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Abstract 

In 1990, psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi warned against an excessive emphasis on how 

well music learners perform rather than on the experiential aspect of music in and of itself. While 

the former approach is, in his words, “a source of psychic disorder,” the latter approach offers 

access to “flow”: the optimal, enjoyable, meaningful, and happy state. What might an approach 

to music education that aims to optimize optimal experiences (i.e., flow) look like? This article 

presents concrete strategies to facilitate flow experiences in music classrooms and rehearsal halls 

by drawing on flow theory, research findings, and the authors’ own professional and applied 

experiences. The authors clarify the nature of the flow experience, sketch the benefits of flow, 

and propose ten strategies to facilitate flow for music educators.  
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Even when children are taught music, the usual problem often arises: too much emphasis 

on how they perform, and too little on what they experience. Parents who push their 

children to excel at the violin are generally not interested in whether the children are 

actually enjoying the playing; they want the child to perform well enough to attract 

attention, to win prizes, and to end up on the stage of Carnegie Hall. By doing so, they 

succeed in perverting music into the opposite of what it was designed to be: they turn it 

into a source of psychic disorder.1 

These words, written three decades ago by Hungarian-American psychologist Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi in Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, appear particularly disturbing 

in light of the fact that music offers one of the quickest access to “flow,” a psychological state of 

optimal functioning that is at once enjoyable, happy, and meaningful.2 When students are in the 

flow state while making music, they are totally immersed and appear to lose themselves in the 

musical activity. How might music educators turn music from being “a source of psychic 

disorder” back to what “it was designed to be,” that is, a flow-inducing experience? In writing 

about 21st-century education, author and educational technology consultant Cheryl Lemke 

described flow as “learning with the intensity cranked up–when the learner is at the top of his or 

her game.”3 Accordingly, what might 21st-century music educators do to optimize optimal 

experiences (i.e., flow) in their classrooms or rehearsal halls? 

In his book Music Matters, American philosopher of music education David Elliott 

emphasized the importance of flow in his Praxial Philosophy of Music Education, and noted that 

flow experiences are crucial for the acquisition of meaningful music making, personal growth, 

and musicianship.4 For Elliott, the experience of flow through music cuts across cultural borders 

and time; he explained that “musicers” (i.e., people who make music) engage in “musicing” (i.e., 
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active music making) and experience flow through the process. Indeed, research has found that 

flow may be experienced through engagement in a wide variety of musical activities, including 

performing, composing, and listening to music.5 Flow experiences have also been documented 

among participants of large ensembles, chamber music, and young children engaged in musical 

activities.6 

Given the importance of flow, the purpose of this article is to present concrete strategies 

to facilitate flow experiences in music classrooms and rehearsal halls by drawing on flow theory, 

research findings, and the authors’ own professional and applied experiences. The authors do so 

by clarifying the nature of the flow experience, sketching the benefits of flow, and proposing ten 

strategies to facilitate flow for music educators. Finally, the authors conclude with the value of 

flow experiences in 21st-century music education. 

What is Flow? 

According to Csikszentmihalyi, flow is a psychological state where people are so 

absorbed “in an activity that nothing else seems to matter”; the experience is so rewarding that 

people engage in an activity for its own sake.7 Also known as “peak experience,” “optimal 

performance,” or simply being “in the zone,”8 there are nine dimensions that characterize the 

flow experience: (1) challenge-skill balance, where people’s skill levels are sufficient to meet the 

challenges of the activity; (2) clear goals, where people know precisely what their actions lead 

to; (3) immediate feedback, where people know how well they are doing instantaneously; (4) 

unity of action and awareness, where people’s minds are completely focused on the activity; (5) 

concentration on the activity, where people are so absorbed in an activity that they are free from 

distractions; (6) sense of control, where people experience such a sense of being in control that 

they are not concerned with failures; (7) loss of self-consciousness, where concern for how 
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people are perceived by others disappears; (8) transformation of time, where time seems to either 

quicken or slow down; and (9) autotelic experience, where an activity is done simply for the 

experience itself.9  

Benefits of Flow 

Flow has been associated with a number of benefits, including affective, psychological, 

social, and creative ones. Affectively, flow has been found to be an important predictor of music 

students’ subjective well-being and life satisfaction.10 In other words, music students who 

experience flow frequently during musical activities are generally happier with their lives; they 

experience positive affect (e.g., enthusiasm and confidence) more often. Psychologically, flow 

experiences during band rehearsals have been linked with a number of adaptive dispositions, 

notably grit while practicing, commitment to band, and mastery goal orientations (i.e., 

participating in band for its own sake and intrinsic value, as opposed to participating in band to 

perform better than others).11 Socially, experiences of flow while jamming in a musical group 

have led to an increase in empathy between group members.12 Research has also found 

associations between flow and creativity among university students engaged in group 

composing, validating the established links between flow and creativity noted by 

Csikszentmihalyi himself.13 

Flow is an autotelic experience (i.e., it is intrinsically rewarding). Accordingly, flow 

promotes intrinsic motivation, an important aspect of education.14 Indeed, longer engagement 

with practice has been found to be influenced by the tendency to experience flow during music 

activities.15 A study whose participants were ninety classical instrumental musicians found that 

when participants are in flow, they enjoyed their musical practice, which may in turn result in a 

lasting love for music and music-making.16 Flow while practicing has also been linked to 
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practice efficiency, indicating that those who tend to experience flow during their practice 

sessions are also more likely to be efficient; the converse is true.17 The benefits of flow extend 

beyond the practice studio to the performance itself. Research with music students has found 

significant negative associations between flow and performance anxiety, suggesting that the 

more one is in flow, the less one is likely to experience anxiety while performing.18 This is 

crucial as performance anxiety is maladaptive and impairs one’s performance, regardless of age 

and the amount of training received.19  

Facilitating Flow 

Given the importance of flow in music and music education, a guide that provides 

practical ideas on how music educators may facilitate flow in their music classrooms or rehearsal 

halls is important. To be clear, there are no shortcuts to flow.20 However, “being overly intent on 

attaining flow probably will deny musicians the very experiences they seek.”21 Trying too hard 

to attain flow is akin to trying too hard to fall asleep the night before an important meeting the 

next morning. Still, one cannot not try to sleep early the night before. To plan for an early night, 

one needs to be rather intentional about, for example, not drinking coffee after dinner, turning off 

electronic devices one hour before bed, or listening to relaxing music. In other words, one draws 

on a number of indirect ways to create factors conducive for an early night without worrying 

about it excessively. Once the worry sets in (i.e., trying too hard), the plan backfires (tossing and 

turning on the bed; feeling frustrated over “Why am I still not asleep?”). Furthermore, to develop 

the habit of sleeping early, one needs to be intentional about creating factors conducive for an 

early night over a period of time. Once sleeping early becomes a habit, one does not have to try 

anymore. As philosopher Edward Slingerland puts it, one “tries not to try.”22  
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In like vein, a set of practical strategies to facilitate flow experiences in music classrooms 

or rehearsal halls cannot be overly contrived. It would be quite unnatural for a director to go, 

“Hey band, let’s do these to get into flow right now!” Flow cannot be approached in the same 

direct manner as asking students to “aim and throw the ball into the basket.” Instead, like 

sleeping early, flow in musical contexts is probably best approached indirectly via its facilitating 

factors. Although flow cannot be taught, increasing its likelihood is possible by enhancing the 

preconditions that lead to flow experiences. In what follows, the authors draw on the professional 

and research literature on flow as well as their personal experiences to propose ten strategies that 

music educators may draw on to facilitate flow in their classrooms and rehearsal halls.23 

1. Consider challenge-skill balance. One important prerequisite for entering the flow 

state is establishing the balance between the challenge of a task and the individual’s 

skills. The task must be challenging enough to capture a person’s attention, but not so 

challenging that it cannot be accomplished. When the challenges are deemed too high 

by the person, anxiety results; on the other hand, if the challenge is deemed too low, 

the outcome is boredom. Flow occurs at the “sweet spot” between boredom and 

anxiety, when the perceived challenges are balanced with one’s perceived skills.24 

Accordingly, music educators should plan pedagogically sound lesson plans and 

rehearsals by matching the challenge of the musical tasks with their students’ skills.25 

For example, directors of large ensembles should program literature that is neither too 

difficult nor too easy; similarly, general music teachers can plan music and movement 

classes where the challenge-skill balance is considered. The consideration of 

challenge-skill balance takes place throughout the school year and may occur even 

within a single class or ensemble rehearsal. For example, when a particular passage 
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has clearly been mastered, the director may up the tempo or task the students to shape 

it differently. Conversely, when a particular passage is too challenging, the director 

may rehearse it at a tempo that the students can technically manage.26 In so doing, 

music educators maximize opportunities for flow experiences–every class, every 

week, every month, and every year.   

2. Set clear goals. Having clear goals is another prerequisite for flow.27 These goals 

need to be clearly defined, so that students know what they are expected to do, 

whether in a music class, rehearsal, or performance. The goals can be made over the 

long term (one or several years) and over the course of a semester; they can also be 

set for one specific music class or ensemble rehearsal, or for a particular musical 

activity or piece that an ensemble is rehearsing. It is crucial to emphasize that goals 

need not be necessarily set by teachers alone; teachers may guide students in the goal-

setting process and gradually empower them to do so. For example, music educators 

may model how to set goals during practice sessions by using goal-directed strategies 

(e.g., chunking, slowing, use of metronome, mental rehearsal, and structured routines) 

that have been found to enhance performance achievement.28  

3. Cultivate grit.  Research with university instrumental students has found significant 

positive associations between flow and grit (i.e., “perseverance and passion for long-

term goals”),29 indicating that those who were “grittier” towards practicing were also 

more likely to be in the flow while practicing on their instruments.30 In fact, 

compared to other variables (e.g., participants’ self-evaluative, self-reflective and 

practice tendencies), grit was the strongest predictor of flow.31 This can be explained 

by flow theory: as students who are “gritty” may practice more, they become more 
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highly skilled, allowing them to meet the demands of the music they were playing 

(challenge-skill balance), thus facilitating flow. Accordingly, teachers may consider 

making the cultivation of grit an important aspect of their teaching, such as 

encouraging students to persevere, to love what they do, and to stay focused on long-

term goals.32 When students experience challenges, for example, tonguing a new 

passage or singing a challenging interval in the general music class, perhaps a simple 

“Don’t give up!” or “Let’s do it again!” is all it takes to nudge them into developing 

grit—and experiencing flow. 

4. Nurture reflection. In addition to grit, research with university instrumental students 

has also found that those who were more likely to reflect while practicing were also 

more likely to experience flow.33 Learners who tended to exhibit reflective tendencies 

also tended to be self-regulated learners (i.e., learners who are motivated to take 

active charge of their own learning); self-regulation in turn has also been found to 

predict challenge-skill balance in highly skilled musicians.34 Accordingly, music 

educators may seek to nurture a reflective attitude by encouraging students to 

regularly think and reflect on their practice. Useful reflective strategies may include 

approaches to develop metacognition (such as reflecting on whether the chosen 

strategies are suitable for the practice goals), self-awareness (such as monitoring 

oneself for mental alertness), and thoughtfulness (such as stopping purposefully to 

reflect on how best to solve a particular problem).35 

5. Empower students. Research with music students has found that feelings of 

autonomy were linked to being in flow.36 Flow was hampered when adults interfered 

with children’s musical choices,37 and the autonomy to choose musical pieces was 
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crucial to motivating students to practice and experience joy while doing so.38 

Accordingly, whether selecting songs to sing or listen to in the general music class, or 

setting goals, planning practice sessions, repertoire selection or composing in 

ensembles, music educators may give their students autonomy and empower them to 

creatively participate in the decision making process.39 This is supported by 

psychologists Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s well-known self-determination 

theory which posits that all humans have needs to make autonomous decisions.40  

6. Promote mastery-approach goals. According to Achievement Goal Theory, there are 

two distinct motivational goal orientations: mastery and performance. While the 

former refers to learning for its own sake, the latter refers to learning in order to 

perform better than others.41 Within mastery and performance goals, researchers have 

also theorized approach and avoidance dimensions, resulting in four distinct 

motivational orientations: (1) mastery-approach (i.e., learning for its own sake); (2) 

mastery-avoidance (i.e., learning to avoid not learning); (3) performance-approach 

(i.e., learning to ensure that one outperforms others); and (4) performance-avoidance 

(i.e., learning to avoid performing worse than others). Research with university band 

students has found that participants who reported higher levels of mastery-approach 

goals also reported higher levels of flow during band rehearsals.42 Accordingly, 

music educators can cultivate mastery-approach goals in their general music 

classrooms or rehearsal halls and encourage their students to learn for the sake of 

learning rather than to perform better than their peers. 

7. Stay positive. In flow research with music students, students who tended to feel 

negative emotions (e.g., anger, sadness, anxiety, and fear) were less likely to have 
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challenge-skill balance; those with higher positive affect, on the other hand, tended to 

have better challenge-skill balance.43 Indeed, having a positive attitude and mindset is 

germane to facilitating flow experiences.44 Whether in the general music classroom or 

large ensemble rehearsal hall, music educators can inspire their students to be 

confident, take pride in their learning, enjoy and have fun while making music.45 

They can also advise students to suspend self-judgement, avoid comparing 

themselves to their peers, and erase unrealistic and perfectionistic expectations that 

may contribute to performance anxiety–the antithesis of flow.46 

8. Connect emotionally. During music making, flow goes beyond the nine dimensions 

to include emotional involvement.47 Indeed, emotional connectedness with either the 

music, the audience, or words related to the music is crucial to experiencing flow 

during performances.48 To increase emotional connectedness, music educators may 

use musical imageries or create musical stories that fit into the music that students are 

engaged in.49 As emotionally expressive music is often flow inducing,50 music 

educators, whether general, instrumental, or choral, can select music that speaks to 

the heart to facilitate flow experiences among their students. Finally, music educators 

may get “into the zone” themselves while teaching; this is especially crucial as 

research based on emotional contagion theory has found that flow may crossover 

from the teacher to the student.51  

9. Flow together. Research by psychologist Charles Walker has revealed that 

experiencing flow with others (i.e., social flow) was more enjoyable than 

experiencing flow alone (i.e., solitary flow); additionally, highly interdependent team 

members experienced more joy than their counterparts from less interdependent 
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teams.52 Another psychologist and jazz pianist, Keith Sawyer, posited the notion of 

group flow: when a group performs “at its peak.”53 According to Sawyer, group flow 

in musical contexts is greater than the sum of its parts as it can motivate individuals to 

perform beyond what they can do on their own; individuals inspire and rub off on one 

another. Research on flow in large ensemble contexts has found that string beginners 

find playing their instruments in groups enjoyable; additionally, orchestra offers a 

natural environment for students to develop their skills.54 Flow can happen in 

chamber ensemble settings as well; as researchers Arvid J. Bloom and Paula 

Skutnick-Henley noted, “flow experiences tended to occur more often in small 

ensemble situations than while playing alone.”55 Music educators, therefore, can and 

should create opportunities for students to make music together. Whether in duets, 

trios, quartets, or large ensembles, making music with others in general music and 

ensemble settings offer opportunities for students to flow together and experience the 

joy of music with their peers.  

10. Play through from time to time. In rehearsals, it is often easy to be bogged down by 

details and rehearse in short isolated excerpts with frequent stops. While attention to 

details is crucial for technical mastery and establishing fine musical nuances, research 

in the wind ensemble context has found that frequent stops during rehearsals disrupt 

flow experiences.56 This does not mean that conductors should not stop at all during 

rehearsals, but rather, that the frequency of stopping should be considered. 

Conductors may also devote time to allow their students to play through without 

stopping, like mini performance simulations of sorts. These need not necessarily be 

complete runs of entire pieces, but carefully considered stretches of music that 
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students have already learned. During these play-throughs, conductors should avoid 

being overly critical with the technical aspects of the playing; rather they should 

allow students to play without any interference so as to promote absorption in the 

process of music-making, thus facilitating flow naturally.57 

Toward the Future 

In sum, to maximize flow occurrences in the 21st-century classroom and rehearsal hall, 

music educators may consider the ten strategies offered as a point of departure. These include 

considering challenge-skill balance, setting clear goals, cultivating grit, nurturing reflection, 

empowering students, promoting mastery-approach goals, staying positive, connecting 

emotionally, creating opportunities for students to “flow together” with their peers, and making 

time for play-throughs. When using these ideas that could be used for immediate 

implementation, students could become more engaged, intrinsically motivated, efficient in their 

practice, and less anxious while performing; indeed, they could reap the full benefits that flow 

experiences offer, including affective, psychological, and social ones. 

This article began by noting how thirty years ago, Csikszentmihalyi warned against an 

excessive emphasis on how well music learners perform rather than the experiential aspect of 

music in and of itself. Csikszentmihalyi’s words are as relevant today as they were in 1990. 

Indeed, flow is “the state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems 

to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at great cost, for the 

sheer sake of doing it.”58 It is a deeply enjoyable state that transcends time and culture.59 While 

the ten strategies offered here hare by no means exhaustive, they nonetheless can help, as 

Csikszentmihalyi would say, to turn music from “a source of psychic disorder” back to what “it 
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was designed to be”: an optimal experience for human beings that contributes to happier, more 

enjoyable, meaningful, and fulfilling lives.  
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