


Don't Make me Laugh - comedy for learning and development
An Irish comedian is pioneering comedy as a training medium for all kinds of clients, from high-flying businessmen to young offenders and school teachers
Gerry Maguire Thompson began professional life as an architect, before realising that he'd rather work with people. Thompson became a holistic health practitioner, then trained as a comedian. Struck by how much comedy had helped with his own  personal development, he set up Positive Comedy Learning to help people develop skills for work and life - and has been doing so ever since.

Thompson continues to perform stand-up and other forms of comedy, but the form that he is most interested in is improvisation - making stuff up on the spot. "Improvisational comedy is a powerful and versatile tool" he says. "It helps cultivate a wide range of very useful qualities, which can then be applied in any situation. And it's exciting and fun." Such qualities include self-expression and communication skills, creativity, co-operation and team-building, stress reduction, overcoming nerves and building confidence. And of course sense of humour.

Improvisation?

Why is the improvisational approach to comedy considered so valuable in learning new abilities?  Improvisation is what the playful child does all the time - and children at play experience the fastest and most effective learning and development phase of their lives. Improvisation is basic human creativity. Improvisation also means that participants in a workshop or seminar don't need scripted or prepared material - they make up stuff on the spot, which is a lot easier than you'd think. It's all about spontaneity.
"Improvisation works through encouraging two other vital capabilities - being yourself, and being in the moment", says Thompson. "When these are happening, confident improvisation flows naturally, effortlessly - and entertainingly. When you're being fully yourself, you're drawing on your own natural and instinctive form of expression, you're not following a formula learned from or advocated by someone else. When you live in the present moment, you avoid preoccupation with what's happened in the past, or might happen in the future. You discover that you have within yourself an infinite reserve of ideas and possibilities, accessible through the raw material of the here and now. You can respond creatively to the unexpected, instead of going blank or wishing the floor would swallow you up. Everyone can do this."
The corporate sector

Using this approach, Positive Comedy has run training events for staff from a wide range of corporate clients that includes Lloyds TSB, Legal and General, the Environment Agency and Ocean Village Cruises. David Cripps, Telligent Smartboard Training, said of this training: "I learnt that my brain can come up with some pretty good stuff if I don't interfere with it. Julian Gregory, MD of Business Traveler magazine, said: "I never knew training could be so much fun!" Marilyn Williscroft, from American Express said: “I presented to my team in Paris in front of my new boss yesterday.  I am sure I added extra panache!"
"Practising improvisation and making it a habit brings profound benefit" Thompson asserts. "This helps us overcome the limiting thought patterns that can block our creativity and expression." We all have these negative self-judgments - thoughts like 'This is going really badly!'…'Am I doing as well as everyone else?' …'I won't know what to do next'…. 'I'm just not a creative person'… and so on. What's your favourite? All these thoughts are held at bay when we manage to be ourselves - not comparing ourselves with someone else, and be in the present moment - not thinking about past or future.

Working with youth

Another area of specialisation is working with young people who in trouble. This ranges from school pupils at risk of exclusion, to teenagers on Youth Offending programmes. Comedy activities can often engage those young people who are reluctant to engage in more conventional activities, because comedy is cool and exciting. It also happens to be an excellent medium for harnessing qualities such as rebellion or attention seeking, and channel them towards positive self-expression. This is a valuable way to foster self-esteem, positive behaviour and co-operation - qualities which are usually lacking. Interactive comedy is also useful for tackling difficult issues such as bullying, anti-social behaviour or substance abuse.
The training is also offered to staff of schools and colleges. Jon Vellum, a West Sussex teacher, wrote after the course: “One of the key teacher qualities that facilitates learning in young people is an ability to respond intuitively and creatively, making the most of sometimes unpredictable situations as they arise. It is in precisely this area that Positive Comedy's courses can make such an enormous contribution."
Mental health etc

In fact, improvisational comedy is infinitely versatile, and so can be used to address any situation and any issue. Other client groups which have benefited from this approach to training include teachers, mental health service users, health workers, local authorities, and community and voluntary sector organisations. Programmes vary from short conference workshops that provide a bit of light relief for delegates suffering 'death by Powerpoint', to multi-day courses exploring serious issues in depth.

Positive Comedy training shows that absolutely everyone has a viable sense of humour. One of the big benefits which trainees mention is discovering the ability to be funny in a natural and spontaneous way, rather than forcing humour or relying on pre-meditated humour. But comedy based learning is clearly about much more than just being funny.

Positive Comedy devises programmes to meet the needs of businesses and organisation, and also runs public seminars in Brighton. Upcoming sessions  include:

November 9th: Self-presentation with humour, confidence and panache!

Positive Comedy can be contacted at www.positivecomedy.com, or tel. 01273 463611
