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How to engage your students in meaningful, thoughtful, thorough, life 
changing, mind blowing, out of this world, Zen rehearsals, or better yet…

We all know the joys that come in working 
with young musicians. How sweet it is to 
hear students recall a single rehearsal or per-
formance that stands out as a magical, musi-
cal moment. I think our desire is that all of 
our students experience those moments that 
can truly change and shape their lives. We 
get to be involved in this process, and that 
is just as rewarding for us as it is for them.

Rehearsals are where we cover it all—
technique, musicality, ensemble, rehearsal 
etiquette, and the list goes on. It seems that 
these rehearsal minutes are never enough. 
It is good for me to remember that every 
minute in every rehearsal counts. There 
are no “do over” minutes in any rehearsal. 
I need to be prepared to make the most of 
every moment I have in working with an 
ensemble. I have found the following ideas 
helpful in working with young orchestras. 
While none of these ideas are new, keeping 
these ideas in mind during a rehearsal is the 
best way that I can hopefully engage them 
throughout the rehearsal. These 7 elements 
are: prepare!

Plan. Always have a plan. There cannot 
be rehearsals where we just show up. 

Time is a precious gift, and not preparing 
for a rehearsal is a waste of time for all par-
ties involved. We have to know what we are 
going to rehearse and why it needs rehears-
ing. What elements need focus and atten-
tion? What skills need to be taught before 
they can play this piece? Whenever we work 
with humans, (all the time), things may not 
go according to plan. But if I have a plan 
for each rehearsal, I have a starting point 
and hopefully fresh ideas for that rehearsal. 
Planning each piece at every rehearsal 
means preparing each piece in greater detail. 
That can only help the students in playing 
each piece at the highest level.

Raise the bar. If there is no bar set, this 
is what the students will accomplish. 

What you set is what they will attain. Know 
what your ensemble is capable of doing and 
then push them just a little farther. Instill 

excellent intonation, a warm, beautiful 
sound, and good technique in them from 
the very beginning. Do not accept medium 
second fingers. Do not accept entrances that 
are not together. As the students begin to 
hear these differences, they too will set and 
expect high standards. One does not need 
to be a tyrant on the podium, but one can 
expect good pitch, rhythm and ensemble.

Establish expectations. If the students 
do not know what is expected of them, 

frustration will be present at every rehearsal. 
These expectations should include both 
behavioral and musical parameters. If stu-
dents do not know that bringing all of their 
music to a rehearsal is a critical part of being 
a musician, they will never bring all of their 
music to every rehearsal. It is important that 
rehearsal etiquette is established at the very 
beginning of working with an ensemble. 
What do the students need to do before the 
rehearsal begins? How should they behave 
during a rehearsal? They will only know if 
you tell them.

Pace. Know thy students; know thy 
pace. Timing and flow is crucial in any 

rehearsal. Beginning students do not work 
at the same pace as middle and high school 
students. Keep the flow of play and instruc-
tion moving, according to age and ability. It 
is very easy for students to tune out if I have 
become “stuck” in how I rehearse specific 
passages. Can I add singing, counting or 
rhythmic elements to a passage instead of 
drilling it countless times? Have I paced the 
end of the rehearsal the same as the begin-
ning? A good pace helps to keep everyone 
focused and energized throughout.

Assess and articulate. We must be able 
to quickly assess what needs to be fixed, 

and then prioritize. If I have stopped at a 
particular passage, can I say what I need to 
in just a few sentences? Can I demonstrate 
what it is that needs to be done? Whatever 
the reason for stopping, it needs to be dem-
onstrated or addressed in a clear and concise 

manner. What is the ratio of talking time 
to playing time in each rehearsal? Too much 
talking is a great way to kill a rehearsal, 
especially at the younger levels.

Resourceful. Take what you know 
works in a rehearsal and make it even 

better. Delete from your concepts and 
approaches what doesn’t work and move 
on. Watch others, read, practice and try new 
ideas. Ask questions. Attend workshops. 
Take up a new hobby. Don’t be afraid to try 
something new just because it is new to you. 
Find new ways to fix old problems.

Engage your students. Often times, we 
work with one section of the orchestra 

while our backs are to another. How can 
one section participate while another sec-
tion is the focus? Can they clap a part, sing 
a pitch, listen for accuracy? Can they watch 
if bow placement is matching in a section? 
How is each rehearsal affecting each student 
musically, emotionally and physically? Am 
I only aiming for correct rhythms and cor-
rect pitches? Are they thinking in terms of 
literature and art that might apply to this 
repertoire? Can they write a poem about a 
piece they are playing? What would their 
visual landscape be for this piece?

Paying attention to the details is why 
orchestras play well. Students who are 
engaged don’t just play correct pitches and 
rhythm. They make music. That is what 
changes lives. How lucky we are to be a 
part of that!
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