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Improbable Players: New Light 

on an Old Question 
By Lynn Bratley 

 

APRIL 2011 As founder and artistic director of 

Improbable Players, I recently had the privilege of 

presenting a workshop, “Gotta Act!” Using 

Educational Drama in Addictions Prevention, at the 

NYU Steinhardt Forum on Theater for Public Health 

April 21-23, 2011, convened to “facilitate a dialogue 

on the intersections between drama, applied theater 

and public health”.  It succeeded and proved to be a 

great mix: bringing together theater artists, drama 

therapists, performers, writers and activists from all 

over the world for workshops and performances. 

 

I was moved by keynote speaker, Larry Kramer, a 

long-time advocate for HIV/AIDS prevention and 

education who began his work in 1981 founding the 

Gay Men‟s Health Crisis and ACT UP for AIDS 

advocacy and protest. The play he wrote so long 

ago that ran at the Public Theater, “The Normal 

Heart”, opened on Broadway this month and will 

now educate and entertain a whole new generation. 

I‟m inspired by Larry Kramer‟s life energy, tenacity 

and message. 

 

When asked for his advice about how to go about 

engaging youth in important issues, Kramer said, 

“Ask them, „What bothers you?‟ Ask them, „What 

makes you cry?‟” 

 

Improbable Players ask for answers to those 

questions at the beginning of a workshop, with 

slightly different words but in the same spirit. “What 

do you hate that happens because of alcohol or 

other drug use and abuse?”, listening for thoughtful 

responses about things that happen – not from their 

own lives -- but events from the news, gossip in the 

hallways, stories from books, films, things that 

trouble their hearts, but – repeat - not from their 

own personal lives. And from these lists come the 

amazing and poignant themes for dramatizations 

subsequently acted out in the sessions. Improbable 

Players are sociodramatists, looking to delve into 

community conflicts, find ways of solving them, and 

teach lessons about prevention through theater. 

What emerges are real stories about things that 

make them ache, and real solutions about things 

that calm their hearts, all created in a safe 

environment that protects participants‟ personal 

information. 

 

This technique provides an opportunity for groups to 

create realistic scenes and stories about issues in 

their communities that they face. Since the group 

provides the topics, the lessons are always 

culturally appropriate. The sessions combine 

learning standards for theater and for health 

education, and participants demonstrate knowledge 

and understanding of both theater and health 

lessons through scenes, monologues, journal 

writing, drawings, photographs, poetry, and 

feedback forms. 

 

Here is an example of how it works. This year 

Improbable Players was invited to present an 

evening performance and follow up drama 

workshop at a private high school in 

Massachusetts. The school counselor‟s goal was to 

challenge the juniors to think and talk about their 

attitudes and behaviors around alcohol and other 

drug abuse. So after the show and a brief Q&A, 

each of the four actors took a group of students to a 

break out room for a short workshop. 

 

Adam asked his group to brainstorm about things 

they hated that happened because of alcohol and 

drug use – not from their own lives, but things they 

heard about or read about. Here is their list: 

 

http://www.improbableplayers.org/
http://www.steinhardt.nyu.edu/forumontheatreforpublichealth
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I really hate it when... 

1. Someone becomes another person when they 

use 

2. People put using at the top of their priority list. 

3. They leave their old friends for new friends that 

use. 

4. They make excuses for their bad behavior by 

telling everyone that they were under the 

influence. 

5. They get reckless and aggressive when they 

use. 

 

The group voted to dramatize #2.  Adam divided 

them into groups of three people each to improvise 

a scene on the topic that could be performed when 

the whole group came back into the auditorium at 

the end of the evening. 

 

Here is one of the scenes: a teacher gives a student 

the choice of taking a test now or later. The student 

chooses later and goes off for the afternoon to 

smoke pot with her friend. “Later” approaches and 

the teacher calls the student on her cell phone. He 

tells her she will receive a failing grade for the class 

if she doesn‟t show up now to take the test. She 

tells the teacher she‟s not going to take the test. 

 

Adam asked the group: what happened? What 

choices got made? Who was the protagonist? What 

did you recognize in each scene that seemed 

familiar? What should friends do? What can they 

do? 

 

Back in the auditorium one scene from each actor‟s 

group was presented. The topics were: I hate it 

when people get sloppy, when people drink and 

drive, when people can‟t remember what they did. 

In wrapping up, the school counselor emphasized 

the importance of classmates taking care of each 

other in all situations, especially those that involved 

the safety and health of any fellow student. 

Improbable Players mission is to spotlight tough 

social issues as they relate to substance abuse 

prevention and illuminate the many possibilities for 

change. All of the young professional actors who 

make up the troupe are in long-term recovery and 

bring together their passion for performing with their 

compelling enthusiasm for giving back. They model 

healthy choices and provide information for learning 

more and how to ask for help. All of the plays have 

been written from their own authentic, poignant, and 

funny stories. The actors are the company‟s most 

valuable asset. Each day on stage they answer the 

questions: What bothers you? What makes you 

cry? And now today as people in recovery, What 

sustains you” What keeps you clean and sober? 

 

Thanks to Adam S. for documentation of his drama 

workshop 

 

Lynn Bratley, M.Ed., Artistic Director 

Improbable Players 

22 Mt. Auburn Street Ste 5 

Watertown, MA 02472-3955 
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lynnbratley@improbableplayers.org  

www.improbableplayers.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lynn Bratley is Artistic Director of Improbable 

Players, a theater company she founded in 1984. 

She earned her BA in Drama from University of 

Washington and her M.Ed. in Theater Education 

from Tufts University. She develops new programs 

about substance abuse prevention with actors who 

are, like Lynn, people in recovery. 
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