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Getting the Audience to Participate 
 
One of the best opportunities we have to promote our program is during the concert.  Talking 
to the audience between numbers, if kept brief and interesting, can be extremely helpful, 
especially if your listeners are more used to an interactive viewing experience.  Sticking to the 
“old fashioned way” of asking the audience to simply sit and receive in silence for 45 minutes to 
an hour is appropriate sometimes, but only if those listeners are committed and fully involved 
with the music you are doing. 
 
Involving the audience will make them feel welcome.  It is a better way to inform them.  Finally, 
it provides a kind of rest that will reduce the amount of “coughing” and “shuffling” that can 
occur when people have to be still and attentive for a long time. 
 
Talking to them 
 
You should spend no more than 30 seconds to 45 seconds each time you talk, unless you have 
something really interesting to tell them.  If introducing each piece seems like too much, speak 
before each major section of the concert, introducing several pieces at once.  Even better is to 
have a student speak, either to introduce a piece or to talk about something they’ve learned or 
loved during the year (i.e. – “Our Chorus President will now talk briefly about why we just went 
to Cancun!”) 
 
As teachers we can explain what they are learning, how they are learning, and why they are 
learning this particular piece.  If you can sum this information into one or two sentences, the 
audience will find this fascinating because many of them have no idea about what goes into 
making music.  The result is that you’ll have an audience that won’t take your performance for 
granted as something the students just “do during fun time.” 
 
“This next piece is called Wintersong.  We are taking it to LGPE next month in front of judges 
and we’ll be assessed on our diction, our contrast in loud and soft, and the beauty of our tone.  
We’d love to know what you think as we perform it for the first time tonight.”  (They are now 
involved and important.  Now they know that you’ll be listening to their applause as something 
meaningful.  Compare this to simply performing it for them and taking a bow.) 
 
Involving them 
 
I involve the audience once per show, usually right before the final number.  Think about the 
shows you remember over your life and chances are there was a moment during them where 
you were involved, either by clapping along, singing, or being pulled out of the audience.  
Involving the audience does not have to be a circus-like “sell out” experience. 
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Keep it simple and short.  If you do it right, it’s fun for them.  If you push them just a tiny bit, 
they’ll laugh and value the ability of the performers. 
 
The best way for music teachers to involve the audience is to get them to understand what it 
takes to perform.  Take a very simple warm-up and have them try it, reassuring them that it’s all 
in fun, but putting on your strict “director face.”  Remember, they’re in the audience in the dark 
surrounded by others, so they’re “safe.” 
 
“One of the ways we loosen up our mouths is by saying tongue twisters.  Can you say ‘Unique 
New York’ 5 times in rhythm?”  (Give them a dress rehearsal, keeping the beat.  Then a take ‘for 
real’ to see if they can do it.  Finally, after they try and succeed (“Yay!”) or fail (“Keep working 
on that at home!”) or something in between (“Not bad!”), let the chorus do it to show them 
how awesome they are.  This takes 3 minutes.) 
 
Other ideas:  Games you play with your ensembles at the end of class: 
 

 Play and Sing “My Bonnie” having the audience stand up and sit down every time you 
use a word with a “B” in it. 

 So La Mi, where the audience sings what you sing and does what you do, unless you sing 
“So la mi.”  If they mess up, we get a point.  If nobody messes up, they get a point.  
Three points wins.  You can “rig the game” by making it easy for the audience to win, or 
you can string them along so that they almost win and then get them at the end, telling 
them, “Not bad.  Keep working on it!” 

 Clap rhythms to the audience and see if they can clap them back.  For the final rhythm, 
make it really hard, or twice as long, so they’ll have a laugh. 

 
If your audience is really reliable, you can create a live “in-the-moment” challenge for your 
ensemble that involves elements chosen by the audience.  For example, have the audience 
choose one of three possible pieces for the chorus to sight-sing as a demonstration of the 
Chorus’ improvement in this area.  Perhaps you could even have the audience select measures 
from a hat at the beginning of the show and have someone run out of the auditorium and 
compile them into a sheet, so that the ensemble reads the compiled sight-singing piece at the 
end (have a pre-finished piece ready as a back-up in case the plan goes south!  The audience 
won’t know.) 
 
Keep it short, fun, and remember to segue back to the ensemble, either by having them show 
the audience how it’s done or by having them show their appreciation for the audience by 
clapping. 
 
Involving Them Musically 
 
Once in a while I select people from the crowd and ask them to participate.  Even if you pre-
select folks who have agreed to come up, the audience will still get a thrill out of the possibility 
that they may be asked.  If your darling students go out there and bring them into the aisles to 
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dance or participate in some simple way (plan this out very well beforehand) the audience can’t 
refuse, and the students get a kick out of it too. 
 
Last year I taught my Seventh Graders the Bunny Hop for a concert, which they danced as the 
8th Grade sang a song to go with it.  After we performed it, I quickly taught the dance to the 
entire audience (they did the moves safely from their chairs by moving their feet).  Then I 
announced that several 7th graders would come out and get a few to dance with them in the 
aisles.   
 
If you want the audience to sing with you, choose a very simple song to include in your 
program, or a song with a simple chorus, which the audience is to help with.  Teach the 
audience their part very quickly (who cares if it’s not perfect?), give them a once-through, and 
tell them when they are to come in.  When the moment comes, be sure to turn around and 
conduct them. 
 
If you really want to form a relationship, pick one song to program every year on one of your 
concerts as a tradition.  A nice one for the Winter Show is ”Auld Lang Syne,” which can be done 
with several verses that are rarely sung, with the audience joining in on the Chorus.  This one is 
great because it’s extremely sentimental, crosses a lot of cultural lines, and is not religious. 
 
What Do You Think? 
 
Do you have ideas?  Do you need more or better ideas?  Please contact me at 
colea@fultonschools.org and we can post them here for all to see. 
 
Did you notice that I just involved you? 
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