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Tips and Ideas for
Teaching Performing
Arts

Contributions from Holly Barr, Lisa Crosby, Anna-Maria Jones, Caroline
Morpeth, Hrisanthi Tomaszewski, and Rhiannon Trimby; 
anzuk Performing Arts teachers

A guide for educators including:
- MUSIC
- DANCE
- DRAMA
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The effective performing
arts teacher...

Arrives at the school early to scope out space and resources

How are the Performing Arts different to other subjects?
Generally less structured and
more relaxed
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Considers barriers; language, culture, learning style etc...and works to
break through them
Considers different ways that information could be conveyed to
optimize experience; visual, auditory, ICT, kinesthetic...

Plans with a timeline in mind to see how activities flow and connect

Paces the lesson well to ensure continued engagement

Is flexible and isn’t afraid to let the student’s ideas that emerge along
the way drive the course of the lesson

Avoids playing games for the sake of it; underpins all activities with a
clear purpose and outlines success criteria to students

Knows and conveys there’s no right answer or interpretation

Has adaptable topics and activities

Shows they’re prepared to participate in activities, be vulnerable, and
make a fool of themself!

More open space; no ‘front’ of the
room to dictate form of lesson,
minimal use of furniture

Opportunities for really dynamic
lessons due to ‘hybrid’ nature of
subject; lessons can be an
amalgamation of drama, dance,
and music. This enables us to
incorporate a mixture of lots of
different mediums and
techniques



Things to avoid...
Don’t spend too much time on the one activity, or spend the lesson
running the same type of activity (e.g. games) over and over again.
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Don’t make any activity compulsory. Performing can be a daunting
prospect for a lot of students, so consider other ways that students
can be involved if they choose to opt out, e.g. movement only and no
lines, one liner, director, feedback giver/audience leader etc...Students
are less likely to opt out if they feel they’re in a positive environment.
Try beginning lessons with students sitting in a circle - a great
equaliser that helps to settle students used to a seating plan - and
running a warm up activity. Gradually move to small group work so
that the individual student’s involvement and contribution increases
incrementally. It can also be helpful to model performance behaviour
you’d like to see by involving yourself in games and even
performances. 

Try to avoid doing the work for them. Instead, stay with a group that
might be struggling, offer them questions and prompts to get some
ideas moving and them leave them to continue. Set time limits for
rehearsal time and regularly remind students of the amount of time
left; this can help to avoid procrastinating.



Classroom
Management

Set firm expectations at the start of the lesson. If possible, convey rules
and expectations outside of the ‘play’ space to reinforce that the stage
is a privileged space to be respected. It can also be a good
opportunity to give instructions for the first task, e.g. ‘when you enter,
please take off your shoes and leave them by the door, and then sit on
the floor in a circle...’, so that the students can enter the space and
begin straight away.

 

Preface the lesson by letting the
students know what you’ll do to
get their attention, e.g. ‘when you
hear the drum, stop moving and
talking and show that you’ve
heard me by putting your hands
on your head’. Setting this up can
be really helpful as the
performing arts classroom tends
to be quite lively!
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Give students the opportunity to select their own groups - this can be
a real confidence-booster - but you might need to intervene if
students are unwilling or if they’re always working with the same
people.

Start with a name-based game, e.g. pair each person’s name with an
action that begins with the first letter of their first name. Have the
students choose an area in the space to move around and then call
out students’ names and actions, e.g. ‘Jane. Jump!’. The students need
to perform the action. After a couple of rounds, stop saying the action,
i.e. just saying ‘Jane’, to challenge the students’ memories - repeating
students’ names over and over will help you remember too! Learning
names quickly will help you to acknowledge positive and negative
behaviours more personally and effectively.

Acknowledge safety
considerations in the open space
and discuss these with the class,
e.g. ‘please only use the musical
instruments when asked’, ‘no one
is to be behind the curtain/on the
blocks’ etc



Sample activities
Mime
Allocate letters of the alphabet to small groups. Each group member
needs to choose an item beginning with that letter and create a 30
second scene miming the use of that item. Individuals will perform their
30 second scene to the rest of their group. The group needs to try and
guess the performer’s item.
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Rhythm and Recall
Circle activity. Moving around the circle, students take it in turns to
create a short rhythm sequence using claps, clicks, leg pats, vocal
sounds etc...the rest of the group will repeat each person’s beat.

Variation 1 - Each subsequent student adds to the sequence of the
previous person
Variation 2 - One student - the ‘guesser’ - steps out of the room. A
leader is elected in the group, who is in control of picking and
changing the rhythm sequence that the rest of the group will copy.
They need to do this subtly to make it challenging for the guesser to
guess who the leader is.

Song/ Movie Quiz
Can be obtained online, or older students can create questions and quiz
each other. A nice lesson finisher after a practical activity.

Timing is everything
Can be obtained online, or older students can create questions and quiz
each other. A nice lesson finisher after a practical activity.

Soundscape
Class looks at a picture book and brainstorms a soundscape to match
the narrative. Students could work in small groups to create the
soundscape for one page of the book, or each group could be
responsible for a different element of the soundscape, e.g.
environmental sound, music, voices...older students could write a
justification for their creative choices.

https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/resources/


Sample activities
Iconic Music
Use YouTube to go through a series of well-known songs; TV show
themes (e.g. The Simpsons), film scores (e.g. Jurassic Park), or classical
music pieces that have been in everything! (e.g. ‘Chariots of Fire’ by
Vangelis). Try to select songs you feel that age-group of students will
have probably heard before. Students need to brainstorm the mental
image, feelings, or ideas that come to mind when they listen to the
song. The challenge is to get them to think of something else that would
fit that has nothing to do with the films and shows they’re actually from!
They then need to come up with a short scene that incorporates the
song, based on their brainstorming.
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Everyday Pop
Select an item readily available in the room, e.g. pencil, piece of paper
etc...(boxes are fun too!). In a circle the students take it in turns to
perform a moment with the prop, stating ‘this isn’t a --insert prop here-
- it’s a…’, transforming it into something else. For example, ‘this isn’t a
pencil, it’s a hairbrush’, followed by a moment of using the pencil like a
hairbrush. This challenges them to consider the shape and size of the
prop and absurd substitutes of ways it could be used. Students then
move into small groups where they create a short scene that
transforms the prop as many times as possible, e.g. the pencil starts as
a hairbrush, but when another character picks it up, it turns into a flower,
then a snake etc...

Sit, Stand, Bend, Lie Down
Offer small groups generic scenarios to frame a scene around, e.g.
you’re at a birthday party. They then need to create a scene, with the
challenge of considering different levels and qualities of movement; at
any one time, no more than one character can be sitting, standing,
bending, or lying down. As soon as one character changes positions, the
other characters need to change accordingly. To make it even more
challenging, run it as an improvisation exercise!

https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/resources/


Sample activities
Actions Speak Louder Than Words
Often, students like to verbally convey actions and emotions because
they’re generally easy to articulate. You might experience dialogue like,
‘You seem upset about something’, ‘Yes, I’m upset about not getting to
go to the movies’. To help students experiment with doing and showing,
rather than telling, challenge students to create silent scenes around a
topic. Get them started by giving each group an emotion and allocating
one character that is experiencing the emotion. The audience can
discuss the emotion they think the group was given and the gestures,
facial expressions, and body language used to convey that emotion, as
well as the supportive narrative.

6

Ambiguous Line
Give small groups the same line of dialogue that needs to be
incorporated somewhere in their scene, e.g. ‘I can’t believe you did that!’
The line should be quite open-ended and ambiguous so that groups
can interpret it in different ways and inject a different context and
emotions into their scene. Following performances, the class can
discuss how different groups approached the line.

Star of the Show
A great one for a student that might be reluctant to participate in a
whole scene. Select one student to be the ‘star of the show’. Teach them
a short moment, e.g. they run into the centre of the stage and shout
‘who ate all the sandwiches?!’. They show this moment to the rest of the
class, who in small groups need to create a scene that somehow
incorporates the student performing that moment. During rehearsal
time, the star of the show moves from group to group to rehearse with
them, before each scene is performed. Before you know it, every student
will want a turn!

Class-made Story
Taking it in turns in a circle, students each contribute one sentence of a
story. It’s important that the activity is prefaced by a discussion about
accepting each other’s ideas, so that the story can flow even though it
might be absurd! Students then move into groups where they create a
scene acting out the story the class has created.

https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/resources/


Toolkit
What's in your performing arts toolkit?

Musical Instruments; guitar, bongo, tambourine, castanets, kazoo!
 

Bluetooth Speaker and Spotify app; more compact than a CD player!
 

Coloured tokens or other matching items to help students get into
random groups easily

 
Pictures to act as stimuli for scene work and character creation;
people, landscapes, abstract artwork…Postcards work a treat!

 
Movement cards; body parts (e.g. hand, knee etc…), movement types
(e.g. gesture, elevation, turning, stillness; Sally Edward’s G.L.E.F.T.S),
movement qualities (Laban; e.g. glide, flick, press etc…)

 
Location cards; school, park, beach etc…

 
Scenario cards; a birthday party, waiting for a bus, before a race...
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https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/resources/


Additional
Resources
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Theatrefolk Dale Sidebottom
Music by 

Ryuichi Sakamoto

Bluearth Music Therapy Take Note Music

Pete the Cat Whose line is 
it anyway?

First Steps into Music
 by John Feierabend

Drama Victoria

anzuk VideosGoNoodle

https://www.restorativepractices.org.au/resources/
https://www.theatrefolk.com/
https://energetic.education/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ZKGy1bRIKs
https://www.noro.org.au/programs/resources
https://takenotemusic.com.au/
http://www.petethecatbooks.com/songs/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCKg_ZFByYTINckLG76cjUEg
https://www.gonoodle.com/
https://www.feierabendmusic.org/first-steps-in-music-for-preschool-and-beyond/
https://www.bluearth.org/teachers-resource-centre-login/?mepr-unauth-page=199&redirect_to=%2Fteachers-resource-centre-welcome%2F
https://www.dramavictoria.vic.edu.au/
https://www.facebook.com/anzuk.aus/videos/vl.291927611514580/313455692819326/?type=1

