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THE SHOW 
Based on one audience suggestion (a title for a play that has yet to be written), the 
Improvised Shakespeare Co. creates a fully improvised play in Elizabethan style. Each of 
the players has brushed up on his “thee’s” and “thou’s” to bring you a show filled with off-
the-cuff comedy using the language and themes of William Shakespeare. Any performance 
could be filled with power struggles, star-crossed lovers, sprites, kings, queens, princesses, 
sword-play, rhyming couplets, asides, insults, persons in disguise and all that we’ve come 
to expect from the pen of the Great Bard. The performance could reveal a tragedy, comedy, 
or history. Nothing is planned-out, rehearsed, or written. Each play is completely 
improvised, so each play is entirely new! 
 
 



Why do we do this? 
For many students the language of William Shakespeare can seem intimidating, difficult to 
comprehend, and out of touch with the contemporary reader. SHAKE IT UP! is designed to 
break down these barriers. The goal of the SHAKE IT UP! performance is to make 
Shakespeare feel exciting, accessible, and relevant to the young reader. Utilizing 
improvisation and comedy, the ISC has developed a unique and interactive approach to 
deepening students’ understanding of Shakespeare’s texts. 
 
 
A Little Shakespeare History 
William Shakespeare is considered by many to be the greatest playwright to ever write in 
the English language. He was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on April 23, 1564. He died when 
he turned 52 years old on April 23, 1616. Over the course of his life Shakespeare is believed 
to have written 38 plays and 154 sonnets. The Improvised Shakespeare Company wishes 
he’d written more! So, they travel the country making up brand new Shakespearean plays 
and teaching students how to create their own Elizabethan prose and verse.  

 
THE ARTISTS 
The Improvised Shakespeare Company has been performing its smash hit improvised show 
to sold-out houses in Chicago since 2005. In 2006 The Improvised Shakespeare Touring 
Company was created to take The ISC’s unique brand of comedy beyond the borders of 
Chicago. The ISC has performed at schools, performing arts centers, and festivals 
throughout the world. The ISC has been featured at the Piccolo Spoleto Fringe Festival, the 
Bumbershoot Music and Arts Festival, and the prestigious Just For Laughs festival in 
Montreal. It has been named Chicago's best improv group by both the Chicago Reader and 
the Chicago Examiner. It has been honored with New York Nightlife Award for "Best 
Comedic Performance by a Group" and it was the recently named “Ensemble of the Year” by 
the Chicago Improv Festival. In 2007 The Improvised Shakespeare Company workshop was 
created to teach readers of all ages how to create their very own Elizabethan prose and 
verse. 
 

 

PRE-PERFORMANCE DISCUSSIONS 
1. Prior to attending the performance, students should discuss audience etiquette.  

Common etiquette rules include: 
a. Respect for performers 
b. No food, drinks, or gum in the theatre 
c. No talking, no cell phones and no cameras in the theatre 
d. Clapping should be polite and appropriate 

2. What Shakespeare plays have you read in the classroom?  What are the barriers in 
understanding the text?  How would you guess the actors might break down those 
barriers? 
 



 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES 
The SHAKE IT UP! show can be used in conjunction with lessons on Shakespeare, 
playwriting, and listening/speaking. The following activities are designed to meet several 
state standards.  
 

1. Sonnets  
Activity: Noting that The Improvised Shakespeare Company creates its own 
Elizabethan dialogue, you can have your students write their very own sonnets!  
Directions: Each student is to write their own 14-line love poem in rhyming 
couplets. The poems should be written in Elizabethan style. That is, try to sound like 
Shakespeare!  

 
Twists:  
1. Give extra credit if the poem is written in iambic pentameter.  
2. Have each student draw two vocabulary words from a hat.  
3. Give extra credit for a pun or wordplay.  
4. Have each student read his/her sonnet for the class.  
5. Have each student write his/her sonnet to a classroom mascot and read the 
sonnet before the class to the mascot.  
6. Do this exercise in conjunction with analysis of an actual Shakespearean sonnet.  

 
2. Plays  

Activity: Noting that The Improvised Shakespeare Company creates plays on the 
spot, you can have your students write their own short plays.  
Directions: Individually or in groups, students will write their own short plays.  

 
Twists:  
1. Have the students write their plays in Elizabethan style.  
2. Have each student draw two vocabulary words from a hat.  
3. Give extra credit for puns and wordplay.  
4. Since The Improvised Shakespeare Company makes up a play on the spot using a 
title from the audience, give your students the title of their play in advance.  
5. Have the students perform a staged reading of their plays for the class.  

 
3. Letters to The ISC  

Activity: Actors love praise! Have your students write us a letter telling us what they 
thought about the performance.  

 
Twists:  
1. Have your students write us a Shakespearean letter in prose or verse.  
2. Have your students recall specific characters, plot twists, or moments that they 
enjoyed.  

 
 



4. Report and Review  
Activity: All of the plays that The Improvised Shakespeare Company performs are 
performed one time only. Your students were part of the only live audience that will 
ever see that play. Have them write a report on and review of the play.  
Directions: Have the students report on the play’s characters, plot, and conflicts. In 
addition, have them review the story. What did they like? What would they change? 

 
 

 
 

POST-PERFORMANCE DISCUSSIONS 
1. Did the performance meet your expectations?  If not, did it exceed or not meet and 

why? 
2. Did the actors provide you with another way to interpret Shakespeare and if so, how 

did they do so? 
3. After seeing this performance, perhaps students will view Shakespeare in a new 

light.  Discuss what has changed about their perception of Shakespeare and his 
works. 

 
 
 
 

FLORIDA STANDARDS 
TH.68.C.1.3, TH.68.C.1.5, TH.68.C.2.1, TH.68.C.2.4, TH.68.C.3.1, TH.68.C.3.2, TH.68.F.1.4, 
TH.68.F.2.1, TH.68.F.3.2, TH.68.H.1.1, TH.68.H.1.2, TH.68.H.1.3, TH.68.H.1.5, TH.68.H.1.6, 
TH.68.H.3.1, TH.68.O.1.1, TH.68.O.1.3, TH.68.O.2.2, TH.68.O.2.4, TH.68.O.3.1, TH.68.O.3.3, 
TH.68.S.1.1, TH.68.S.1.4, TH.68.S.3.2, TH.912.C.1.3, TH.912.C.1.4, TH.912.C.1.6, TH.912.C.1.8, 
TH.912.C.3.1, TH.912.C.3.3, TH.912.F.2.2, TH.912.F.2.5, TH.912.F.3.4, TH.912.H.2.2, 
TH.912.H.3.2, TH.912.S.1.1, TH.912.S.1.5 
 

 
 

INTERNET LINKS 
 
Improvised Shakespeare Company 
http://improvisedshakespeare.com/ 
 
Adapted Shakespeare plays for kids 
http://kidsloveshakespeare.com/ 
 
Shakespeare Resource for Teachers 
http://www.nosweatshakespeare.com/teachers/ 
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