favour of the exercise (Q1). Most answers on question one referred positively to issues such as “sharing knowledge”, “joint experience”, “fun”, “participation”, “interaction” and “team-work experience”, and 15 of the 20 students confirmed that the exercise helped them to understand the theoretical concept (Q3). Many responses emphasized the importance of “seeing different perspectives” and “exchanging a variety of ideas”, foregrounding the exercise’s function as a creative replacement for a traditional group discussion. There was some positive mention of the practical/improvisational aspect, one said it helped to “think practically about ethical behaviour rather than theoretically”. There were three suggestions for improvement such as having a more detailed de-briefing, giving more time to prepare for the exercise in advance, and making it “more organized”. As regards the more general dimension (Q4: importance of theatrical skills for managers) 14 positive and 4 negative answers were registered (2 missing). Most of the positive answers appropriately mentioned issues such as impression management involving verbal and non-verbal communication, and the concept of the manager as an “actor”, one student said that theatre can be used productively for educational purposes. 
This evaluation was complemented by further informal chats as a method for getting student feedback (Brown and Race, 2002, p. 174). I approached five students and asked for their opinion, and their answers confirmed previous feedback. 
In consequence I feel that the improvisational theatre exercise can help to reinforce theory by offering students an interesting and more appealing aesthetic context. I also expect that, with some regularity, the exercise can provide additional benefits which extend beyond intellectual issues to social competences. As mentioned initially, students must listen to each other, build on each other’s ideas and, in a team effort, create spontaneous solutions. This may enhance empathy and other social core-competences, which after all, are partly responsible for professional success. 

My observations indicated that an international teaching context, as in MBM3010 where native English speakers are a minority, has to be taken into account when considering this exercise. Improvisational theatre could be more challenging for international students. Not surprisingly, for non-native speakers (me included) it is more difficult to verbally improvise, to find spontaneous word-plays, or simply use language spontaneously to its full potential. However, MBA students typically have several years of previous working experience and the confidence that comes with it, so the exercise was not dominated by hesitations. They were more inhibited by other cultural issues such as politeness, e.g. some found it difficult to ‘freeze’ their comrades and interrupt their speech to take their place. Such hesitations should be lowered by clearly communicating the rules of the game which include ‘freezing’.
Implications
Before considering implications for professional teaching practice and future development, I shall reflect upon the issue of preparation. I have to say that the effort which goes with improvisational theatre was immense, despite my extensive background in theoretical and practical performance studies. There was far more energy involved than in a standard lecture which involves less complex interaction. It is acknowledged in educational literature that the spontaneous side of improvisational theatre is overemphasized whereas the preparation that is required for good improvisation is underemphasized (Aylesworth, 2008:113). Also for me as the instructor, the aforementioned psychological barriers are an issue as I have to both conduct the action and also provide a positive example by participating and performing roles to coax the best from the class. Furthermore I have to save my own face, as substandard performances of key people in social interaction are typically interpreted by participants as an indicator of lacking competence (Goffman, 1959) and can be detrimental to my general teaching role on the module. On my part, such exercises involve an extensive preparation which includes the mental scripting of scenes and situations – and once performing I need to constantly monitor the situation. 
Overall I am glad that the teaching cycle has provided an opportunity to test an arts-based approach to (management) education. I am very satisfied that the student feedback was positive and also the feedback of my mentor who observed the session was positive, so I feel encouraged to conduct similar exercises in the future. I will continue to develop my expertise in this area as I believe, in accordance with Adler (2008) and the respective literature, that these approaches will be very beneficial for management education and student learning –  both within and beyond the business field. Creative and spontaneous action as well as verbal and non-verbal performance skills are increasingly required for ‘actors’ in the business world. We experience increasing theatricality and growing performance-pressures in professional environments (Biehl, 2007) and these developments need to be reflected by ever-changing learning and teaching methods in professional education. Evidence suggests that arts-based and theatre-based approaches will experience an increasing demand. 
Curtain.
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