Peak Performance:  Helping our students reach their potential 

What does the concept or notion of peak performance mean to you? 
What are the multiple ways we might define this term?

I. WHY PERFORM?
"Music is your own experience, your own thoughts, your wisdom.  If you don't live it, it won't come out of your horn.”  


There is NOTHING like the thrill of getting up and performing in front of a live audience.  It can be magical.  Transformative.  Even out of body!  But it doesn’t happen automatically.  I have to say that my first experience performing a solo in front of a live audience was a complete disaster.  And I don’t mean just a few missed notes.  I mean, a run-out-of-the-room in tears disaster.  That’s why it’s so important that we help our students to prepare in a way that they reach their fullest potential, and their performing experience is a positive one.  Today we’ll look at some of the roots of performance anxiety, how we can help students prepare for a successful performance.  

II. PERFORMANCE ANXIETY

Musicians all experience performance anxiety, and don’t let anyone tell you they don’t.  I’ve been performing for about 40 years, and I still get nervous.  And the symptoms are all the same:  queasy stomach, tight shoulders and neck, shallow breathing, racing heartbeat, sweaty palms.  Why do we experience performance anxiety?  There are many reasons.  Most tell us it’s our body’s way of coping with fear – the “fight or flight” syndrome.  There is truth to this, of course.  But it’s very different than if we are being chased by a mountain lion.  So what is it that we are afraid of?

a. Fear of failure
None of us wants to fail.  We tend to attach a lot of our self-worth to succeeding and it’s the attachment to the success that makes failure so frightening.  Of course young students are developing their own images and egos just around this time of their life, and failure can be tied up with a student’s self image.  We have to not be afraid to fail because it’s through failure that we truly learn.  But on the other hand, a drive to be successful can be a powerful tool to achieving mastery.  It’s a very delicate line to tread.  The more one performs, and has the opportunity to fail, the more it’s mystery are revealed, like the wizard behind the curtain.  It’s important as a teacher to be supportive and understanding.  

b. Limited experience
Getting up and performing in front of a live audience can be a very nerve-wracking experience simply because it’s unfamiliar.  It takes getting used to.  The more you play in front of people, the easier it becomes.  I have seen students at solo contest, or even for college auditions that have never played their solos in front of a live audience.  Of course they are going to be nervous!  It is essential that you provide opportunities for students to perform their solos for live audiences.  Have them start performing in front of small groups – say, just the trumpets in band.  Then have them play for all the brass.  Then perform for the entire band.  Then invite parents to a mini-recital.  I promise you their solo at contest will be amazing!

c. Not well prepared
This is the one element that creates performance anxiety that is ENTIRELY PREVENTABLE.  I can’t stress enough that good preparation is one of the most important tools in fighting performance anxiety.  The first recital I gave as an undergraduate is a great case in point.  I was a junior performance major at a large university.  I thought I was pretty good.  But the moment I walked on stage, I said, “OMG.  I am NOT ready for this.”  I believe I thought that some of the difficult licks that I couldn’t play consistently were going to magically come out of my horn.  Ha!  Boy, was I wrong.  It wasn’t terrible, but I certainly learned a great lesson.  And that was the importance of over-preparing.  I want to know the music inside and out, and upside down.  I want to be so tired of it I can’t stand it!  I know that may sound negative, but it’s not.  At least it’s not for me.  I don’t buy the line that some people give about wanting the music to be “fresh”.  When one goes out in front of an audience, music that you thought you could play in the practice room suddenly becomes very difficult.  And chops you thought you had disappear!  And the culprit is stress.  I always believe it takes about 30% of the strength of my chops.  So I over-prepare.  Later we’re going to discuss ways to practice performing, but for me, this is the most important element in overcoming performance anxiety.

d. Venue
When I was a doctoral student, I agreed to play the national anthem at an NFL football game.  No big deal, right?  It’s just the national anthem.  How many times have I played THAT?  So, suddenly I’m escorted to the middle of the field in front of 40,000 people, my mug on the jumbo-tron, speakers blaring my performance a full one second after I play.  Easy?  Oh.  My.  God.  Talk about unprepared for the venue.  The venue, as well as who is in the audience can be very intimidating to a young player.  Peers are often the most difficult audience to play for.  There is a lot of ego wrapped into that.  But beyond that, the stage, acoustics, and size of the hall can be challenging.  Be sure to arrive early, and be prepared for what is going to happen.

e. Destructive self-criticism
Self-criticism, or the inner dialogue that goes on in your mind, can be very distracting from the job at hand.  I’m reminded of a great story from the Atlantic Monthly about a trombone player, Zeno called “On Playing Trombone”.  The very instant Zeno makes a mistake, (his first), he goes through all the things that happen in his mind at that moment.  (INSERT QUOTE)  Negative thoughts can kill a great performance.  How do we get rid of these thoughts?  Focus on the music.  Focus on your breathing.  Ignore it.  It will eventually shut up.  Breathing, though, is the most important of these.  It is the most basic physical functions our body performs.  Focusing on it helps to relax us, and slows down our mind.  We’ll talk about this in a little more depth soon.

f. Unrealistic expectations
“Sure, I can play the Goedicke Concert Etude, even though I can’t double tongue yet…”  Even though it is very important for students to challenge themselves, it’s important to have realistic expectations.  If not, failure is bound to happen.  I’d prefer to see a student play an easier piece and play it well, then to play a piece that is too far above them and fail miserably.  This is where you as a teacher have to be very informed.  Just don’t pull any piece out of the file cabinet.  Know your student and his or her limitations.  Challenge them, but don’t set up a situation where they are sure to fail.

III. How to prepare for a performance

So how do we prepare to have a successful performance?  There are several important practice tips that can help.  I have no intention to get into a long discussion about practicing – some of my colleagues are doing or have done that.  But what I’d like to do is talk about some practical suggestions for improving our practice specifically to improve our performing. 

a. Physical preparation
As I mentioned before, being overly prepared is for me the most important element in combating performance anxiety.  To me it’s like preparing for a race.  One has to TRAIN both physically and mentally for the task at hand.  Your music should be polished at least one to two weeks ahead of the performance.  Then you have a few weeks to relax and gain confidence about the music.  If you’re still practicing the day of the performance, it’s too late.  And for me I usually double the physical needs.  For example, if I am playing a one hour recital, I want to be able to play all the music twice through and still have chops for the last note.  If it’s just one piece, then I want to have lots of chops to play to the end.  As I said before, stress tends to remove at least 30% of your strength.  Why does that happen?  Because stress creates tension, and tension kills strength.  I don’t know how many times I’ve heard students say “I could play it fine in the practice room, but I went on stage, and I had nothing!”  Be over prepared physically.  Then you have the confidence you can make it through.  
  
b. Awareness
When practicing, don’t read the paper, watch tv, or text your friends.  When we’re practicing we need to focus on the music.  Try to develop what I like to call “mindful practice”.  This is basically knowing what your doing while you are doing it.  Sounds easy, right?  Well, we rarely pay attention to what we are doing from moment to moment.  We are either paying attention to the past or the future; something that may have happened in class today, or that is going to happen tonight or tomorrow.  Consequently, in any moment we may be only partially aware of what is actually occurring in the present.  The present is the only time we have to make change.  It’s the only time we have to perceive, to learn, and to act.  This is the way we have to practice.  Being aware of each nuance, listening to your body, your lips, your sound, your air.  




IV:  PRACTICE TIPS  

So what are some important elements of practicing to perform?
a.  Develop a routine/consistency 
So we need to develop a routine to develop consistency.  And this is necessary not just for physical development, but also for mental preparation.  First, practice every day.  We all know how much this helps, and how often it doesn’t happen.  Encourage students to break up their practice time into smaller sessions.  Three ½ hour sessions are so much better than one 1 ½ hour session, both physically and mentally.  

b. Practice with a metronome.  
The metronome is our teacher.  There is a wonderful line in the “Red Violin”, where the violin teacher tells the little prodigy that if he practices his piece one notch faster each day, in three weeks “the world will be yours”.  I believe that.  

c. Have students keep charts of their progress.  
Any difficult section can be worked out in this way.  If a student is having problems with a particular section, create an exercise developed to help that section.  

d. Scales are invaluable. 
Scales are invaluable in helping to develop students musical skills.  They are the building blocks of musical development.  The help in developing sight reading, time, transposition, and many other things.  And they help develop the discipline students need when practicing.  

e.  Never repeat the same error twice
Never repeat the same errors when practicing.  Every time we repeat incorrect notes, you’re increasing your ability to play it wrong. If we keep playing the same mistakes, our brain eventually believes they are correct.  There is a saying: “Practice doesn’t make perfect, only perfect practice makes perfect”. I like to use a great golf example.  If we go to the driving range to work on our swing and hit 1000 golf balls, and only 100 of those we hit correctly, then we’ve practiced 900 incorrect swings.

f. Know when to quit
Sometime students can beat things to death, becoming very frustrated.  So it is important to be aware of this, and tell students that it’s ok to take a day off, or not to try to practice for 5 hours.  Often a short break can give a bit of perspective.  But I don’t believe in too long a break, as the physical routine for developing strength is very important.  Doc Severensen said it best: “One day off I hear it, two days off the band hears it, three days off the audience hears it.”

 
a. PRACTICE PERFORMING
Finally, it’s essential that one practice performing.  There is a great saying I tell my students: Practice to perform, perform like your practicing.  In other words, if you practice like you perform, the performance will not feel different.  As I’ve said before, play for as many people as you can.  But there are things you can do in the practice room as well.  Have your students stand to play their solo.  Have them visualize an audience while they play.  Count through all the rests.  Don’t stop!  You can go back later to fix things, but be sure to go through the piece at least once a day.  Record yourself.  Digital recorders are inexpensive and available.  Use them!  Try performing at the same time as the solo is to be performed.  If I have a student playing a recital on a Sunday, two weeks ahead of time I’ll have them perform the recital (just in the practice room) just to get a feel of what it will feel like.  I once knew a girl who would wear her dress to practice just to feel what it is like.  And if you have female students that will be wearing high heals, be sure to have them practice in the shoes they will be wearing.  

g. ON STAGE

So the important day has finally arrived.  What do we do?

a. Focus on now

Stay in the present.  Don’t think about the future, or what you should have done in the past.  Now is the only time you can change.  Charles Schlueter said, “There is no anxiety in the present.  Anxiety is either in the past, worrying about what was just played, or in the future, worrying about what you are about to play.”  Focus on the music you are playing right now.

b. Avoid inner dialogue
I can’t emphasize enough how important it is to be positive.  If a student walks out on stage and says “I’m going to blow this…” then they will.  Even if you don’t really believe it, try to keep positive thoughts in your mind. 

c. Breathing
When all else fails, breathing is what we can focus on.  We normally breath about 15 times per minute.  If you slow your breathing down to 6 times per minute you will get very relaxed.  A relaxed body means a relaxed mind.  Six breaths per minute is an easy 5 second inhale and 5 second exhale.  At the end of the inhalation your lungs should be as full as they can comfortably.  Without stopping the flow, immediately reverse direction for the exhalation, emptying your lungs as much as is comfortable.  Try this for 5 minutes.  Think it’s easy?  It’s not.  

Other variations are a 10 second inhale, 10 second exhale.  Or a 5 second inhale and 10 second exhale.  For brass players these breathing exercises can be replicated using long tones.  Doing this for 5 minutes before a performance can completely change things.  But what usually happens is students are running around, talking to people, getting nervous.  Make a point to just breath.  

Visualization just before you play is also very useful.  You often hear about an athlete, say a basketball player, visualizing before a game.  They will sit quietly and see themselves shooting baskets or free-throws perfectly.  We can do this as musicians.  You all know how we often play better the second time we perform a work.  Well, what I try to do is to go through a piece completely in my head perfectly just before I perform it.  I don’t play it – I just visualize it.  Then when I go out on stage, it feels like the second time.  You can also combine this with some slow breathing.  This is a very powerful tool to help us perform

d. OTHER CONSIDERATIONS

i. Arrive early
Always arrive early at the gig.  Nothing is worse than running up just before you are to play.  It also gives you time to check things out, get the feel of the situation, make sure you have your instrument and music, and just feel comfortable.  I can’t emphasize how important this is. 

ii. Look good
When you are performing it’s important to look good for a couple of reasons.  First, if you look good you feel better about yourself.  Second, it’s an expression of respect for your audience.  You’ve come to perform for them, and you have taken the time to look as good as you can.  Again, it’s not an issue of ego.  I like to think of it as respect for the people that have come to hear you and your music.  

iii. Respect the music and your audience
Performing is not about our own ego.  We are so fortunate as musicians to have the opportunity to perform music of so many wonderful composers, from Franz Joseph Haydn to Gustaf Mahler to Fats Waller.  When we play their music we are paying them the ultimate respect.  Also remember that your audience has come to hear not just you, but the music.  If we can take our ego out of the performance and remember it is about the music, suddenly everything changes.  

iv. Have fun
And yes, it is possible to have fun when performing.  If we have prepared ourselves well, have a good attitude, are relaxed, and know we’ve done all we could do to prepare, then performing is a blast! 

Integration of ideas we’ve explored:

Lets break down into some small groups of three:
How might you integrate some of the ideas into your own teaching setting?
What are the challenges?
What are the rewards?

h. Conclusion

I can’t tell you how much fun I have – from playing with the brass quintet, the orchestra, or as a soloist.  It is such a blast!  Every single day I consider myself fortunate to be able to make music for a living.  But it has not been easy, and it continues to be a challenge.  And I love it when my students are successful.  I consider helping my students reach their potential as performers the most important thing I do as a teacher.  I hope you will too.  


Resources:

Effortless Mastery: Liberating the Master Musician Within;  Kenny Werner, Jamey Abersold Jazz

Musical Performance: Learning Theory and Pedagogy; Daniel Kohut

Performance Power; Irmtraud Tar Kruger

Performing Your Best: A Guide to Psychological Skills for Achievers;  Tom Kubistant

The C Zone: Peak Performance Under Pressure:  Robert Kriegel and Marilyn Harris Kriegel

The Inner Game of Music;  Barry Green

Psycho-Psybernetics;  Maxwell Maltz

Maximum Performance;  L Morehouse and L. Gross
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