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Since communication and expression are central aspects of music performance it
is important to develop a systematic pedagogy of teaching children and teenagers
expressiveness. Although research has been growing in this area a comprehensive
literature review that unifies the different approaches to teaching young musicians
expressiveness has been lacking. Therefore, the aim of this article is to provide an
overview of literature related to teaching and learning of expressiveness from music
psychology and music education research in order to build a new theoretical framework
for teaching and learning expressive music performance in instrumental music lessons
with children and teenagers. The article will start with a brief discussion of interpretation
and expression in music performance, before providing an overview of studies that
investigated teaching and learning of performance expression in instrumental music
education with adults and children. On the foundation of this research a theoretical
framework for dialogic teaching and learning of expressive music performance will be
proposed and the rationale explained. Dialogic teaching can be useful for scaffolding
young musicians’ learning of expressivity as open questions can stimulate thinking about
the interpretation and may serve to connect musical ideas to the embodied experience
of the learner. A “toolkit” for teaching and learning of expressiveness will be presented for
practical application in music lessons. In addition, a theoretical model will be proposed
to further our understanding of teaching and learning of expressive music performance
as a multifaceted and interactive process that is embedded in the context of tutors’
and learners’ experiences and environment. Finally, implications of this framework and
suggestions for future research will be discussed.

Keywords: aural modeling, dialogic teaching, embodied learning, expressivity, instrumental music teaching and
learning, music performance expression, performance pedagogy, teaching children expressiveness

INTRODUCTION

Performing music expressively is an essential element of music participation as expressivity
enhances the playing and listening experience. A growing body of literature is addressing the need
for research of effective methods for facilitating children’s learning of expressiveness1 as a systematic
approach has been lacking (Lisboa, 2008; McPhee, 2011; cf., Brenner and Strand, 2013). A literature

1Expressiveness refers to the expressive intensity and quality of a music performance (Meissner, 2018; Meissner and
Timmers, 2020; Meissner et al., 2020).
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review synthesizing several approaches to facilitating young
musicians’ learning of expressiveness can enable researchers and
teachers to develop a systematic pedagogy in this area thus
enhancing instrumental2 teaching practice. What can we3 learn
from research findings in this area, and how might this enhance
our teaching practices?

It is important to develop this area of teaching and learning
as there are indications in the literature that there is limited
attention for expression and communication in lessons when
children begin formal instrumental music learning (Rostvall and
West, 2003, 2005; West and Rostvall, 2003; Karlsson and Juslin,
2008; McPherson et al., 2012). In a longitudinal study in which
157 young musicians were followed from their seventh to their
20-s birthday, McPherson et al. (2012) reported that they did not
find evidence of teaching aimed at musical communication or
expression:

It is difficult to find any data in our study that suggest that the
students were explicitly learning about the communicative and
expressive potential of playing those notes during the early years of
learning. (McPherson et al., 2012, p. 219).

The authors found that musical participation for most
students in their sample focused on the technical side of playing,
which was not helpful for the development of a meaningful
interaction with music. Some have suggested that the reason
for limited instruction in performance expression might be that
knowledge of expressivity is often tacit and intuitive (Lindström
et al., 2003; Juslin et al., 2004). Consequently, it might be
difficult to explain to others how to perform expressively.
As it is important to understand how instrumental tutors
can enhance expression and communication in learners as
they are performing and creating music (cf., Hallam, 2010,
p. 809), this article aims to develop a theoretical framework for
teaching and learning expressive music performance by exploring
the following research questions: (1) How can instrumental
music teachers facilitate young musicians’ learning of expressive
music performance; Which methods are effective for teaching
expressiveness? (2) What do children find helpful for their
learning of expressive music performance?

Firstly, musical interpretation and performance expression
will be discussed and secondly research findings on teaching
and learning expressive music performance (EMP) will be
reviewed. Next, a theoretical framework for teaching and learning
expressive performance with young musicians will be proposed.
The aim of this framework is to outline how instrumental and
vocal tutors can guide and facilitate young musicians’ learning
of expressive performance of works of Western classical music.
A practical “toolkit” for teaching and learning of expressivity will
be presented and a theoretical model will illustrate how teaching-
and-learning of EMP is a multifaceted and interactive process.
For this work, an expressive music performance is defined as a
performance in which the musician conveys their interpretation
of the compositional structure and musical character convincingly

2Whenever instrumental music teachers are mentioned voice teachers are included.
3In this article ‘we’ is intended to refer to people in general, particularly the readers
who might be interested in the topic of this paper.

to a listener (Meissner, 2018; Meissner and Timmers, 2020).
Musical character refers to the affects, atmosphere, emotions4,
ideas, imagery, or motions that may be associated with a musical
work (Shaffer, 1992, 1995; Brendel, 2011).

BACKGROUND

Music and Interpretation
The theory and practice of teaching and learning expressiveness
is influenced by our understanding of music, interpretation and
performance expression (Swanwick, 2011; Doǧantan-Dack, 2014;
Bonastre et al., 2017). Therefore, it is important to explore our
understanding of these concepts and to be aware that these
are difficult to define (cf., Doǧantan-Dack, 2014; Epperson,
2016). Music can be described as “that form of interhuman
communication in which humanly organized non-verbal sound
can, following culturally specific conventions, carry meaning
relating to emotional, gestural, tactile, kinetic, spatial and
prosodic patterns of cognition” (Tagg, 2012, p. 44)5. Although
the notation that is traditionally used for Western art music
contains a representation of rhythm and pitch, most musicians
will agree that it cannot represent all the intuitive aspects required
for an expressive performance (e.g., Howat, 1995; Palmer, 1997;
Gibbs, 2015) conveying all the composer’s intentions “let alone
the full range of meanings a work can express” (Silverman, 2007,
p. 103). According to Silverman (2007) performers, teachers and
scholars hold a variety of interpretive perspectives ranging from a
formalist view to a subjective view of performance. In a formalist
view, musicians aim to let the score “speak for itself ”; the
performer “only sounds out a notated score in strict accordance
with a composer’s instructions” (p. 102). In contrast, according to
a subjective view, performers have the freedom to interpret and
realize a score based on their own ideas and feelings. Between
these two opposite positions various viewpoints are possible.
Based on Rosenblatt’s (1938) transactional theory, Silverman
makes a distinction between an efferent and an aesthetic reading
of a score. In an efferent reading the reader-performer reads the
score analytically, to learn which pitch, rhythms and dynamics
should be played, while an aesthetic reading includes reflection
and artistic meaning making. Silverman proposed that “the sonic
event we call music is (. . .) an event in time; it is constructed and
experienced in the mind of listeners or performers when they
‘meet’ a notated score” (Silverman, 2007, p. 107). According to
Silverman the performer of a score, and/or the listener together
with the mental or actual sounds, create musical meaning6.
The listener/performer’s interpretation of the music may vary
over time depending on experiences and environment. Likewise,
Doǧantan-Dack (2014) proposed that “the music” is not in the
notated score, but “comes into being only in the act of music

4In this article emotion is used in a generic sense, including affect, feeling and
mood.
5Tagg’s definition is accompanied by eight axioms and three tenets.
6Here musical meaning refers to the composer’s intentions and/or the performer’s
interpretation of the musical character and structure of a work. Musical meaning
making is related to the 4E (enacted, embodied, embedded, and extended) concept
of sense-making as described in Silverman (2020).
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making” (p. 12). Thus, musical meaning comes into existence
when it is performed and heard and varies depending on the
performer and situation. Therefore, musicians need to reflect on
their interpretation of the meaning of a musical work:

Interpretation is the act of bringing one’s whole being – intellectual,
social, cultural, artistic, physical, emotional, and personal – into the
performing event. If this is not done, the result is nothing more than
a production; it is merely an aural photocopy of a score. Conversely,
without careful attention and study of a score, a performer will offer
little more than pure subjectivity. Artistic-aesthetic interpreting
depends on the continuous interplay of efferent and aesthetic
processes. (Silverman, 2007, p. 109).

Consequently, it seems likely that the meaning that is
expressed by a performer is different to the composer’s intention
or the listener’s perception (see Shaffer, 1992, p. 265), as
the composer’s intentions, the performer’s interpretation and
listener’s perception of the musical meaning are embedded
into the contexts of their surrounding worlds (cf., Silverman,
2020) and affected by their experience, expectation, mood,
personality, preference, situation and environment (Gabrielsson,
2001; Cross, 2005; Silverman, 2007; Honing, 2009; Tagg, 2012;
Doǧantan-Dack, 2014; Ashley, 2017; Cespedes-Guevara and
Eerola, 2018). Therefore, there cannot by one “prototypical”
or “model” performance of a composition (cf. Timmers
and Honing, 2002; Fabian et al., 2014) as there can be
various appropriate interpretations within stylistic constraints.
Silverman’s transactional theory of musical interpretation is
important for music education as it implies that educators should
teach students to reflect on and develop their interpretation of a
musical work which can vary depending on the performer and
situation (cf., Trapkus, 2020).

Expressive Music Performance
Empirical research has demonstrated that expert musicians use
various expressive tools such as articulation, dynamics, tempo,
timing, timbre, attack, decay, intonation, vibrato, ornamentation,
and ancillary gestures to convey their interpretation of a musical
work to their audience (e.g., Juslin and Persson, 2002; Juslin,
2003; Fabian et al., 2014). Generally, three main conceptions
of EMP can be found in music psychology research: firstly,
some emphasize the importance of conveying musical structure
convincingly in performance expression (e.g., Seashore, 1923;
Clarke, 1988; Palmer, 1997; Friberg and Battel, 2002; Juslin,
2003). This view is related to a formalist theory of musical
meaning in which the structure of a composition is seen as the
most important feature for understanding a musical work (see
DeBellis, 2005). Musicians can manipulate various performance
features, e.g., articulation, dynamics, tempo, gestures (MacRitchie
et al., 2013) and “ensemble timing” (Friberg and Battel, 2002)
to communicate phrases and harmonic structures (e.g., Todd,
1985; Repp, 1992, 1998; Palmer, 199). Secondly, many scholars
subscribe to a referentialist conception of musical meaning,
perceiving music as resembling or expressing extra-musical
features, such as affects (Cespedes-Guevara and Eerola, 2018),
emotions, moods, feelings, motion, characters, or patterns
of sound (Gabrielsson, 1999; Gabrielsson and Juslin, 1996;

Juslin and Laukka, 2000; Juslin and Persson, 2002; Juslin, 2003;
DeBellis, 2005; Brendel, 2011). Shaffer (1992) suggested that,
for understanding performance expression and developing an
interpretation, it might be helpful to think of music as conveying
an “abstract narrative” containing a protagonist with a “musical
character.” Performers can invent a musical character in response
to moods and structures perceived in the music to “solve
a series of expressive problems” and create an expressive
performance (Shaffer, 1995, p. 31). Likewise, Watt and Ash
(1998) proposed that music might be perceived as if it were
a virtual person making a disclosure. To convey the musical
character, performers may modulate various expressive devices,
such as articulation, dynamics, tempo, timing, timbre, attack,
decay (Juslin and Persson, 2002; Juslin, 2003; Juslin and Timmers,
2010), intonation (Johnson, 2004), vibrato (Timmers and Desain,
2000; Juslin et al., 2004), ornamentation (Windsor et al., 2000;
Timmers and Ashley, 2007) and ancillary gestures (Davidson,
1993, 2005; Davidson and Correia, 2002; Wanderley and Vines,
2006; Dahl and Friberg, 2007). Especially expressive tools such as
dynamics, mode, harmony, pitch, tempo and rhythm can shape
the perception of emotion in music (Gabrielsson and Lindström,
2010), while melodic contour and pitch can contribute to this
too (Schellenberg et al., 2000; Coutinho and Dibben, 2013).
However, Cespedes-Guevara and Eerola (2018) proposed that
music communicates core dimensions of affects (arousal and
valence) rather than basic emotions. They argue that “the
phenomenon of perception of emotions in music arises from
the interaction of music’s ability to express core affects and
the influence of top-down and contextual information in the
listener’s mind” (Cespedes-Guevara and Eerola, 2018, p. 1).
Although this hypothesis sounds plausible, this idea is not
practical for a pedagogy of teaching and learning expressiveness,
as it seems likely that tutors and learners need metaphors
referring to emotions, moods or character for developing their
understanding and interpretation of the works they study.
An overview of music and emotion research can be found
in Timmers (2018).

Thirdly, Nusseck and Wanderley (2009) proposed that EMP is
characterized by expressive intensity and musical tension. Their
expressive intensity is related to the degree of expressiveness
of the performance (Timmers et al., 2006; Fabian et al., 2014)
and is similar to Schubert and Fabian’s (2014) expressiveness
amount and Davidson’s (1993) performance manner. Nusseck
and Wanderley describe high musical tension as a “feeling of
excitement and involvement, whereas low tension refers to
uncertainty and unsteadiness” (p. 338). Also related to musical
tension is a sense of forward movement or forward energy (cf.
Broomhead, 2006): Musicians can experience a sense of forward
movement whilst playing; metaphorically speaking, the music
has direction and “flows” toward the end of a phrase, cadence
or “tipping point” (Chew, 2013, 2014). In contrast, when a
performance is not going well, players have the impression that
the music is static; the performance feels heavy and performers
and listeners might lose focus. It is common knowledge among
music teachers that compositions requiring a slow tempo are
harder to perform expressively than fast and virtuosic works,
because they demand more musical tension and more focus
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on forward movement to be perceived as expressive (Meissner,
2018). It seems likely that musical tension and forward movement
contribute to the perceived expressive intensity of a performance.

Furthermore, Schubert and Fabian (2014) proposed that
stylishness is an important feature of EMP. Stylishness refers
to expressiveness appropriate to performance conventions
(Schubert and Fabian, 2014, referring to Kendall and Carterette,
1990; Fabian and Schubert, 2009), for example Baroque music
played with historically informed ornamentation, articulation
and expressiveness. Finally, the expressiveness of a performance
is influenced by the interaction of the musician with the audience
(e.g., Doǧantan-Dack, 2014). In every music performance there
is a listener present, even in the rehearsal room. During practice
musicians communicate with themselves, in ensemble rehearsals
musicians communicate with each other and in lessons teachers
and students listen to the music that is performed (Tagg, 2012;
Doǧantan-Dack, 2014). In each situation the real or imaginary
audience affects the performance.

Performance Expression Models
Some scholars proposed theoretical models representing various
aspects of performance expression to provide a foundation for
teaching or research in this area.

GERMS model
The GERMS model of performance expression by Juslin (2003)
describes five aspects of expressive performance: Generative rules;
Emotional expression; Random fluctuations; Motion principles;
and Stylistic unexpectedness. Generative rules refer to the
communication of a composition’s structure. The musician’s
interpretation of the musical structure generates expressive
variations that communicate the phrases and sections of a
composition (e.g., Clarke, 1988; Palmer, 1996) as described above.
Emotional expression refers to the communication of emotion in
performance through various expressive cues as explained above.
According to Juslin emotional expression has a strong effect
on listeners’ evaluation of expressiveness and is an important
aspect of performance expression (Juslin, 2003; Lindström et al.,
2003; Juslin et al., 2004). The use of expressive cues varies
among performers, instruments and styles (Juslin, 2000; Juslin
and Timmers, 2010).

To describe the process of emotional communication in music
performance Juslin proposed a modified Brunswik lens model
(Juslin, 2000; Juslin and Laukka, 2003; Juslin and Timmers,
2010). This model shows how musicians convey emotions by
modifying various uncertain and partly redundant expressive
cues such as tempo, loudness, timbre and articulation, which
can be recognized and decoded by listeners. Timmers (2020)
suggested that the perception of emotion in music is not only a
function of the values of certain musical cues but also a function
of the probability of a particular emotion in musical contexts and
the uniqueness of the cue to differentiate emotion.

Motion principles refer to tempo changes that reflect
naturally occurring movements from animate or inanimate
origin (Lehmann et al., 2007). For example, final ritardandi in
music performances tend to follow a similar pattern to runners’
decelerations (Friberg and Sundberg, 1999). Although music can

express emotion or movement, a composition could also be
expressive of other ideas or imagery as mentioned above.

Random fluctuations are a result of the limitations in motor
precision and contribute to the “living” character of the music
(Juslin, 2003), while stylistic unexpectedness comprises “local
deviations from performance conventions” (Juslin, 2003, p. 273);
Musicians often diverge from stylistic conventions to create a
unique and idiosyncratic performance (Lehmann et al., 2007).
Juslin acknowledged that musicians generally aim to limit
random fluctuations, while many seek to increase the originality
of their interpretation and performance (Juslin, 2003, p. 287).

Overall, Juslin’s GERMS model explains how music
performance can be expressive of musical structure, emotions
or movement, whilst stylistic unexpectedness and random
fluctuations also shape listeners’ perception of expressiveness.
This model can be helpful for thinking about teaching
performance expression, as it explains how this phenomenon
consists of various components that can be taught and practiced.
However, this model does not yet account for the effects of
expressive intensity or stylishness. Not all forms and degrees
of stylistic unexpectedness are valued as contributing positively
to the overall expressiveness of a performance (Schubert and
Fabian, 2014). It depends on the enculturation, personality, and
preference of the performer, teacher and/or listener to what
extent such stylistic unexpectedness is acceptable (Juslin, 2003;
Schubert and Fabian, 2014; Meissner, 2017).

Taxonomy of performance expression
Stylishness and expressive intensity are accounted for in Schubert
and Fabian’s (2014) taxonomy of performance expression.
This model distinguishes two types of expression content,
namely musical expressiveness and emotional expressiveness.
Furthermore, this taxonomy consists of two expression layers,
a compositional and a performance layer, both comprising of
musical and emotional expression content. The compositional
layer is based on the “structural elements of music that are
determined by a musical score/composer” (ibid., p. 286) whilst
the performance layer relates to the manipulation of expressive
devices such as articulation, tempo and dynamics by the
musician. Thus, the compositional layer consists of musical
content, the “objective expressiveness” (Schubert and Fabian,
2014, referring to Gilman, 1892a,b) of the composition, and
emotional content which is related to “emotional correlates” of
compositional features (ibid., p. 287, referring to Gabrielsson and
Lindström, 2010) which may include other forms of expressive
content too, like imagery or motion. The performance layer
comprises two salient dimensions of musical expression content,
namely stylishness and expressiveness amount. As mentioned
above, stylishness refers to expressiveness appropriate to
performance conventions while expressiveness amount relates to
the expressive intensity of the performance. Thus, the performer’s
manipulation of expressive devices to convey emotion refers
to the emotional expressiveness content of the performance
layer. However, the question arises whether it is feasible to
make a distinction between musical and emotional expression
content of a performance or a composition, as it seems likely
that aspects that could be labeled as musical expressiveness
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content contribute to emotional expressiveness content too
(cf., Schubert and Fabian, 2014).

Summary
In summary, music can express, refer to, or symbolize,
non-musical concepts such as affects, atmosphere, characters,
emotions, feelings, moods, movement and ideas and may induce
an affective experience in performers and/or listeners (Doǧantan-
Dack, 2014). Reflecting on and conveying one’s interpretation
of the character and structure of a work are central aspects
of performance expression, as well as stylishness, expressive
intensity, musical tension, and forward movement. All these
features contribute to the expressiveness of a performance. Juslin’s
GERMS model as well as Schubert and Fabian’s taxonomy are
helpful frameworks for understanding performance expression
as a multifaceted phenomenon. However, these models do not
yet explain how teachers can teach, or how learners might learn
expressive performance. It is important to consider how theory
related to performance expression can be developed to make it
operational for performance pedagogy contexts.

For young musicians’ learning of EMP, it seems likely that
instruction related to the interpretation and communication of
musical character and structure can be effective. Consequently,
instructional strategies and music education research should
focus on these aspects of expressivity. It seems possible to discuss
and explore phrasing of a composition with a child or teenager
and to ask questions about the perceived affect or musical
character. In contrast, it does not seem practical to discuss the
expressive intensity or musical tension with a young child, as these
concepts might be difficult to comprehend for children under
10. Although music does not necessarily communicate emotions,
it can be helpful to describe music’s expressive character with
metaphors referring to emotions, feelings, imagery or ideas
during the learning process (see Langer, 1957; Leech-Wilkinson
and Prior, 2014; Meissner and Timmers, 2020).

Methods for Teaching Expressive Music
Performance
Music psychology research has demonstrated that verbal teaching
using metaphors, verbal teaching explaining musical properties and
aural modeling (Woody, 2000; Woody, 2006a) can be effective
methods7 for improving expressiveness in tertiary students and
adult musicians. Verbal teaching using metaphor employs imagery
to illustrate what the music should portray or sound like
(e.g., Barten, 1992). Instruction using metaphors for enhancing
expressiveness seems to be used extensively by conservatoire
teachers (Lindström et al., 2003) and in various musical styles
(Schippers, 2006). Metaphors are culturally defined (Schippers,
2006) and can be used in a variety of ways; for example
to illustrate the musical character, for explaining technical
instruction (Woody, 2006a) or to induce feelings in the performer
(Woody, 2000, 2006a; Lindström et al., 2003; Schippers, 2006). It
seems that some musicians translate metaphors into expressive
musical tools via cognitive processes, while others personalize

7Teaching methods or instructional strategies relate to tutors’ actions that aim to
promote and facilitate student learning.

the imagery used to enhance their performance (Woody, 2006b).
Although metaphors can be useful for explaining concepts that
are difficult to describe verbally (e.g., Schippers, 2006) they can
also be problematic when the imagery used is vague, complex or
obscure (Persson, 1996; Schippers, 2006).

Verbal teaching explaining concrete musical properties
describes how expressive tools such as variations in articulation,
dynamics, and tempo can be employed to produce certain
effects. Woody (2006a) found that instruction based on
this type of teaching showed good consistency in affecting
change leading to more expert performance. However, it
required significantly more practice time than instruction using
metaphors or aural modeling.

Aural modeling is widely used (Woody, 2000; Lindström
et al., 2003) and can be described as listening to expert
performances from professional musicians, life or via recordings,
in order to build up internal aural representations of the music
(Hallam, 1998) and to develop an expressive style (Sloboda, 2005;
Meissner, 2017). Woody (2003) found that musicians who could
describe verbally what they had heard in a musical model were
more likely to reproduce it correctly than performers who were
unable to give a verbal description. This effect was stronger for
“non-idiomatic” features than for features typical for the genre.
This suggests that describing expressive variations verbally might
be a useful learning tool. Woody concludes that it is important
to combine aural modeling with verbal communication (Woody,
2003). Although some researchers initially proposed that aural
modeling might be less effective than verbal teaching because
there is a considerable amount of detailed information contained
in an aural model (Sloboda and Davidson, 1996; Woody,
2000) research has shown that this is not the case. Woody
found that all three instructional strategies, verbal teaching
using metaphors, verbal teaching explaining musical properties
and aural modeling, were effective for improving expressivity
(Woody, 2006a).

In contrast, Rosenthal (1984) found that aural modeling was
more effective than concrete verbal instruction, or modeling
combined with verbal teaching. The inconsistency between these
findings might be caused by the differing levels of complexity
of the test extracts and the content of the verbal instructions.
Woody used short, simple extracts and the concrete verbal
instructions as well as the metaphors were clear and focused on
a few performance aspects, for instance articulation, dynamics,
and some tempo changes. Conversely, in Rosenthal’s study
a relatively complex test piece was used with many detailed
instructions asking the performers to focus on tempo and style,
rhythmic interpretations, phrasing, and dynamic markings. It
seems possible that participants in Rosenthal’s study had to
concentrate on too many performance cues which might have
hindered their expressiveness.

Van Zijl and Sloboda (2011) and Van Zijl et al. (2014) explored
the effect of musicians’ experienced emotions on performance
characteristics. Eight violinists were asked to play a musical
phrase that was expressive of sadness in response to three
different instructions: (1) playing while focusing on technique;
(2) giving an expressive performance; and (3) playing while
focusing on experienced emotions after a mood induction
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procedure. Experienced emotions were defined as “music-
related felt or induced emotions of the performer, as opposed
to practice- or performance related emotions, or perceived
emotions” (Van Zijl et al., 2014, p. 35, referring to Gabrielsson,
2001; Van Zijl and Sloboda, 2011). The violinists performed
the melody in each performance condition. Findings revealed
that a focus on technique produced a technically controlled
performance without much personal expression. Concentrating
on expressiveness resulted in an extraverted and “projected”,
audience-directed performance, while a focus on experienced
emotions created “more introverted and personal performances”
(Van Zijl et al., 2014, p. 33). Six out of the eight violinists
in this sample thought that this “emotional” performance
was their best. As mentioned by the authors, these findings
concern the performance of music expressive of sadness, and
it is possible that these treatment conditions have different
effects for extracts portraying other musical characters. As all
participants participated in all three treatment conditions, it is
conceivable that the order and practice influenced the research
outcome too (Van Zijl et al., 2014). A similar study explored
listeners’ preferences and evaluations of performances generated
in these three conditions and found that listeners preferred
the audience-directed performances and rated these as more
“skilled” than the “technical” or “emotional” performances.
The “emotional” performances were rated as more expressive
of sadness than audience-directed or technical performances
(Van Zijl and Luck, 2013).

Furthermore, constructive feedback can be useful for
improving expressivity (Woody, 2003; Lehmann et al., 2007).
Tutors can give constructive verbal feedback, addressing
technical and musical issues (Hallam, 1998). Additionally, audio
or video recordings of students’ performances can be used for
obtaining feedback (e.g., Woody, 2000, 2001; Juslin et al., 2004),
or musicians can receive feedback from technology (Juslin
et al., 2004; Timmers and Sadakata, 2014). Although research
has demonstrated that it is possible to improve performers’
emotional expression via computer software (Juslin et al., 2006),
musicians seem reluctant to adopt this technology (Karlsson
et al., 2009) as they prefer actual tutors explaining strategies
for enhancing expressiveness (Karlsson et al., 2009; Timmers
and Sadakata, 2014). Additionally, the use of computer-assisted
feedback may be seen as cumbersome or time consuming
(Timmers and Sadakata, 2014).

To summarize, verbal teaching using metaphors, concrete
verbal teaching explaining musical properties, aural modeling,
focusing on experienced or felt emotion, and constructive
feedback can be effective methods for developing musicians’
expressiveness. Most of the participants in the abovementioned
studies were tertiary students and/or advanced musicians
who have persevered in their music studies after several
years of musical participation. It seems likely that learning
of expressive performance skills by young musicians is
affected by their age (cf. Bonastre et al., 2017; Bonastre and
Timmers, 2019), development and ability (Woody, 2006b;
Meissner, 2017). Therefore, it is important to investigate
which instructional strategies can be effective for children’s
learning of EMP.

Methods for Facilitating Children’s
Learning of Expressive Music
Performance
Since research has demonstrated that infants have innate gifts for
musical communication (Honing, 2012, 2018; Tan et al., 2014;
Háden et al., 2015; McPherson and Hallam, 2016), it should
be possible for most children to develop their expressiveness
in performance. Infants have a great interest in music (e.g.,
Trehub, 2016) and listen attentively to infant-directed speech
and song (Trevarthen, 2002) in which parents convey affective
intentions, modifying infant behavior and arousal levels (Trehub
and Nakata, 2001; Trehub et al., 2010; Trehub, 2016). Young
children tend to display expressive vocalizations and enjoy
exploring musical sounds (Moorhead and Pond, 1942; Moog,
1976; Trehub and Nakata, 2001; Tafuri, 2008; Addessi, 2009;
Delalande and Cornara, 2010). It seems likely that children’s
experiences with infant-directed speech and song, vocalizations
and musical play form the foundation for communication and
expression in music performance when children grow up and
start formal instrumental lessons (cf., Sloboda and Davidson,
1996; Trehub, 2003; Sloboda, 2005; Juslin and Timmers, 2010).

Observational Studies Investigating Young
Musicians’ Learning of Expressiveness
Systematic empirical research into teaching children expressive
performance started at the beginning of this century after some
observational studies found that music lessons tend to focus on
reading from notation and technique (Rostvall and West, 2003,
2005; West and Rostvall, 2003; Karlsson and Juslin, 2008). Three
studies used observation of choir and instrumental lessons for
investigating teaching and learning of expressiveness with young
musicians (Table 1). Brenner and Strand (2013) observed lessons
of four tutors and found that aural modeling, verbal instructions
and task repetitions were used for improving children’s (aged
7–15) EMP. Brenner and Strand observed that tutors adjusted
their teaching to children by exaggerating dynamics and melodic
contour of verbal instructions, enlarging gestures accompanying
verbal explanations, and overdoing aural modeling. Modeling
was used consistently and as main strategy. Although tutors
in this study thought that emotion is important for musical
expression they varied “on ideas about how and why to focus
upon emotions and physical sensations during lessons as well as
how to go about drawing these out from the students” (Brenner
and Strand, 2013, p. 92). It seems therefore that the teachers were
not sure how to elicit EMP in their pupils, although they were
convinced that working on emotion in music is important for
teaching expressivity.

McPhee (2011) interviewed two tutors and analyzed video-
recordings of brass and cello lessons with two teenagers and
noted that teachers used various strategies: verbal metaphor;
Discussion of dynamics and articulation; Consideration of
phrasing; Expressive markings in the score; Own recordings;
Giving students some choices regarding expressive characteristics
of the music. McPhee observed that these strategies achieved
similar outcomes providing students comprehended how their
playing changed. Interestingly, she observed that students’
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TABLE 1 | Overview of empirical studies investigating instructional strategies for facilitating young musicians’ (aged 5–16) learning of expressive performance.

Source Type of study Instructional strategies Participants Outcome

Brenner and Strand, 2013 Case studies: interviews and
lesson observation

Modeling, verbal teaching
consisting of analysis,
metaphors, addressing musical
structure

4 Tutors
10 Students aged 7–15
(cello, trumpet, violin, and voice)

Modeling main strategy.

Broomhead, 2006 Case studies: interviews and
lesson observation

Enquiry, student-initiated input,
conducting, metaphors,
modeling, feedback, verbal
instruction

3 Conductors leading
secondary school choirs

Instruction seemed instinctive
and spontaneous.

Chester, 2008 Experimental study.
Assessments evaluated
articulation, dynamics,
ritardando

Aural modeling, concrete verbal
teaching, metaphors, no
instruction

51 Students aged 10–13 No significant differences.

Dalaire, 2020 Intervention study.
Assessments evaluated
articulation, dynamics,
ritardando

Dalcroze exercises 9 Pianists aged 5–12 No significant effect.

Ebie, 2004 Intervention study.
Assessments evaluated
intended emotion (happiness,
sadness, anger, fear).

(1) Concrete verbal instruction,
(2) aural modeling of a different
melody, (3) kinesthetic
exploration, (4) audio-visual
imagery

56 Singers aged 12–15 Concrete verbal instruction less
effective than other strategies.
Note: all participants
experienced all methods.

Griffiths, 2017 Auto-ethnography and case
studies: interviews and
video-recordings of lessons

Expressive gestures 4 Pianists aged 8–12 Expressive gestures not always
useful.

Lisboa, 2000 Intervention study.
Assessments evaluated overall
expressiveness, performance
(accuracy and fluency), and
general understanding (of
structure and phrasing).

No instruction, analysis,
multi-modal approach (listening
to expressive performance;
singing before playing; coloring
the score; discussing general
musical issues)

3 Cellists aged 9–14 Multi-modal approach worked
best.
Note: all participants
experienced all methods.

McPhee, 2011 Case studies: interviews and
lesson observation

Metaphor, discussion of
dynamics and articulation,
phrasing, expressive markings
in the score, own recordings

2 Tutors
4 Teenagers
(cello and trumpet)

Various strategies useful.
No significant differences.

Meissner, 2017 Exploratory action research
study. Assessments evaluated
overall expressiveness.

Aural modeling, enquiry and
discussion, gestures and
movements, imagery, “own”
recordings, singing, “projected
performance”

9 Tutors
14 Students aged 9–15 (flute,
percussion, piano, recorder,
violin, and voice)

Various strategies useful.
No significant differences.

Meissner and Timmers,
2019

Experimental study.
Assessments evaluated
emotional expression, overall
expressiveness, phrasing,
accuracy, technical fluency,
bodily communication.

Enquiry and discussion vs.
teaching focused on improving
accuracy and technical fluency

29 Students aged 8–15
(baritone, cello, clarinet, cornet,
double bass, flute, French horn,
piano, recorder, trumpet, and
violin)

Enquiry and discussion
significantly more effective for
improving expressiveness in
extract with “sad” character
than control teaching.

Meissner et al., 2020 Video-stimulated recall
interviews

Enquiry and discussion,
improvisation, practice of
difficult sections, scales
practice

16 Students aged 8–15 (cello,
clarinet, cornet, double bass,
flute, piano, recorder, trumpet,
and violin)

Enquiry and discussion
perceived as useful. Practice of
difficult sections and scales
seen as useful too.

Meissner and Timmers,
2020

Participatory action research
study

Aural modeling, enquiry and
discussion, playing along

5 Tutors;
11 Students aged 8–15
(clarinet, cello, flugelhorn,
French horn, piano, recorder,
and violin)

Enquiry and discussion
combined with aural modeling
perceived as central for
teaching and learning of EMP.

Vandewalker, 2014 Experimental study
Assessment evaluated
dynamics, tempo and note
duration.

Aural modeling, metaphors,
concrete verbal instruction

60 Wind band players aged
11–13.

Aural modeling and metaphors
significantly more effective than
concrete verbal instruction.

final performances followed teachers’ rather than learners’
interpretations. McPhee proposed that teachers could allow
teenage students some responsibility for making interpretative

decisions. Likewise Graham (1998) recommended that teachers
and learners discuss the interpretation of a musical work to
encourage students’ creativity in performance.
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Broomhead (2006) observed and interviewed three teachers
who were well-known for eliciting expressivity in secondary
school choirs. He found that various instructional strategies
were employed for facilitating expressiveness including enquiry;
student-initiated input; metaphors; modeling; verbal feedback
and detailed verbal instruction. Broomhead noted that teaching
seemed instinctive and spontaneous and that a systematic
approach to teaching expressiveness was missing. Broomhead
proposed that teachers’ enquiry, providing problem-solving
opportunities and encouraging students’ initiatives, can be
used to facilitate teenagers’ expressivity in choir rehearsals
(Broomhead, 2005). He observed that modeling and conducting
consisting of expressive gestures combined with verbal
explanations makes students dependent on their teacher-
conductor. Therefore, he recommended that music educators use
a constructivist approach for teaching performance expression
and suggested that singers need opportunities to make expressive
decisions to develop their understanding of EMP. According
to Broomhead, the most productive environment for learning
expressiveness is one where students both identify and solve
problems of expression (2005).

In his book Teaching Music Musically Swanwick (2011) also
recommends that there should be some scope for students’
choice, decision-making, and personal exploration in music
education (p. 47). Based on the premise that music is symbolic
discourse, Swanwick (2011) proposed three core principles for
“teaching music musically”: care for music as a form of symbolic
discourse8; attention for students’ contribution to musical
participation; and the promotion of fluency, i.e., facilitating the
ability to share, produce and cooperate in musical participation.

Intervention Studies Investigating Young Musicians’
Learning of Expressiveness
Some small-scale studies investigated the effectiveness of various
instructional approaches on children’s performance expression
during short experimental sessions. Chester (2008) compared
aural modeling, concrete verbal instruction, verbal explanation
using metaphors, and no instruction, on young musicians’ (aged
10–13) expressiveness in a one-off experiment but found no
significant differences. Vandewalker (2014) conducted a short
experimental study comparing aural modeling, verbal teaching
using metaphors and concrete verbal instruction and found
that aural modeling and verbal teaching using metaphors were
significantly more effective than concrete verbal instruction for
changing students’ (aged 11–13) use of dynamics, tempo and
note duration. Both studies were based on short interventions
and assessments of a few expressive cues. Neither overall
expressiveness, nor expression of character was assessed leaving
scope for further investigation.

Ebie (2004) compared the effectiveness of four teaching
conditions on 56 teenagers’ (aged 12–15) emotional expression
in singing: (1) “Concrete verbal instruction” explaining how
to use their voices to sing expressively; (2) “Aural modeling”

8Based on work by philosophers such as Cassirer (1955), Langer (1957),
and Swanwick (2011) proposed that “the dynamic phenomenon of metaphor”
underlies musical discourse. He suggested that musical metaphor contains likeness,
or a resemblance rather than a reproduction of feelings, motion, and tension (p. 13).

of a pre-recorded vocal track of a different melody with the
intended emotional expression; (3) “Kinesthetic exploration”
encouraging participants to explore musical emotions in a
“physical and active way,” by acting, drawing, walking or moving
around; (4) “Audio-visual learning” consisting of viewing 20
pictures while listening to a musical work that was expressive
of the emotion that was conveyed in the pictures. Ebie
found that the effectiveness of concrete verbal instruction was
significantly lower than that of aural modeling and audio-
visual learning, while the other three teaching conditions were
similar in effectiveness for improving emotional expressiveness.
Although Ebie’s aural modeling method seems less straight
forward than conventional modeling where students hear a
performance of the music they are learning, it had been effective
for improving expressiveness. Perhaps the aural modeling,
kinesthetic exploration and audio-visual learning conditions in
this study were similar in effectiveness because they all referred
to emotion, whereas the concrete verbal instruction focused on
technical aims. However, in this study there could have been
an effect of learning or boredom on expressiveness because
each participant performed the test melody 16 times; with four
different expressions (happiness, sadness, anger and fear) after
four different teaching strategies.

Lisboa (2000) compared the effect of three instructional
conditions on the practice and performance of three cello
pupils (aged 9–14). She compared the following approaches:
“no instruction,” “analytical instruction,” and a “multi-modal
approach” which included singing before playing; coloring the
score; watching a video of a professional cellist; and discussions
of general musical issues, such as interpretation and approaches
to practice and performance. Lisboa observed that her students
concentrated on notation and fingering when left to their own
devices (see also Pitts et al., 2000; McPherson and Renwick,
2001; Austin and Berg, 2006; Pike, 2017) and that the multi-
modal approach led to the most expressive performances. It
was not possible to determine whether the combination of
complementary methods of the multi-modal approach had
been especially effective, or whether one of these methods
was successful, as four new strategies were introduced at the
same time.

A different approach was taken in an experimental study with
155 teenagers (aged 12–15) by Broomhead et al. (2012), who
explored the effect of confidence enhancing pre-performance
routines (PPR) on singers’ expressiveness. The intervention
for the experimental group consisted of repetition of “positive
mindset trigger words” (bold, confident, and free) combined
with breathing exercises and various small group performing
activities, while control group participants attended normal choir
rehearsals. Participants’ performances were assessed individually
at baseline, post-intervention and after a 2-week period without
intervention. The researchers found a significant difference
between the experimental and control group for overall
expressiveness scores immediately after the intervention but not
after the last assessment. Furthermore, for the experimental
group there was a significant difference between the first and
the second assessment for overall expressiveness scores, but
no significant difference was found between the first and
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the third test. These results suggest that a combination of
confidence enhancing PPR, breathing exercises and regular
performing activities can increase confidence and expressiveness
in teenagers’ singing performance (Broomhead et al., 2012).
Next, in an intervention study, classroom music teachers,
after instruction from a psychologist, taught 132 teenagers
confidence enhancing PPR for 3 weeks (Broomhead et al.,
2018). The intervention provided students with performing
opportunities containing “graduated levels of threat” (p. 62)
to practice PPR. Results suggested that the intervention had a
significant effect on students’ overall expressiveness immediately
after the intervention, and also after 3 weeks without PPR
instruction. In both studies Happy Birthday was used as test
piece and the PPR were practiced in combination with breathing
exercises and expanded performance activities. Each of the
components of these interventions might have been effective or
the combination of PPR and performance practice could have
been useful. For future research, it would be worthwhile to
explore the effects of confidence enhancing PPR and recurring
performing activities on young musicians’ expressiveness in
instrumental performance.

Movements and Gestures for Facilitating Young
Musicians’ Learning of Expressiveness
Since interactions with music such as listening and performing
are based on bodily activities that influence musical perception
and meaning formation, several music pedagogues and scholars
have emphasized the importance of an embodied approach
through movements and gestures for children’s learning of EMP
(e.g., Davidson et al., 2001; Juntunen and Hyvönen, 2004; Seitz,
2005; Leman, 2010, 2017; Lesaffre et al., 2017; Davidson, 2018;
Nijs, 2018; Schiavio et al., 2019). The concept of “embodiment”
refers to “human interaction as expressed through corporeal
articulations and body movements” (Leman et al., 2017, p. 1).
An example of an embodied approach “avant la letter” can
be found in instructional strategies based on Jacques-Dalcroze’s
ideas. In Dalcrozian instructional strategies kinetic exercises link
musical parameters such as tempi, durations, pitches, rhythms
and tonalities with physical movement, to provide students with
their own working knowledge of these concepts (Johnson, 1993).

The article by Davidson et al. (2001) contains an interesting
vignette taken from a lesson with a 9-year-old pianist to illustrate
the use of an embodied approach. This vignette demonstrates
how movements and gestures can be combined with dialogic
teaching consisting of open questions and dialogue. First the
teacher asked an open question about the musical character:
“What do you think about this piece?” Afterward, in a dialogue
between teacher and pupil, the girl suggested that the piece
is about “a Queen or a Princess who is all Royal but sad
and then happy.” The teacher recommended that she moves
around as if she were the princess to explore the music. In this
example open questions, dialogue and reflection were combined
with movements and gestures to explore the musical character
(Davidson et al., 2001, p. 20).

Griffiths (2017) conducted year-long case studies with four
of his piano students (aged 8–12) exploring how expressive
gestures might be used for developing expressive performance

skills. He concluded that expressive gestures are not always an
appropriate teaching strategy for every learner as instruction
should be adjusted to each individual student, because of differing
motor skills, kinesthetic awareness, technique and practice habits,
and ought to build up confidence first.

Fortuna and Nijs (2020a,b) compared the effects of
movement-based activities (“show the music in body
movements”) with verbal-based activities (“describe the music
verbally”) on children’s (aged 9–10) graphical depictions of a
composition (“describe the music with pencils”). After listening
to Kangaroos by Saint-Saëns and drawing a representation of
the music, the children were asked to explain their drawings in
words. The pre- and post-intervention drawings were analyzed
for differentiated and global representations, with differentiated
representations depicting one or more musical parameters and
global representations portraying metaphorical or narrative
interpretations of the music. The results of this study showed
a significant increase of differentiated representations from
pre-test to post-test in drawings of children involved in listening
combined with movement-based activities. Participants involved
in movement-based activities used more abstract shapes,
lines and analogous images in their post-test drawings than
participants involved in verbal-based activities. Furthermore, the
analysis indicated that children involved in listening combined
with verbal-based activities used more varied elements in
their post-test global drawings, such as symbols, shapes, and
figurative images (e.g., castles and wolves), than at the start of the
intervention. These findings suggest that learning activities based
on different modalities of interaction affect the development of
musical meaning making in different ways (Fortuna and Nijs,
2020a,b). It is important to note that the verbal learning activities
in this study were not dialogic teaching strategies. In the study by
Fortuna and Nijs children were invited to “find different words
and their opposites” to describe music, to describe the music in
writing, to explain the rationale behind their classmates’ written
descriptions, and afterward, they were encouraged to share their
interpretations with classmates. In contrast, in dialogic music
teaching open questions and spoken dialogue are employed to
stimulate thinking and to develop understanding and meaning
making (see section Dialogic Teaching Approach for Developing
Children’s Expressiveness”). The findings of this study are of
interest for teaching and learning of expressiveness, as these show
that various modalities can affect children’s meaning making in
music in different ways.

Dalaire (2020) investigated the effects of Dalcroze
training on Suzuki piano pupils’ (aged 5–12) expressivity
by measuring variations in dynamics, timing and articulation
collected via MIDI data. Participants played a piece they
had learned previously in two pre-tests and two post-tests.
The intervention consisted of 3 h-long Dalcroze sessions on
three consecutive days by a certified Dalcroze teacher. Data
analysis did not show a significant effect for the Dalcroze
exercises on young pianists’ use of dynamics, timing, or
articulation. This was a small-scale project and it would
be worthwhile to investigate the effect of Dalcroze training
further in long-term studies with larger samples, perhaps
including children who are not Suzuki trained as the aural
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model used during training might have influenced the
outcome of the study.

The use of movements and gestures for facilitating
expressiveness was also investigated by a teacher in my
exploratory action research (AR) project (Meissner, 2017). In
this project nine instrumental teachers, including the author,
explored various methods for facilitating young musicians’ (aged
9–15) expressiveness in performance. The tutors in this study
found that a range of methods can be employed for developing
children’s expressiveness including enquiry and discussion,
movements and gestures, modeling, visual imagery, thinking
of drama, listening to “own” performances, and “projected
performance.” Tutors in this project emphasized that young
musicians should learn to “think for themselves” and “own the
performance.” One of the flute teachers used bodily movements
in various ways: With one pupil she used arm movements to
explore phrasing and dance movements to express the musical
character. With another learner she used gestures as feedback;
while the student was playing the teacher made arm movements
to mirror the character conveyed by the student’s playing. The
gestures and movements used by this tutor are similar to bodily
movements recommended by Davidson (2018) for teaching
EMP. The flute teacher observed that, although the gestures
exploring phrasing and dance movements expressing character
had generated an expressive performance during the lesson,
this effect had disappeared in subsequent lessons. Furthermore,
the participating teachers thought that all the instructional
strategies used had been helpful in lessons. However, assessments
of performances did not show a significant development in
students’ expressiveness, although results suggested that enquiry
and discussion may be effective for improving young musicians’
expressiveness (Meissner, 2017). As this was an exploratory
study with limited participants more research was required into
the use of questions and enquiry for teaching and learning of
expressiveness (see below).

Summary
In summary, research has found that children tend to focus
on technique and reading from notation during practice (e.g.,
Lisboa, 2000, 2008; Pitts et al., 2000; Pike, 2017). Several
small-scale studies observed instructional strategies for teaching
performance expression (Broomhead, 2006; McPhee, 2011;
Brenner and Strand, 2013) or explored the effectiveness of
various teaching methods (e.g., Lisboa, 2000; Chester, 2008;
Vandewalker, 2014; Meissner, 2017). Overall, these studies found
that various instructional strategies can be used to enhance
children’s expressiveness such as aural modeling, enquiry and
discussion, metaphors and visual imagery, movements and
gestures, listening to “own” performances, and “projected
performance.” Additionally, it may be beneficial for students
to construct their understanding of EMP via problem solving
activities (Broomhead, 2005; Meissner, 2017). Generally, these
were projects with small groups of participants that have
not established a reason yet for the limited expressiveness
of some young musicians’ performances, leaving scope for
further research. Scholars advocating the use of movements and
gestures for developing expressivity (e.g., Davidson et al., 2001;

Juntunen and Hyvönen, 2004; Davidson, 2018; Nijs, 2018) have
suggested a rationale for using bodily movements in music
education but more research is required to explore the
effectiveness of gestures and movements for facilitating children’s
learning of EMP.

Dialogic Teaching Approach for
Developing Children’s Expressiveness
It was my aim to explore instructional strategies for facilitating
young musicians’ expressiveness further to contribute to a
systematic pedagogy for teaching and learning of EMP. As
findings from my exploratory AR study suggested that enquiry
and discussion of musical character and expressive devices
may be helpful for improving young musicians’ expressivity
(Meissner, 2017) this required further investigation. Enquiry and
discussion are central aspects of a dialogic pedagogy approach.
Dialogic teaching relates to instruction that is characterized by
open questions and dialogue rather than teacher presentation
(Alexander, 2008, 2010). Thus, dialogic teaching of expressive
performance is characterized by teacher enquiry and discussion
to stimulate and extend learners’ thinking about the musical
character and structure, and how to convey this in performance
(Meissner, 2018; Meissner and Timmers, 2019). Three studies
were organized to explore the use of dialogic teaching for
facilitating young musicians’ learning of EMP: an experimental
vs. control group study in conjunction with a qualitative
study consisting of a questionnaire and video-stimulated recall
interviews (VSRI) and a participatory action research project with
four colleagues.

In the experimental study 29 young musicians (20 girls
and 9 boys, aged 8–15) took part in an improvisation test
followed by an experimental vs. control group lesson. The aim
of the improvisation test was to explore whether participants
had knowledge about the use of expressive cues, such as
articulation, dynamics, and tempo, for conveying basic emotions
at the start of the study. Adjudicators’ assessments indicated
that most participants could convey happiness, sadness, and
anger effectively in improvisations. Improvisations conveying
sadness were most successful (90%), followed by improvisations
portraying happiness (79%), whilst anger was more challenging
to convey or recognize successfully. The average scores for the
use of musical content (MC) were significantly higher than
those for the use of expressive cues (EC). EC scores were
not high, implying that these participants had some, possibly
intuitive, knowledge concerning the purpose and application
of expressive tools, which can be a useful starting point for
teaching-and-learning expressivity. Age and level of playing
did not correlate with participants’ use of EC (Meissner, 2018;
Meissner and Timmers, 2019).

The experimental study investigated whether questions and
discussion regarding the musical character and the use of
expressive devices is more effective for improving learners’
expressiveness than instruction focusing on accuracy and
technique. Video-recordings of participants’ performances of two
extracts portraying contrasting emotions (happiness and sadness)
pre- and post-teaching were assessed by four adjudicators. Results
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indicated that the experimental teaching had been significantly
more effective for improving emotional expression and overall
expressiveness scores in the “sad” extract than control teaching,
and there was a tendency for control teaching to be more
effective for improving technical fluency and accuracy scores in
the “happy” piece (Meissner and Timmers, 2019). Age and level
of playing did not correlate with difference scores for emotional
expression or overall expressiveness (Meissner, 2018).

In the second study all 29 participants filled in questionnaires
immediately after the research session and 16 participants (11
girls and 5 boys) took part in VSRIs approximately a year
later. The VSRIs explored young musicians’ perspectives on
the instruction that was used during the experimental study,
which included practice of difficult sections, scales practice,
improvisation, and questions and dialogue regarding musical
character. Most participants found the instructional strategies
that had been used helpful and young musicians who had been
taught via dialogic teaching reported that the questions relating
to musical character and expressive devices had been useful
for their understanding of the “musicality” of their pieces and
thus for their learning of performance expression. The questions
regarding musical character had facilitated their reflection on,
and understanding of the interpretation, thus contributing to
their learning of expressiveness. Findings from the experimental
and the VSRI study demonstrate the usefulness of teachers’
enquiry and learners’ reflection for young musicians’ learning of
EMP (Meissner, 2018, 2020; Meissner et al., 2020).

Subsequently, in a third study five instrumental music
teachers, including the author, investigated teaching and learning
of expressiveness in a participatory AR project with 11 girls
(aged 8–15) playing various instruments. This project aimed (1)
to explore how dialogic teaching and learning of expressiveness
can be used in weekly instrumental lessons; (2) to investigate
whether instrumental tutors find a dialogic teaching approach
useful for facilitating young musicians’ learning of expressiveness;
and (3) to explore which complementing instructional modes
tutors would like to employ. Furthermore, this study aimed
(4) to investigate young musicians’ views on their learning of
expressiveness; and (5) their views on instructional strategies
used for teaching expressiveness. Teachers in this AR project
observed that instruction should be tailored to the individual
student and situation. They pointed out that teaching and
learning EMP is a complex process wherein “everything is
intertwined”: instructional strategies that facilitate learning of
expressiveness may also serve to develop accuracy or technical
skills, while improved accuracy and technique in turn can
enhance the expressiveness of a performance. The teachers
explored mainly dialogic teaching, modeling, and playing along
with students. Four teachers reported that aural modeling
combined with dialogic teaching had been especially helpful, and
some were impressed by the effectiveness of asking questions
for facilitating expressiveness. Young musicians in this study
reported that they had learned to think about the musical
character and how to convey this in performance. Their
teachers’ questions had stimulated reflection and raised their
awareness of the musical meaning, while teachers’ modeling
had helped to build up an aural picture of the music
which had facilitated their learning. The dialogic teaching

approach combined with modeling had generated enhanced
expressiveness in lessons and contributed to a growing sense
of achievement, confidence, self-efficacy, and musical agency.
Although participants thought that pupils’ expressiveness had
improved in lessons, this was not noticeable yet in performances,
probably due to performance anxiety and the difficulty level of
pieces. Nevertheless, participating teachers and students thought
that the repeated performance experiences had helped to develop
confidence (Meissner and Timmers, 2020).

To understand more about young musicians’ learning of
expressive performance, pupils were given questionnaires to
explore their views on the “hardest” and “best” features of
learning to play a musical instrument and their approach to
practice. Firstly, students’ responses indicated that learning to
play a musical instrument was perceived as a challenging activity
from the beginning of learning and that young musicians became
more aware of the complexities of playing when they got older
and started working on harder repertoire. If note reading and
physical aspects of playing are difficult, this could be an obstacle
for playing expressively (e.g., Lisboa, 2000; Broomhead, 2001).
Secondly, participants in these studies reported that they tended
to concentrate on reading from notation, “technicalities” and
playing through pieces during practice, overlooking matters
of interpretation because of the challenges of instrumental
playing. This is in line with research that found that young
musicians tend to have inefficient practice strategies and are
inclined to play through pieces (e.g., Pitts and Davidson,
2000; Pitts et al., 2000; McPherson and Renwick, 2001, 2010;
Austin and Berg, 2006; Lisboa, 2008; Hallam et al., 2012;
Pike, 2017). Thirdly, questionnaire answers suggested that the
challenges of instrumental music learning were balanced by
the rewards of music participation. Among these participants
there was an awareness of growing musical competence, a sense
of achievement when progress was made, or goals reached.
Additionally, some participants reported that they enjoyed the
aesthetic aspect of music making; music itself was motivating
these learners to continue their instrumental music learning
(Meissner, 2018, 2020; cf., Pitts, 2005; Silverman, 2020).

To summarize, young musicians in these studies saw
instrumental music learning as a challenging activity and
they tended to focus on music reading, “technicalities” and
playing through pieces in their practice prior to their research
participation. Participants reported that various instructional
strategies used during the experimental study, such as practice
of difficult sections, scales practice, and questions and dialogue
regarding musical character, had been useful. Furthermore,
participants from these studies reported that listening to aural
models and talking about the music had been helpful for
their learning. According to these students, questions and
discussion had facilitated their reflection on the “musicality”
of their pieces and how to convey this, whereas before
they had concentrated on the “technicality” of instrumental
playing and viewed their music as “just notes” (Meissner, 2018;
Meissner and Timmers, 2020). Participating teachers reported
that questions and discussion combined with aural modeling had
been useful for facilitating various aspects of students’ music
performance, including expressiveness. Neither the assessment
scores for expressiveness, nor the themes that emerged from
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questionnaire responses were correlated to participants’ age or
level of playing.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
“TOOLKIT” FOR TEACHING YOUNG
MUSICIANS EXPRESSIVE
PERFORMANCE

Based on this body of research I propose a new theoretical
framework for facilitating young musicians’ learning of
expressive music performance. Firstly, if we define musicality
as the ability to perceive, appreciate and produce music, we can
assume that every child is musical (cf., Honing, 2009; Hoeschele
et al., 2015; McPherson and Hallam, 2016). Since infants have
innate gifts for musical communication (Honing, 2012, 2018; Tan
et al., 2014; Háden et al., 2015; McPherson and Hallam, 2016) and
experience with infant-directed speech and song (e.g., Trehub
and Nakata, 2001; Trevarthen, 2002; Trehub, 2003), and because
young children display expressive vocalizations and enjoy
exploring musical sounds (Moorhead and Pond, 1942; Moog,
1976; Trehub and Nakata, 2001; Tafuri, 2008; Addessi, 2009;
Delalande and Cornara, 2010), we can expect young musicians to
have a repertoire of “expressive gestures” when they start formal
instrumental music lessons (cf., Sloboda and Davidson, 1996;
Trehub, 2003; Sloboda, 2005; Juslin and Timmers, 2010). This
experience with musical play and communication from early
childhood forms the foundation for EMP.

Secondly, it is important to understand why children tend
to focus on technique and note reading during practice
rather than on expression and communication (see Pitts and
Davidson, 2000; Pitts et al., 2000; McPherson and Renwick,
2001; Austin and Berg, 2006; Lisboa, 2008; McPherson and
Renwick, 2010; Pike, 2017), and why there seems to be a
focus on these elements of instrumental playing in lessons
too (see Rostvall and West, 2003, 2005; West and Rostvall,
2003; Karlsson and Juslin, 2008). The questionnaire findings
reported above (Meissner, 2018) support the view that this
focus on technique and notation in instrumental practice and
lessons is generated by the difficulties which children experience
when they start learning their instruments. Learning to play a
musical instrument is a demanding process, as various skills
need to be learned simultaneously (see e.g., Dowling, 1973;
Chaffin et al., 2003; Hallam, 2006) while playing fluently
is a long-term process requiring many hours of deliberate
practice (e.g., Sosniak, 1990; Ericsson et al., 1993; Sloboda,
1996; McPherson et al., 2012). The instructional strategies
used in the experimental study, such as practicing scales and
difficult sections as well as enquiry and discussion had been
helpful for participants because of the difficulties of playing an
instrument. When handling an instrument is challenging and
note reading seems complicated young musicians probably focus
on technique and notation. This could easily lead to a vicious
circle of students focusing on notes and technique, and teachers
perceiving their students as “wooden” performers who need
to improve accuracy and technical fluency first. Consequently,

the challenges of instrumental playing may generate a focus on
“technicality” and a lack of reflection on musical communication
causing limited expressiveness in young musicians’ performance
(Meissner, 2018).

Thirdly, we need to understand how instructional strategies
can be effective for facilitating children’s expressiveness in music
performance. When children focus on technical difficulties or
note reading rather than the expressive content of music,
open questions can raise awareness of, and stimulate thinking
about, the interpretation of the musical character and structure.
Questions can help children to make a connection between the
music they are playing and the emotions, movement, or stories
that they may perceive in the music. By asking open questions
about the musical character and the use of expressive cues,
teachers can shift young musicians’ attention from a focus on
the “technicality” to an increased awareness of the “musicality”
of their pieces (Meissner et al., 2020) which may enhance
expressiveness. Furthermore, teacher modeling or listening to a
recording can provide an “aural picture” of the music which can
be helpful for developing several aspects of music performance,
including accuracy, technical fluency, phrasing and overall
expressiveness (Meissner and Timmers, 2020). The interpretation
heard in an aural model can be discussed and explored via
questions and dialogue and by playing a composition in different
ways (Figure 1). In addition, research has shown that various
instructional strategies may be useful for developing children’s
expressivity, such as movements and gestures, singing, and
concentrating on “projected performance” (e.g., McPhee, 2011;
Meissner, 2017). These strategies can support the development of
various aspects of performance, such as phrasing, technique, and
accuracy thus contributing to the overall expressiveness.

Based on this theoretical framework and the research reported
above I developed a “toolkit” of instructional strategies for
teaching expressivity (Figure 2). This “toolkit” (cf., Ward, 2007)
illustrates how a range of methods can complement a dialogic
teaching approach. Open questions and discussion are central
and serve to stimulate thinking, raise awareness of, and connect
the musical ideas to the embodied experience of the learner.
Modeling can be used to support this instruction and to
provide an aural picture while various supplemental methods
such as imagined emotion, movements, gestures, and “projected
performance” can be used to illustrate and explore the musical
character and structure further. For instance, children can create
dance movements or arm gestures to explore and convey the
character or direction of the music, or they can be invited to
project their interpretation of the composition to an audience in
an imaginary space.

Fourthly, teaching-and-learning of expressive music
performance is a multifaceted interactive process wherein
“everything is intertwined” (Figure 3). Effective dialogic teaching
combined with modeling can facilitate the development of young
musicians’ expressiveness, confidence, self-efficacy and musical
agency (Meissner and Timmers, 2020). Performance experience
is significant for the learning process too, as research has
demonstrated that performing regularly can increase students’
confidence (Meissner and Timmers, 2020; cf., Broomhead
et al., 2012, 2018) and that performing needs to be trained
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model illustrating how open questions and dialogue combined with aural modeling can generate a focus on “musicality” thus increasing
expressiveness in performance.

FIGURE 2 | “Toolkit” of strategies for teaching expressive music performance.

(e.g., Kenny and Ackermann, 2016; Papageorgi and Kopiez,
2018; Yandell, 2018). Developing expressiveness, performance
experience and confidence take time and practice. In addition,
many other aspects, including the instrument played, level of
difficulty and style of the music (Meissner, 2018), personal
factors such as motivation and confidence of student and teacher,
music preferences and listening experiences, potential learning
difficulties (cf., Ockelford, 2000; Overy et al., 2003), creativity,
personality and interactional style of teachers and students
(Creech, 2012) are likely to affect the process of teaching-and-
learning EMP. Although it is important to understand the
separate components of the teaching and learning process, it is
not sufficient when we understand one part of this complicated
process. We should be aware of the complexity of children’s

musical development as it is embedded in teachers’ and
students’ experiences and environment (cf., Silverman, 2020).
Therefore, instruction should be tailored to the individual
learner and situation.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This article set out to propose a new theoretical framework
for teaching and learning of expressive music performance
based on a comprehensive review of the literature related
to this topic. The presented framework provides a plausible
reason for the occurrence of limited expressiveness in some
children’s performances, i.e., the challenges of instrumental

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 January 2021 | Volume 11 | Article 584171

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-584171 December 28, 2020 Time: 17:17 # 14

Meissner Young Musicians’ Learning of Expressive Performance

FIGURE 3 | Theoretical model illustrating how “everything is intertwined” in teaching and learning of expressive music performance.

music learning inducing a focus on notation and “technicality,”
and the framework also proposes ways to facilitate learners’
expressiveness via a dialogic teaching approach combined with
aural modeling. Recent studies have revealed that dialogic
teaching consisting of enquiry and discussion is effective for
enhancing children’s expressiveness as this can raise students’
awareness of and stimulate thinking about the musical character
and how to convey this in performance. Young musicians
reported that their teachers’ questions regarding the musical
character were “eye-openers” as these served to shift their focus
from the “technicality” to the “musicality” of pieces (Meissner
and Timmers, 2019; Meissner et al., 2020).

Combining dialogic teaching with aural modeling was
considered central by teachers and students for developing
expressiveness (Meissner and Timmers, 2020) as aural models
can provide learners with an aural picture of the music
(Rosenthal, 1984; Sang, 1987; Dickey, 1992; Woody, 2006a),
thus facilitating their learning of all aspects of EMP, including
accuracy and technical fluency, phrasing and expressiveness.
Teachers and students can listen to performances together and
discuss the interpretation and expressive tools that might be used.
Aural modeling can support and illustrate the teacher-student
dialogue about the music. It is important to emphasize that
modeling without enquiry and discussion is less useful than aural
modeling combined with dialogic teaching, as modeling alone
might make students dependent on their teacher, while questions
can stimulate students’ thinking about the interpretation heard
in an aural model (Meissner and Timmers, 2020). This is in line
with findings by Woody (2003) that pianists who could describe
what they had heard in an aural model were more likely to copy
the model correctly than pianists who were unable to give a
verbal description. Reflecting on and discussing an aural model

can support the construction of one’s own interpretation about a
composition.

Additionally, methods such as gestures and movements,
projected performance, playing along with pupils, or singing
may be used within a dialogic teaching approach. Although
such supplementary instructional strategies can be useful,
their effectiveness might be limited if used without questions
that stimulate thinking about, and raise awareness of, the
musical character and structure. Movements and gestures for
example might be more effective when they are combined with
dialogic teaching and modeling than without this. Although
children might feel the music’s direction and character in
their bodies while moving this does not necessarily imply that
they can translate these feelings into expressive devices for
music performance (cf., Dalaire, 2020). However, combining
movements and gestures with questions and dialogue is likely
to raise awareness and stimulate thinking and learning. Future
research may explore the use of movements and gestures within
a dialogic teaching approach further.

Tutors’ perceptions of musical meaning and interpretation
are influential for their approach to teaching expressiveness. For
dialogic teaching of EMP, it is crucial to realize that musical
meaning comes into existence when it is performed and heard
and tends to vary depending on the performer and situation. This
characteristic of musical meaning offers tutors the opportunity
to ask authentic open questions about the interpretation and
to invite students to reflect on their personal interpretation of
the meaning of a composition. According to McPherson et al.
(2012), the lack of communicative and expressive content in
lessons, and failure to transform students’ musical participation
into a meaningful and personal activity were causes for the
high drop-out rate observed in their sample. Via open questions
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about the musical meaning teachers can provide learners with
opportunities to connect the music they are learning to their own
personal experience.

Asking questions about the musical interpretation may
seem an obvious approach for teaching expressivity. However,
reactions from participants demonstrated that the questions
used in the experimental study and the AR lessons were new
for these students and revealed to them the possibilities of
thinking about and deciding on the interpretation of the musical
character (Meissner, 2018). Additionally, some tutors were
impressed by the effectiveness of asking questions for facilitating
expressivity, suggesting that this was a new approach for them
too (Meissner and Timmers, 2020). Moreover, researchers who
observed teaching and learning of expressiveness in instrumental
lessons (West and Rostvall, 2003; Karlsson and Juslin, 2008;
McPhee, 2011; Brenner and Strand, 2013) did not mention
that questions were used for stimulating thinking or facilitating
expressivity. Overall, this suggests that open questions about the
interpretation and how to convey this, might not be common
practice in instrumental music tuition for facilitating young
musicians’ expressivity.

Questions and dialogue are important instructional tools
for a constructivist approach to teaching and learning. In
the constructivist theory the teacher is seen as the facilitator
of learning; teachers design learning activities in which
learners construct their own understanding by combining and
reorganizing pre-existing knowledge (e.g., Broomhead, 2005;
Kauchak and Eggen, 2012; Von Glasersfeld, 2012). Several
scholars have emphasized that questions and dialogue can be
important tools for the development of understanding (e.g.,
Mercer, 1995; Alexander, 2008; Kleine Staarman and Mercer,
2010). According to Vygotsky language is crucial for the
development of concepts and thought: “Thought is not merely
expressed in words; it comes into existence through them. Every
thought tends to connect with something else, to establish
a relation between things. Every thought moves, grows and
develops, fulfills a function, solves a problem” (Vygotsky, 1986,
p. 218). According to Vygotsky understanding is constructed
through people’s spoken language and their involvement in social
events (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986). A problem-posing approach and
social interaction are important elements of dialogic pedagogy
too, as open questions invite students “to participate actively in
reshaping their own understanding of reality” (Skidmore and
Murakami, 2016, p. 13, referring to Freire, 1993). According
to Alexander (2010) dialogic teaching “harnesses the power of
talk to stimulate and extend pupils’ thinking and advance their
learning and understanding. It helps the teacher more precisely
diagnose pupils’ needs, frame their learning tasks and assess their
progress” (p. 1).

It is important to note that dialogic teaching is not the
same as “mere” verbal instruction which could be a barrier
for music learning (see Juntunen and Hyvönen, 2004; Bannan,
2005). Concrete verbal teaching that is detached from children’s
experience, or verbal instruction prescribing an interpretation
might well be unhelpful for children’s musical development.
However, dialogic teaching that uses authentic open questions
is fundamentally different to verbal teaching, as questions can

help learners to make a connection between the music and their
embodied experiences. Accordingly, dialogic teaching can be
employed in a “4E” approach to music education.

In a 4E account, cognitive processes are perceived as embodied,
embedded, enacted, and extended (e.g., Schiavio et al., 2017;
Schiavio and van der Schyff, 2018; Schiavio, 2019; Silverman,
2020). Dialogic teaching of EMP provides a way for learners to
connect the musical character to their own embodied experiences
of the music they are playing. Asking open questions can raise the
awareness of the musical meaning and involves the whole person
in learning. Open questions and dialogue employing metaphors
can help children to make a connection between the music they
are learning and action-states, feelings, narratives, or characters
that may be expressed in the music (cf. Abrahamson, 2020). Since
music has the potential to evoke affect, character, or emotion, we
can talk metaphorically about the music. In addition, we tend to
talk metaphorically about affects and emotions; “All feeling states
have their own patterns of activity, their own mix of weight, space,
time and motion” (Swanwick, 2011, p. 17). Young musicians’
ideas about the musical character are embedded into the contexts
of their own musical experiences and surrounding worlds (cf.,
Silverman, 2020). Via dialogue and exploration young musicians
can develop their ideas and understanding of the musical works
they are learning, improvising, or composing, thus enacting their
identity as musicians. Furthermore, young musicians can extend
their music making in the interaction with others in ensemble
work, via dialogue in group lessons and via improvisations
and compositions.

When instrumental music learning is challenging children
tend to focus on the “technicality” of their playing. For effective
scaffolding9 of the learning process, teachers should have a
thorough knowledge of their student and their level of task
mastery (Wood et al., 1976). This implies that instrumental
music teachers should be aware of the difficulties of instrumental
playing and the challenges of pieces: they need to understand
whether a composition is of an appropriate level for their student
at this point in their learning process. It is important to find
pieces that are exactly the right level of difficulty as young
musicians appreciate having a challenge (Custodero, 2002), but
working on pieces that are too difficult can be frustrating and
may hinder work on expressiveness, while pieces that are too
easy might not be inspiring either (see Meissner, 2018). Having
the right balance between challenge and current task mastery
is essential for the scaffolding process of teaching-and-learning
expressiveness (Wood et al., 1976).

Research findings suggest that it is possible to work on EMP
at all stages of learning and all ages. Even when children are
in the early stages of learning a piece it is possible to work on
expressiveness via basic questions about the musical character
as this helps the learner to place the piece into a meaningful
context (cf., Meissner et al., 2019; Meissner and Timmers, 2020).
Beginners can be encouraged to consider the musical character
of their pieces and they can be invited to improvise tunes

9Scaffolding describes the interactive process of tutoring in which the teacher
controls those elements of the task that are initially beyond the learner’s capacity,
thus permitting the learner to concentrate upon and complete only those elements
that are within their range of competence (Wood et al., 1976, p. 90).
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conveying basic emotions or sound effects. This will help them
to connect their music learning to their embodied experiences
and will serve to make their musical participation personal
and meaningful. From the early stages of learning teachers can
provide young musicians with the opportunity to make their own
interpretative choices, thus supporting their musical agency (see
Wiggins, 2016).

Some scholars suggested that children are fully occupied
with handling their instrument in the early stages of learning
and that learners should first learn the basics required for
playing a piece before working on EMP due to the complexity
of the tasks involved (cf., Lehmann et al., 2007; McPherson
et al., 2012; Davidson, 2018). On one hand this is a
sensible approach, as research indicates that technical difficulties
can hinder expressiveness (Broomhead, 2001; Meissner, 2017;
Meissner and Timmers, 2020) and the cognitive load theory
suggests that all learning tasks have an inherent difficulty or
cognitive load (Sweller, 1988). Various aspects of instrumental
performance, including music reading, motor control and
matters of interpretation, may contribute to cognitive load
(cf., Owens and Sweller, 2008; Stambaugh, 2013). However,
on the other hand, some studies suggest that it is possible
to work on expressive performance at every level of learning
and that focusing on the musical character may even benefit
young musicians’ accuracy and technical fluency in some
instances (Meissner and Timmers, 2019, 2020; Meissner et al.,
2019). This is in line with research that demonstrates that
an external focus of attention, directed at movement effect,
enhances motor performance and learning (Wulf et al., 2010,
2016; Wulf, 2013). Therefore, an external focus on expressiveness
and communication may benefit young musicians’ accuracy and
technical fluency. Music teaching stimulating an external focus
during performance is likely to speed up the learning process
(Wulf, 2013; Mornell and Wulf, 2019).

Teaching-and-learning of expressive music performance
is a multifaceted interactive process wherein “everything is
intertwined”: instructional strategies and teaching aims; level
of difficulty and style of the music; motivation and confidence
of student and teacher; music preferences and experiences of
student and teacher; instruments played; performance practice
and experience; pre-performance routines (Broomhead et al.,
2012, 2018; Hawkes, 2018); and personality and interactional style
of teachers and students (Creech, 2012). It is important to be
aware of these factors and to adjust instruction and music to
the student and situation. More empirical research is required to
explore the feasibility of the proposed theoretic framework for
teaching and learning of EMP.

Future research could also investigate teaching and learning
of expressive intensity and musical tension in young musicians’
performance. It might be possible to raise teenagers’ awareness
of musical tension, and how to create expressive intensity,
via questions and discussion supported by aural modeling
or gestures, or to discuss the expressive intensity heard in
recordings. It would be worthwhile exploring from which age or
level of playing it is possible to work on musical tension, and
whether teenagers can explore this aspect of performance in their
ensemble and improvisation work too.

In conclusion, the presented dialogic teaching framework for
facilitating young musicians’ performance expression provides
tutors with practical instructional tools as well as a rationale
for using these. Scaffolded dialogic teaching consisting of
open questions and dialogue combined with aural modeling
can stimulate young musicians’ thinking, enhance their
expressiveness, and contribute to their sense of achievement,
autonomy, self-efficacy and musical agency. Such transformative
teaching facilitates students’ creative problem solving skills and
fosters independent thinking (cf. Broomhead, 2005; Creech and
Gaunt, 2018). If learners additionally have frequent performing
opportunities, this combined approach is likely to provide tutors
with a rewarding teaching practice and young musicians with
training that enables them to flourish; to play expressively and
find their own “musical voice.”
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