
Title: Breaking the Fourth Wall: Transforming Student Musicians into Engaged 
Performers 

Presented by Jeff Price, Jeffrey.Glen.Price@gmail.com 

Abstract: This session equips music educators with innovative strategies to enhance 
student musicians' engagement and audience connection. By integrating performance 
practice, showmanship, storytelling, and audience engagement, educators can 
transform concerts into immersive experiences. Practical lesson plans and actionable 
steps will help students understand the purpose and impact of their performances 
beyond just playing the notes. Participants will explore methods to involve students in 
programming, staging, and narrating, fostering a sense of ownership and collaboration. 
The session will also highlight the importance of the educator as facilitator and instructor 
of concepts and how to navigate organizational constraints positively. The ultimate goal 
is to create performances that resonate with the audience and build strong community 
support. They do not deter art but enhance outcomes for performance and audience 
member.  

Outline: 
1. Introduction: Where Engagement Meets Excellence 
 
This class outlines strategies to teach storytelling, audience engagement, and technical 
excellence, emphasizing their interconnected nature for impactful performances. 

 
Key Idea: Technical success and audience connection aren’t separate—they 
build on each other. 
 
Goal: Equip educators with actionable strategies to teach technical excellence 
through engagement, storytelling, and purpose-driven preparation, creating 
performances that resonate with both students and audiences. 

 
We are helping to create “moments and memories” for students and the 

audience with Music. 

2. Start with Purpose: The “Why” 
Key Idea: Every great performance starts with a clear purpose. 
 
Checklist: 
• Who is your audience? 
• What is this piece about? 
• What do you want the audience to feel? 
 
Outcome: Purpose-driven preparation leads to greater student engagement and 
naturally supports technical goals. 
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3. Planning the Concert Experience 

Key Idea: Planning the concert’s flow and narrative ensures seamless transitions 
and thematic cohesion. 

 
Steps: 
• Create a theme (e.g., A Journey Through Seasons). 
• Assign roles (e.g., narrators, stage managers, transition leaders). 
• Rehearse transitions, including narrations, silence, applause breaks, and 

movement. 
 
Outcome: Students take ownership of the performance structure, and polished 
transitions keep the audience engaged while elevating the concert’s 
professionalism. 

4. Connecting with the Audience 
Key Idea: Confidence and visual engagement before, during, and after the 
performance foster connection with the audience. 
 
Checklist: 
• Teach confident entrances, exits, and bowing. 
• Rehearse posture, movement, and facial expressions that match the music’s 

mood. 
• Incorporate interactive elements (e.g., narrations, clap-alongs, gestures) to 

engage the audience directly. 

Outcome: Students develop confidence, professionalism, and stronger 
connections with audiences through intentional non-musical elements. 

5. Emotional Peaks: Turning Music into Memories 
Key Idea: Emotional shaping makes music impactful and memorable. 

Steps: 
• Identify peak moments in the repertoire and mark them in scores. 
• Experiment with phrasing, dynamics, and tempo to amplify emotional weight. 
• Rehearse transitions leading into and out of these peaks for maximum effect. 
 

Outcome: Performances connect with audiences and adjudicators through 
clarity and emotional expression, leaving lasting impressions. 
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6. Closing the Loop: Engagement Drives Execution 
Key Idea: Purpose and engagement enhance both technical skills and audience 
connection. 
 
Key Takeaways:  
• Purpose-Driven Preparation: Start with the "why" to inspire focus and 

emotional connection in students. 
• Storyboarding for Success: Plan concert flow, transitions, and roles to 

create a cohesive and professional performance. 
• Amplify Emotional Peaks: Use phrasing, dynamics, and transitions to leave 

lasting impressions on audiences. 
• Practice Realism: Simulate live performance conditions to build confidence 

and professionalism. 
• Reflect and Improve: Encourage post-performance discussions and 

journaling for continuous growth. 
 

Key Concepts and Terms: 

1. Audience Engagement and Stage Presence (Merged) 

• Definition: A performer’s ability to connect with the audience through physical 
demeanor, visual engagement, and interactive elements like storytelling or 
gestures. 

• Relevance: Builds confidence, professionalism, and a lasting impression on 
audiences. 

2. Breaking the Fourth Wall 

• Definition: A theatrical term where performers interact with the audience, 
breaking the invisible barrier between them. 

• Relevance: In music, it involves direct audience engagement to create an 
interactive and immersive performance experience. 

3. Choreography in Music 

• Definition: Planned movements or gestures that add visual interest to a 
performance. 

• Relevance: Choreography enriches the audience’s experience and strengthens 
ensemble unity.  
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4. Collaboration 
 
• Definition: Working together toward a shared goal, emphasizing teamwork and 

mutual support. 
• Relevance: Collaboration builds ensemble cohesion and fosters student 

ownership of the performance process. 

5. Dynamic Contrast 

• Definition: Variations in volume and intensity to create interest and emotional 
impact. 

• Relevance: A critical tool for engaging audiences and conveying the music’s 
message. 

6. Emotional Peaks 

• Definition: Key moments in a performance designed to evoke strong emotional 
reactions. 

• Relevance: Amplifying emotional peaks through dynamics, phrasing, and timing 
leaves lasting impressions on audiences. 

7. Personal Connection to Music 

• Definition: The emotional or experiential bond a performer forms with a piece of 
music. 

• Relevance: Personal connections enhance authenticity and expression in 
performance. 

8. Post-Performance Reflection 

• Definition: A structured review of the performance to identify strengths and 
areas for growth. 

• Relevance: Encourages self-awareness, fosters improvement, and reinforces 
learning goals. 

9. Purpose (The Why) 

• Definition: Understanding the intention behind a performance and the message 
it conveys. 

• Relevance: Drives preparation, inspires storytelling, and aligns student efforts 
with audience expectations. 
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10. Rehearsal for Realism 

• Definition: Simulating performance conditions during practice sessions. 
• Relevance: Prepares students for live performance, reduces anxiety, and boosts 

confidence on stage. 

11. Storyboarding and transitions   

• Definition: Creating a visual or written outline of the performance’s flow, 
including transitions, themes, and staging.  

• Relevance: Helps students see the big picture, understand their roles, and 
create a cohesive, engaging program. Maintains audience focus, enhances 
emotional peaks, and elevates the performance’s momentum 

Example Lesson Plans:  

1. Start with Purpose (The Why) 

Objective: Help students connect their preparation with the intention behind the 
performance and audience impact. 

• Activities: 
o Discuss performance purpose with guiding questions: 

§ “What is this piece about?” 
§ “Who is our audience, and what do they expect?” 
§ “What message or emotion do we want to convey?” 

o Research the historical or emotional context of the repertoire with 
students. 

• Outcome: Students develop a deeper understanding of their role, align 
preparation with artistic goals, and connect emotionally to the music. 

2. Know Your Audience 

Objective: Teach students to tailor their performances to specific audiences for 
meaningful connections. 

• Activities: 
o Discuss audience demographics and preferences. 
o Brainstorm ways to meet or challenge audience expectations. 
o Add narration or visuals to introduce less familiar repertoire. 

• Outcome: Students learn to adapt programming and presentation to resonate 
with audiences, enhancing communication and engagement. 
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3. Structure the Concert with Storyboarding 

Objective: Guide students in creating cohesive concert narratives and seamless 
transitions. 

• Activities: 
o Brainstorm concert themes or narratives (e.g., A Journey Through 

Seasons). 
o Create a storyboard mapping transitions, emotional peaks, and staging. 
o Assign roles for narration, transitions, or visual design. 
o Rehearse transitions, including applause cues and movement. 

• Outcome: Students take ownership of the performance structure, ensuring 
smooth flow and audience engagement. 

4. Highlight Emotional Peaks 

Objective: Teach students to identify and enhance key emotional moments in their 
music. 

• Activities: 
o Analyze scores to identify emotional peaks and climactic moments. 
o Rehearse phrasing, dynamics, and tempo shifts to amplify emotional 

weight. 
o Experiment with interpretations to create the most impactful expression. 

• Outcome: Students develop expressive skills, creating memorable and 
emotionally impactful performances. 

5. Practice Stage Presence and Non-Musical Elements 

Objective: Refine stage presence and transitions to enhance professionalism and 
audience connection. 

• Activities: 
o Rehearse stage entrances, exits, and bowing for polished presentation. 
o Use video reviews to assess posture, expressions, and movement. 
o Assign roles for narrators, visual cues, and prop management. 
o Simulate live performance conditions, including applause cues, lighting, 

and attire. 
• Outcome: Students project confidence, ensure seamless performance flow, and 

engage audiences with professionalism. 
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6. Develop Collaboration and Ownership 

Objective: Build teamwork and pride by engaging students as active participants in the 
performance process. 

• Activities: 
o Assign leadership roles (e.g., narrators, stage managers, designers). 
o Facilitate group decisions on programming and staging. 
o Use reflection exercises to connect individual contributions to ensemble 

success. 
• Outcome: Students feel invested in the performance, developing teamwork, 

critical thinking, and leadership skills. 

7. Engage the Audience 

Objective: Teach students to actively involve audiences and foster a shared 
experience. 

• Activities: 
o Include interactive moments like sing-alongs, clap-alongs, or narrated 

introductions. 
o Rehearse gestures, facial expressions, and audience interaction. 
o Encourage students to observe visible audience reactions and adapt 

accordingly. 
• Outcome: Performances become dynamic and memorable, fostering stronger 

audience connections. 

8. Reflect After the Performance 

Objective: Reinforce growth and improvement through structured post-performance 
reflection. 

• Activities: 
o Facilitate group discussions about what worked well and areas for 

improvement. 
o Use rubrics or checklists to evaluate audience engagement and technical 

execution. 
o Have students journal their personal takeaways and goals for future 

performances. 
• Outcome: Students develop self-awareness, critical thinking, and a mindset for 

continuous improvement. 
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9. Incorporate Multidisciplinary Elements 

Objective: Enhance performances by integrating visuals, movement, and other 
interdisciplinary elements. 

• Activities: 
o Collaborate with art classes to create visuals or projections. 
o Experiment with staging, lighting, or choreography to complement the 

music. 
o Discuss how these elements enhance the audience’s experience. 

• Outcome: Students expand their creative thinking and gain insight into the power 
of interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Example Assessments: 

Purpose: Evaluate students' progress and performance holistically, focusing on technical, 
emotional, and collaborative aspects of musicianship. 

Example Assessment Methods 
Competency Built Assessment Methods 

Organizational Skills Group presentation of concert storyboard (rubric-based), observation 
during planning. 

Expressiveness Observation of phrasing, dynamics, and emotional shaping during 
rehearsals. 

Adaptability and 
Confidence 

Peer and instructor feedback on mock performances, focusing on 
stage presence and flow. 

Teamwork and 
Collaboration 

Rubric-based evaluation of group discussions and shared decision-
making. 

Critical Thinking Written reflections on performance strengths, areas for growth, and 
audience impact. 

Audience Engagement Evaluation of student-led interaction techniques during mock or live 
performances. 

Creativity Observation of interdisciplinary projects (e.g., visuals, 
choreography) and their implementation. 
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Example Performance Metrics: 

Category Outstanding 
(5) Proficient (4) Satisfactory 

(3) 
Developing 

(2) 

Needs 
Improvement 

(1) 

Musical 
Expression 

Expressive 
phrasing and 
dynamics; 
emotional depth 
enriches 
performance. 

Mostly 
expressive, 
minor 
inconsistencies. 

Inconsistent 
expressiveness 
or shaping. 

Minimal 
emotional 
shaping. 

Lacks phrasing 
and dynamics; 
mechanical. 

Intonation 

Clear and 
consistent 
across 
ensemble. 

Mostly accurate 
with minor 
lapses. 

Generally 
accurate; 
noticeable 
errors. 

Frequently 
inconsistent; 
some major 
issues. 

Frequent pitch 
inaccuracies. 

Dynamics 

Full expressive 
range; enhances 
emotional 
impact. 

Good variation, 
occasional 
lapses. 

Limited range 
or moderate 
control. 

Narrow 
range, 
inconsistent 
application. 

Minimal 
variation or 
control. 

Stage 
Presence 

Confident, 
poised, and 
fully engaging. 

Mostly 
confident, minor 
lapses. 

Adequate 
presence, but 
lacks polish. 

Lacks 
confidence or 
focus. 

Distracted or 
disengaged. 

Transitions 

Seamless and 
enhances 
performance 
flow. 

Generally 
smooth, minor 
awkwardness. 

Functional but 
lacks polish. 

Interrupts 
performance 
flow. 

Awkward or 
distracting 
gaps. 

Audience 
Connection 

Strong 
engagement; 
audience visibly 
responsive. 

Engages most of 
the audience. 

Some 
connection; 
inconsistent 
impact. 

Minimal 
audience 
engagement. 

Little to no 
visible 
connection. 
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Example Reflection Metrics: 

Category Outstanding 
(5) Proficient (4) Satisfactory 

(3) 
Developing 

(2) 

Needs 
Improvement 

(1) 

Student Role 
Ownership 

Students lead 
and contribute 
ideas actively. 

Students 
contribute 
occasionally. 

Some 
involvement 
but limited 
initiative. 

Minimal 
participation 
or ownership. 

Little to no 
involvement. 

Post-
Performance 
Reflection 

Thoughtful, 
specific 
insights with 
depth. 

Insightful 
with minor 
gaps. 

Surface-level 
observations. 

Minimal 
reflection, 
lacks depth. 

Generic or 
unclear 
reflections. 

Rehearsal 
Integration 

Strategies 
practiced 
effectively, 
fully 
incorporated. 

Mostly 
practiced, 
minor 
omissions. 

Inconsistently 
practiced or 
applied. 

Limited or 
incomplete 
practice. 

Strategies not 
practiced or 
ignored. 

 


