NEEDS IMPROVMENT

By Max Doyle 

Most people dread performing in front of a crowd. Whether it’s making a presentation in class, singing a song onstage or being in a play, most get a little shaken at the thought of thrusting themselves forward into the spotlight while people scrutinize them from a few feet away. 

No matter how much you practice, the feeling of anxiety is constantly present. Imagine how nervous you’d be if you were going onstage with nothing prepared and you had to make people laugh. That may be a nightmare for many, but that’s just what the improvisational theatre group Needs Improvment does everyday.

For junior Alex Portenko, the most tense parts of improvisation are also the most exciting. “I think the best part is the scariest part: being put on the spot to make something out of nothing that people can enjoy watching,” said Portenko. 

Portenko is not alone in his sentiment. “The best part about improv is definitely the thrill of it. You have no idea how things are going to happen, and you have to go along for the ride,” said junior Sung Jae Park. 

Despite the fact that improvisational theater is billed as a completely impromptu theater show in which every scene, character and joke is made up on the spot, the actors who take part in this risk are often not left alone when they head onstage. Much of the scene and game ideas that set the foundation for the actual improvisation are based off of random audience suggestions for things like where a scene should take place or what the relationship should be between the characters. 

Perhaps the most important feature of improvisation is the great reliance on the partners in the scene and the whole team of actors overall. Without supporting each other during dark spots and building on each other’s ideas, the scenes would fall apart as instantaneously as they were put together. 

“When we freeze up or draw a blank, we can always rely on our teammates to dig us out of it. All we have on stage is each other to save each one of us, so we are a tightly knit group and we can depend on each other to not hang us out to dry,” said Portenko.

At a closer look, improvisation starts to seem less like a wild, uncontained jumble of ideas and more like a carefully monitored strategy with many core rules. One of the most important rules is for the scene to progress forward no matter what choice the actors make. 

“We have a thing where we say ‘yes.’ Not literally, but we don't shoot down ideas thrown out by our scene partners, but we agree and help expand it,” said Park. 
    This strong focus on building their team into a fluid performance culminated in their first official performance of the year on Jan. 15. Their performance included a full audience that spilled onto the floor of the dance studio where the event took place. Students and parents alike laughed with delight at the humor and spontaneity of the show as the improv group’s improvisational skills were put to the test.
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