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Session Description 
 
This session uses listening dyads (structured, paired discussions in which participant exchange the roles of dedicated listener 
and speaker) to uncover, define and articulate the essence of our personal, artistic and professional stories. In pairs, 
participants will first take turns responding to a series of prompts that elicit the key experiences, values, relationships and 
goals that shape them as artists and people; then mirror one another’s responses to identify what matters most — the “nut 
graf” that distills a story to its essence. Participants who complete this session will learn a powerful tool for focused listening 
and storytelling that can be used to engage audiences, craft compelling communications (marketing materials, mission 
statements, personal essays, pitches, speeches) while, at the same time, building inclusive communities in the classroom.  
 
Method 
 
This exercise is based on my firm beliefs: that as musicians, every one of us has a sound that only we can make; that every 
one of us has a story that is worth telling; that our sounds and our stories are needed in the world; and that sincere curiosity 
and kindness are powerful, multipurpose tools. This method is designed to help us reveal, define and speak our stories so that 
they can reach the places they’re meant to go.  
 
Pair Up 

• Get people to move out of their habitual space in the classroom, and out of their usual social spaces. Ideas: 
o Musical Chairs: play music, have everyone meander around the room randomly. When the music stops, 

people pair up with the person nearest to them. 
o Numbered Pairs: Divide the number of participants in the room by half. Give each student a number (e.g. If 

there are 16 students, number them 1-8. Ones will pair up, Twos will pair up, etc.) 
• Have pairs settle themselves throughout the room comfortably. Tell them to use the whole space. Face one another.  

 
Explain the Roles  

• Speaker: “Your job, as the speaker, is to speak freely, for two minutes, about anything that arises in response to the 
prompt. If you encounter a silence, stay with it. You do not have to fill up the time with words.”  

• Listener: “Your job, as the listener, is to offer your full presence to receive the speaker’s words. Listen with 
everything you’ve got. The one thing you can’t do is make any verbal response. The listener’s role is an important 
role, because the speaker is transformed by your presence. Think of the difference between a dress rehearsal and a 
concert.”  

• Cone of silence. “What happens in these conversations belongs to you alone.” 
 
Explain the Procedure 

• For two minutes, the speaker speaks, the listener listens. 
• At the signal, exchange roles: the listener becomes the speaker; the speaker becomes the listener.  
• Repeat. 

 
Two Prompts  
 
There are many more on the other side of this page, but let’s start with these for now. 
 

• When and how did you first know that you were a musician? 
• Tell me about the most meaningful musical project you’ve ever created or performed in.  

 
 
 



“Kind Mirror” Discussion 
 
With your partners, go back over your responses to each of the two prompts. Be each other’s kind, curious mirror. What 
words, phrases, images or associations stood out to you, and why? Take notes for each other. Notice what stands out. 
 
Application: The “nut graf” 
 

• In journalism, the “nut graf” refers to a “so what” paragraph that distills a story to its essence, putting the story in 
context and telling the reader why the story matters.  

• In 25 words or less: What is your story about? How is it tethered to news or social conversation? Why does it matter 
to your reader right now?  

• Musicians’ marketing materials (and I’ll include bios and cover letters here) should answer three questions clearly:  
o What? — What is your music? What is your project? What do you actually do? 
o Why? — Why does it matter to you? What’s your personal stake? Why do you do it? 
o So What? — Why should it matter to other people? How does it matter beyond your field? What’s the 

“before and after”? How are things different as a result of what you do? 
• From here, it’s a quick hop to answering tough questions like: What is your music like? How does it connect to 

things I care about? Why should I leave my house to come hear your gig? Why should I fund your project? What’s it 
like studying with you? How will your after-school program make an impact in our school and our students’ lives? 
Why should our city continue to have a symphony orchestra? Why should I pay your quartet $1250 for my wedding 
ceremony when I can get someone else to do it for $400?  

 
More Applications 
 
Bios 
Artist/mission statements 
Personal essays 
Press releases 
Blog/vlog posts 

Project descriptions  
Pitches 
Public talks 
Masterclasses   
Marketing  

Negotiations 
Dossier materials 
Job applications, interviews 
Informational interviewing 
Journalism  

 
More prompts 
 
Note that I’ve defaulted to the word “artist”. Experiment with substituting “musician” or “improviser” or “vocalist” or 
“composer” – as they apply – and see what different answers you might generate. 
 

• Tell me about an early artistic experience that inspired you.  
• What was the first/last/best/worst concert you’ve ever been to? What made it so? 
• What is your musical guilty pleasure? 
• Are there any teachers or mentors who were formative for you? How so?  
• Who are the people that have believed in you the most?  
• What do you do differently from the way you were taught? Why?  
• What does it mean to you when a performance goes well? 
• What does professional success look like to you? Where would you like to be five years from now? 
• Tell me about a time when you failed, utterly and miserably, at music. What did you do next? 
• Name an artist whose work you admire. What is it about their work and process that you love?  
• What is your favorite repertoire? What patterns emerge in the kinds of works towards which you tend to gravitate? 
• Who do you like to make music with, and why? Is there a pattern in the way you select collaborators?  
• What do you like best about being a musician? What do you dislike the most? 
• What do you mean when you say that a performance has gone well?  
• What is the most meaningful connection with an audience member/student/public you’ve ever had?  
• If everyone was familiar with your work, how would the world be different?   
• What are the dirty little secrets about music that people on the outside really ought to know? 

 
Variations 

• Conversation Triad: Speaker, Listener and Scribe (scribe writes down key words and phrases) 
• Free writing — on any of these prompts.  
• “Speed Dating” pitching practice: delivering 30-second pitch again and again; getting and giving feedback. 


