by Jessica M. Riley

Reducing Anxiety

Studio Strategies for
Performing Salvation

This article offers a brief overview of the causes and manifestations of performance
anxiety and suggests methods for professors to combat it in the studio setting. The topics of
mentoring, physical and mental relaxation, dietary health, and imaging are explored. Primary
source material is referred to throughout the article, so readers can easily continue their study

of the issue.
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he relationship between a student musi-

cian and his or her teacher is extremely

complex. In most studios today, teach-
ers focus their energies on the development
of a solid technique and a free sound. The
best educators engage their students in con-
versation that leads to rich artistic choices
and meaningful music making. That said,
there is something that still remains largely
overlooked: the student must be trained to
program the mind for consistent, high-level
performance.

The art of performance, on any instru-
ment, is one that involves precise muscle
coordination. The slightest alteration can
make the difference between a gloriously
produced sound and one that causes peo-
ple to raise their eyebrows in alarm. Con-
sequently, many students become highly
anxious about the act of performing in front
of others. Unfortunately, this anxiety only
exacerbates existing problems while creating

still more. An article in Medical Problems of
Performing Artists notes,

Musical performance anxiety has been
described as one of the most difficult prob-
lems for musicians. Studies suggest that a
significant number of musicians experi-
ence high levels of performance anxiety
during their lifetimes and that it may be
unrelated to levels of training and experi-
ence. Performance anxiety has been asso-
ciated with poorer performance quality,
altered career opportunities, overuse syn-
drome, and a negative impact on general
well-being.!

Unfortunately, many educators and edu-
cational institutions act in such a way as to
aggravate this tendency in their students
instead of helping them find ways of solving
the problem. Fortunately, people are starting
to understand that teaching music extends
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beyond the basics of tone and technique
into the realms of mentoring and mental
coaching. Another article from Medical
Problems of Performing Arlists states,

Anxiety is the most prevalent form of
psychological distress. It is estimated
that 80 percent of people experience
anxiety whenever they are called on
to make any appearance where the
attention of the group is focused on
them. Musicians, already vulnerable to
the stresses of perfectionism and com-
petition, are especially susceptible to
performance anxiety, and are among
the top five occupational groups
admitted to mental health facilities.?

Many students are lucky to have
teachers who provide solid support and
encouragement in an otherwise highly
critical environment. These students
have probably already obtained at least
some assistance in coping with perfor-
mance/audition  nerves.  Conversely,
many students go into their weekly /Jes-
sons feeling nervous about performing in
front of their teacher. This is to say noth-
ing of the anxiety that many experience
when performing in front of other fac-
ulty or when competing for financial aid
or a seat in the orchestra. Of course, all
musicians must face the reality that they
will be judged by others. Indeed, the
role of the university is partially to act
as a microcosm of that which is to come
in the real world. That said, the univer-
sity, particularly at the undergraduate
level, should be a place where students
are not overwhelmed by judgment and
condemnation.

Anxiety is partially a learned
response. All music educators must con-
sider if and how they are contributing to
this serious problem.

Caine . . . describes a dilemma for
the . . . performer in which a poten-
tially humiliating and frightening
mistake is less and less tolerable. A
behavioral feedback loop becomes
established. The act of performance
becomes the stimulus perceived as
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a threat. In situations of danger, the
individual’s physiology primes him or
her to become more alert and sensi-
tive to all potential threats in the sur-
rounding environment. Anticipating
mistakes increases arousal, which fur-
ther enhances access to memories of
mistakes and feelings of humiliation.
This activates more fears and more
arousal. This process is linked by cata-
strophic thoughts, physiologic mani-
festations of anxiety, and negative
imagery. Unfortunately, this process
is often initiated very early in a young
performer’s training.?

It is the ethical responsibility of the
teacher not to perpetuate this syndrome.
Instead, he or she must introduce tech-
niques into the studio that actively
combat the negativity that occurs from
both outside the studio and inside the
student.

There are many reasons for educa-
tors to shift their focus and take a more
constructive approach. The bottom line
is really very simple. As the recently
deceased voice pedagogue Richard
Miller states, “no matter what the tech-
nical orientation or level of skill, a pes-
simistic singer is not a successful singer;
mental attitude can make or break a
career.”” A musician who enters into a
lesson or a performance in a state of fear
is bound to experience one or several of
the following physical symptoms:

1. An increase in heart rate
Quickening respiration

Secretion of adrenaline

N

Movement of blood away from the
stomach and toward the heart’

One of these physiologic symptoms
alone can throw off even the most
experienced performers if they have no
means of combating the fear.

Physical symptoms of fear, troubling
as they are, are only part of the problem.
Cognitive and behavioral manifestations
are equally, if not more detrimental.

Behavioral manifestations may include
the performance quality itself, facial
expressions and other body language
during the performance, and more
occult manifestations such as meas-
ures taken to avoid the performance
situation entirely. Cognitive aspects of
performance anxiety can include the
ruminations both before and during
performance, such as self-doubts, pro-
jected criticisms or comments by those
in the audience, and mental focus
on technical difficulties, potential for
memory lapses, or the consequences
of a faulty performance. All of these
may prove distracting and indeed may
be self-fulfilling.®

It stands to reason that any teacher
truly intent on helping the student to
realize his or her potential will aim to
instruct in such a way as to preempt or
correct negative thoughts, behaviors, and
physical symptoms that are the result of
anxiety. Students must learn to achieve
balance not only in their performing but
also in their self-concept, goals, expecta-
tions, and performances. Many are now
recognizing the effectiveness of Mental
Sport Training in encouraging this type
of mental flexibility. Richard Lederman
writes,

A musician is an athlete. The only dif-
ference between the two performers is
that musicians control micro muscles
(fingers, embouchure, tongue) com-
pared to the macro muscles (arms,
legs, hands) controlled by athletes.
Both music and sports involve the
movement of body appendages in
either a fast or slow motion, and each
activity is performed before an audi-
ence, which can also affect the per-
formance of the participant. Athletics
involves preparation, training and
coaching, as does music performance.
Since there is very little difference
between the two activities . . . , the
mental training techniques used in
athletic training can be applied with
very little change, if any, to the prac-
tice and performance of music.”
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These mental training techniques
include such things as biofeedback,
concentration and relaxation exercises,
positive self-talk and positive imaging,
specified goal setting, and specified per-
formance planning. It is well worth the
teacher’s time to try to incorporate some
or all of these techniques into the studio
setting depending on the needs of the
individual student.

In The Inner Game of Music, Barry
Green discusses this shift that profes-
sors can make. He champions a type
of teaching that involves less “instruc-
tion” (e.g., “Do this” or “Try . . .”) and
more awareness (e.g., “How does this
feel?” and “Let’s experiment . . .”). Sim-
ply by becoming aware of when his or
her method of instruction is dictatorial,
the teacher can move away from the “do
this” mode of teaching toward the more
beneficial mode of awareness instruc-
tion. Green states,

Awareness instructions put students
into an entirely different frame of
mind. They are based on the stu-
dents’ own experience—their ability
to learn by noticing what’s happening.
They don’t involve “right” or “wrong”
ways to go about things. They don’t
involve a complex series of steps that
are easily confused or forgotten. They
never demand more of a body than
it is capable of handling. They don’t
invoke doubt. And as a result, they
free students from doubt, confusion,
frustration, and discouragement. . . .
Awareness exercise only ask one thing
of the conscious mind: that it should
pay attention to what's happening,
not to what’s right or wrong, good or
bad. The key is simply to be aware of
what is going on. That’s the way we all
learned to walk, and that’s the way we
learn best.?

Educators should do their utmost to
ensure that the lesson time remains about
the student and that student’s aspira-
tions, not about the teacher and the fur-
thering of his or ber own agenda. Young
performers should know right from the
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outset that they are free to discuss les-
son difficulties openly, without fear that
the teacher will take student input in a
defensive way. Further guidelines on
creating a healthy student—teacher rela-
tionship can be found in the 2002 winter
issue of The Mentoring Connection.’

Another top priority for the educator
should be to actively discuss with each
student his or her reasons for perform-
ing as well as the fears that get in the
way. This type of interaction will help
the student to clarify personal objectives
and to resolve inner conflicts standing in
the way of his or her attainment. Such
information can then be used to highlight
negative thinking patterns so that they
can be replaced with positive alternative
statements. The end result is a student
whose perception of self is more objec-
tive, and less critical.

In their book Power Performance
Jor Singers: Transcending the Barri-
ers, Shirley Emmons and Alma Thomas
point out that performers’ top fears tend
to be those of failure, success, rejection,
change, discomfort, and the unknown.
They have this to say to teachers:

Continue to give positive reinforce-
ment to your students’ efforts, because
studies have proven that [performers]
who receive negative appraisals much
of the time lower their self-estimates,
whereas [those] who have been given
positive feedback raise their self-esti-
mates. Some students may be negative
not only about . . . technique but also
about their self, which attitude can be
far more damaging.'’

Many professionals have noted the
benefits of journal writing as a means of
developing a healthy self-concept and of
conquering fear. Music teachers should
consider enforcing a policy whereby
students keep a daily record of thoughts
related to themselves and their perfor-
mance. The student could track his or her
thoughts over the course of each week
and then bring up pressing concerns and
areas of growth at the scheduled lesson
time. Reading these entries would help the

student to recognize where he or she has
made negative self-judgments. He or she
could then actively reformulate his or her
thinking into something more positive.
Studies have shown that this type of regular,
disciplined, positive self-talk does wonders
to combat both personal and performance
anxiety. Emmons and Thomas note,

Where your mind goes, negative or
positive, your performance will fol-
low. . . . Self-affirmation allows you to
plant in the conscious mind positive
thoughts, which you then connect to
giving an excellent performance. When
you repeat these positive self-affirma-
tions and use them, they become part
of the subconscious. Therefore, they
affect your own perception of your
strengths, qualities, skills, and ability.
This expanded positive perception
heightens your confidence during all
the circumstances of performance—
before, during, and after. Therefore,
your performance has a better chance
for improvement.!!

Emmons and Thomas also recom-
mend developing ‘“triggers” to stop
negativity and start positive thinking
immediately. One common suggestion
is for the performer to visualize a red
stoplight every time negative thoughts
enter his or her mind. The feacher could
incorporate such “triggers” into the les-
son. For example, if a student were to
say something negative, like “T'll never
get it,” the teacher could hold up a big
red stop sign and then direct the student
to say positive things about his or her
performing.

Beginning a lesson with a physi-
cal warm-up is a simple technique that
teachers could easily incorporate into
the studio. Three to five minutes of light
stretching would direct the student’s
awareness to areas where tension is
being held before beginning to play. This
release of tension would disable certain
negative tendencies while promoting the
mind-body connection essential for peak
performance.

In some cases, a teacher might want
to spend an even longer amount of time
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on physical relaxation. Studies have
shown that these types of activities can
“trick” the mind into the desired mental
state that Barry Green calls “relaxed con-
centration.” Psychologists have figured
this out and will often have their patients
begin sessions with deep, diaphrag-
matic-abdominal breathing in order to
coax the patient’s body into a state of
calm that then carries over to the mind.

One form of physical relaxation out-
lined in many an article is that of auto-
genic training, a type of biofeedback.
The following exercise would be easy
for any teacher to adapt and incorporate
into a lesson:

The process was developed by Dr.
Johann Schultz and Wolfgang Luthe in
the 1930s and consists of six standard
exercises . . . meant to teach an indi-
vidual how to create at-will sensations
of heaviness, warmth, heart-rate reduc-
tion, change in respiration, apparent
warming of the solar plexus and cooling
of the forehead. A person can perform
the exercises in either a sitting position
or lying on one’s back. Each exercise
begins with deep diaphragmatic breath-
ing, and then, through self-talk, the
athlete envisions a particular sensation
in a certain body area. An example of
this would be the exercise for warmth,
which will increase blood flow to a
certain area. In this exercise the athlete
would repeat to themselves: “My right
arm is getting limp and warm.” [Repeat
four to six times.] “My right arm is get-
ting warmer and warmer.” [Repeat four
to six times.] “My right arm is completely
warm.” [Repeat four to six times.] “I feel
supremely calm and warm.” [Repeat one
time.] After warming one arm, the ath-
lete would proceed to warm the other
arm and the legs. Each of the six exer-
cises would be done for approximately
two weeks. "2

Another simple technique that could
be incorporated into a lesson is that of
progressive muscular relaxation. Devel-
oped by Edmund Jacobson, it involves
repeatedly tensing and releasing given
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sets of muscles in order to induce deep
physical relaxation.”® By alternating total
tension with total release, body-mind
relaxation will be accomplished and a stu-
dent will develop a heightened sensitivity
to the level of tension required for optimal
performing.

Before leaving the topic of physi-
cal relaxation, it is also worth pointing
out that a conscientious teacher should
encourage his or her students to get
enough sleep, drink plenty of water, and
eat a healthful diet. Students should be
aware that alcohol is a depressant, caf-
feine exaggerates the physical symptoms
of anxiety, and fats decrease overall
energy. Regular physical activity is some-
thing recommended by psychologists
for managing both depression and anxi-
ety and should be encouraged by music
teachers. It promotes general health and
body awareness and is widely acknowl-
edged to improve self-esteem.

Perhaps one of the most far-reach-
ing techniques for boosting one’s level
of performance and reducing anxiety is
that of imaging. It forms the core around
which Robert Caldwell’s book The Per-
Jormer Prepares is written.'* Emmons
and Thomas prize this technique above
all others presented in their book. Con-
cerning imagery, Emmons and Thomas
say,

Imagery is about using all the senses,
not just sight but also sound, taste,
smell, touch and kinesthetic sense
(physical sense of the body.

Imagery will permit you to get the best
out of yourself in the practice room,
the voice lesson, or the performance
itself. Top-class athletes, too,
use their extremely well developed
imagery skills daily. With imagery
they prepare themselves, first, to get
exactly what they want out of their
training and practice, and second, to
see themselves as successful while
developing a high sense of self-belief.
Imagery has become highly refined
and sophisticated; instead of relying
on your wishes and hopes, you can
use imagery very precisely in your

performance. Without an ability to
image, expression in performance can
be extremely limited.”

Imagery can be used in several ways.
The more precise and filled out the stu-
dent’s sensory images are, the greater
the possibility that he or she will deliver
a truly convincing performance. Fur-
thermore, rigorous application of imag-
ing will ensure that anxious students
spend less time thinking negatively
about themselves and their perfor-
mances. A simple way for the teacher
to incorporate this type of work into the
studio would be to ask the student lead-
ing questions about the piece of music
that is being explored. The trick is to
make sure that the student takes the time
necessary to truly and completely imag-
ine with all of the senses.

Another very powerful way in which
imagery can help the performer is as a
tool to induce relaxation or a state of
performing readiness. Students wish-
ing to calm themselves can imagine
that they are in the place that causes
them to be most at peace. To gener-
ate a state of performance readiness,
students can follow a practice that ath-
letes have been using for decades, and
imagine themselves reliving a previ-
ous successful performance in incred-
ible detail. In one study, Psychology of
Music reported that combined use of this
type of success imagery with Rational
Emotive Therapy involving positive self-
talk resulted in a significant decrease in
musicians’ overall level of performance
anxiety.!® In combination, positive self-
talk and success imagery are perhaps
the most powerful antidote to self-doubt
and fear.

Imaging can also be used in practice
to accelerate the learning process. By
imagining himself or herself perform-
ing a task before actually doing it, the
student increases the chance that it will
be well executed. (This is provided, of
course, that the student imagines execut-
ing the skill successfully.) Studies have
shown that the body responds subtly to
this type of imaging, in effect rehearsing
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and preparing itself in advance. Hav-
ing students mentally rehearse a diffi-
cult skill before doing it also helps them
inhibit bad practices and cultivate good
ones. Naturally, this would increase the
student’s level of confidence, thereby
also serving to reduce anxiety.

Imaging is also the most effective
tool available for mental performance
preparation. A student should imag-
ine all of his or her practices, lessons,
and performances in as much detail as
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possible before actually doing them.
Such things as the surroundings, the
audience, the temperature, and the
acoustics should all be considered and
imagined into the given performance.
Teachers can aid this process by help-
ing the student construct these images,
reminding him or her of any details that
might be overlooked.

In his article, Barry Lenson even goes
so far as to suggest that students whose
fears are overwhelming should actually

stage “nightmare performances.” This
is not unlike the ideas of Barry Green,
who suggests that people who particu-
larly fear certain members of the audi-
ence should engage in role-playing. The
music teacher could easily participate
in this type of activity with the student,
by assuming the role of the feared audi-
ence member and conversing with the
student about his or her fears. The more
of these types of scenarios that are
worked through in advance, the better
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the student’s chances of beating per-
formance anxiety or of at least man-
aging it well. By extension, teachers
and students should flesh out detailed
preperformance/lesson/audition  rituals
according to the needs of the individual
in question. These rituals provide a secu-
rity net, something the student knows
works well. Familiarity equals comfort,
and comfort reduces anxiety.

Along these lines, it is the duty of
the teacher to help ready the student for
performance through thoughtful goal-
setting. David Paprocki has this to say:

Goal-setting is the first step to initiate
athletic training. The process involves
defining a “mission statement” and set-
ting long-and short-term goals. In set-
ting goals, the athlete forms a target
toward which he can aim. Without this
target, the athlete does not have any
checkpoints to gauge progress toward
that goal. Goal-setting helps the ath-
lete form a solid commitment to fulfill
the “mission statement.”"”

This means that together, teacher
and student must have clear, attainable
goals that are both short- and long-term
goals. Furthermore, they must agree
together about what it is they wish to
accomplish so that they work with one
another instead of against each other.

Monthly, semester, and yearlong
goals should be charted out. Periodi-
cally, teacher and student can check
to make sure that what they are doing
in lessons from week to week lines up
with the objectives laid out in both the
agreed-upon short- and long-term goals.
Teachers should further encourage their
students to establish daily goals for their
own practice sessions. Adhering to a
structured plan will help the student to
feel that he or she is in control and is
slowly but surely accomplishing what
he or she set out to do. (And indeed,
the student will feel this way because
this will in fact be the case.) In addition,
the forward-looking student will more
quickly get over postperformance highs
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and lows. A more level mental state is
one that is less prone to anxiety.

Finally, teachers must recognize
that the ultimate objective is to make
the student a confident and communi-
cative performer. This means that the
teacher should provide ways for his or
her students to repeatedly perform. Mas-
ter classes and dress rehearsals are use-
ful, but not comprehensive enough. A
student should be provided with some
opportunity at every lesson to feel that he
or she has performed. This is why, after
working on a serious technical issue in
a given work, it would be advisable for
the teacher to then allow the student the
opportunity of performing the newly
acquired skill(s) within the context of
the music. If a serious audition or per-
formance is on the horizon, the teacher
should make sure to discuss preper-
formance opportunities with the student.
Really motivated teachers might consider
taking their entire studio to give a holi-
day concert at a hospital, a retirement
community, or a similar venue.

Performance anxiety is a com-
plex problem requiring a multifaceted
response on the part of the educator.
It is absolutely true that professional
boundaries between student and teacher
must be observed in order for the rela-
tionship to function in such a way as
to fulfill its purpose. That having been
said, teachers who do not respect and
care for their students enough to care-
fully address these individuals’ fears are
not doing their job. People’s fears go to
the heart of who they are and what they
believe. The music teacher must create
an environment in which the student is
truly accepted, fears and all. Only when
this is the case will the student realize his
or her best self, both as a person and in
performance.
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