




DOING SEVERAL DRESS-REHEARSALS
Giving a pupil an opportunity to try out the 
performing venue in advance is very valuable. 
They can hear the different acoustic, get used 
to the size of the room and discover where 
to stand and where to look. You can also 
encourage them to learn what to do if the 
piano stool or music stand is at the wrong 
height and generally show them how to 
�T�F�U�U�M�F���U�I�F�N�T�F�M�W�F�T�����"�M�M���U�I�J�T���C�V�J�M�E�T���D�P�O�m�E�F�O�D�F��
and helps a pupil know what they’re dealing 
with. The more experience they have of a 
performing situation, the more they will feel 
able to deal with any nerves they have.

REMEMBER TO BREATHE
Breathing is so simple and yet amazingly 
powerful when dealing with nerves. 
Encouraging pupils to take slow, deep breaths 
as they are waiting calms the nervous system 

and helps oxygenate the body, which is 
essential for performing well. Encouraging 
them to breathe when they are actually 
performing is also important. It is all too easy 
to fall into the trap of breath-holding when 
you are nervous, trying too hard or playing 
something complicated. Controlled breathing 
allows the body to relax, calms nerves and 
helps both the technical and expressive 
elements of performance.

THE PERFORMANCE ITSELF
Some performance etiquette can really help. 
Encouraging students to smile, stand tall 
�B�O�E���M�P�P�L���D�P�O�m�E�F�O�U���B�T���U�I�F�Z���X�B�M�L���P�O���T�U�B�H�F���P�S��
into the examining room – even if they don’t 
feel it inside – can help them to get into a 
better place. It can work wonders with a 
self-conscious teenager. Pupils need to feel 
that they are in charge of the performance 
and that they can enjoy it even if they make 

mistakes. If disasters happen, encourage them 
to take deep, slow breaths to calm themselves 
and to carry on as if nothing has happened. 

Most importantly, pupils need to know 
that the audience or examiner is not there 
to pick them to pieces, but is on their side. 
Encouraging them to imagine a really warm, 
supportive audience or examiner will help 
them relax and feel less judged. If they then 
really embody this and practise it, they are 
in a much better position to let go of their 
nerves and actually start enjoying the whole 
experience of performing music.  MT

KEEP YOUR COOL
» Know what you are 

performing, and know it 
really well

» Persevere with focused and 
effective practice

» Change their negative self-
talk into positive self-talk

» Give yourself plenty of time 
with your accompanist

» Get used to the performance 
space in advance

» Remember to breathe!
» Know your stagecraft and 

own your performance

»

In a recent master class I 
gave on the topic of nerves 

at a prestigious British university, a 
student pianist admitted to feeling 
�T�E�R�R�I�l�E�D���O�F���W�H�A�T���T�H�E���A�U�D�I�E�N�C�E���W�O�U�L�D��
think of her ‘terrible playing, full 
�O�F���M�I�S�T�A�K�E�S�������3�H�E���W�A�S���S�H�O�C�K�E�D���A�N�D��
�A�M�A�Z�E�D���W�H�E�N���T�H�E���A�U�D�I�E�N�C�E�����F�U�L�L���O�F��
music students from all years and 
�N�O�N�E���O�F���W�H�O�M���S�H�E���R�E�A�L�L�Y���K�N�E�W�����T�O�L�D��
her that even though they had noticed 
her mistakes, their enjoyment of 
�H�E�R���P�E�R�F�O�R�M�A�N�C�E���W�A�S�N���T���I�N���A�N�Y���W�A�Y��
�A�F�F�E�C�T�E�D���B�Y���T�H�E�M�����3�H�E���W�R�O�T�E���L�A�T�E�R���I�N��
�H�E�R���F�E�E�D�B�A�C�K���F�O�R�M�����@�)���N�O�W���K�N�O�W���T�H�A�T��
I no longer need to struggle through 
a performance feeling the audience is 
against me. I’m starting to see light at 
�T�H�E���E�N�D���O�F���T�H�E���T�U�N�N�E�L���A�N�D���K�N�O�W���T�H�A�T��
�O�N�E���D�A�Y���I�T���W�I�L�L���B�E���P�O�S�S�I�B�L�E��
for me to really enjoy 
�T�H�E���W�H�O�L�E���B�U�S�I�N�E�S�S���O�F��
performing.’

‘Pupils need to know that 
the audience is on their side’: 
Charlotte Tomlinson works 
with a student at the piano
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