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Technical proficiency permits musical freedom 

I. Why do we need to practice? 
a. Usually to prepare for a performance 
b. Maintain and build technique 

II. Why is technique important? 
a. Playing an instrument is a physical activity requiring specific skills. It’s like a sport for our small muscle 

groups. 
b. Each instrument requires a unique set of skills in order to communicate musical ideas through it. 
c. Nearly all musical ideas conveyed through an instrument are a result of some physical manipulation of 

the instrument.  
i. For wind players, exhalation muscles control air pressure to control dynamic levels while the 

tongue controls the starting and stopping of  sound. 
ii. Fingers move to change notes at specific times. 

iii. String players control the speed and pressure of the bow to change dynamic levels. Their left 
hand and fingers move precisely to change notes with accurate intonation. 

d. Building your technique will give you more flexibility and control of your musical expression. 
III. Warmup 

a. Why: 
i. Physically warmup your body to prepare for performance/practice 

ii. Maintain a base level of technique 
iii. Expand technique to improve control of your instrument 
iv. Building automaticity 

b. YOU need to identify skills that are necessary for your instrument to perform what YOU want to 
perform.  

i. For example, as a clarinetist, I need to address air and tone control, intonation accuracy, finger 
dexterity, voicing flexibility, and a variety of articulation techniques. What skills do your 
instrument require? 

c. A thorough warmup will help you develop, maintain, and expand skills that will make it easier to learn 
repertoire. 

d. Consistency is key with your warmup. It needs to be a regular part of your practice routine. You need to 
pay close attention to the most fundamental aspects of technique: precise finger movement, accurate 
intonation, proper breathing, avoiding tension, correct tongue placement on the reed, etc.  

IV. Application of Technique 
a. This is when you start practicing your repertoire. The skills you reinforce and build in your warmup are 

applied to your repertoire. 
b. Identify patterns you recognize. 
c. Try to keep your technique consistent with what you practice in your warmup. 
d. When that’s not enough, we need to isolate problematic passages, then connect them to surrounding 

passages. 
V. Goals: Every practice session needs to include goals.  

a. Short Term: tempo targets, certain number of repetitions without errors, overall consistency, etc. 
b. Long Term: a performance or recording, mastering a technique or musical work, etc. 

VI. Performance Preparation - The greatest antidote for fear is preparation – Chris Hadfield, astronaut 
a. What’s the difference between practicing and performing? 
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b. Trying to minimize differences will help maximize your performance outcomes. 
i. If you will stand for a performance, stand while practicing. 

ii. Try to practice the piece near the time of day of your performance.  
iii. Visualize yourself in the performance venue. 
iv. As you approach a performance, you need to practice running your repertoire without 

stopping—you can’t stop during a performance, so you need to get used to what it feels like 
physically and mentally to play beginning to end, dealing with whatever happens.  

VII. Factors affecting Performance/Practice 
a. Diet: You need fuel! Be sure to eat before a performance, which can sometimes be challenging if you’re 

nervous. I like carb-rich foods before a performance so I have plenty of energy available quickly. Heavy 
foods can make you feel lethargic as your body tries to process them – avoid these.  

b. Time of day: Do you practice better in the morning or in the middle of the night. Know when you’re at 
your best and try to find practice time during your best hours. However, if your best practice is in the 
morning and your performance is at night, you might want to work on getting used to playing later in 
the day.  

c. Sleep: Plenty of quality sleep cannot be overemphasized. My playing is directly affected by how much 
sleep I get. Around 7.5 hours is perfect—more or less is detrimental.  

d. Practice environment: Try to find a dedicated space to practice. Make sure it is conducive to 
productivity (minimal distractions, comfortable, has you need, reliable as a practice space). You need a 
stand, a comfortable chair that is appropriate for playing, writing utensils, metronome, tuner, maybe a 
recording device—the basics for a productive practice session.  

e. Overall practice habits: Do you practice only when something is coming up? Do you wait until you have 
done everything else in your day before opening the case? Do you sometimes tell yourself “it can wait 
until tomorrow?” Consistency and persistence will reap far better results, in both the short- and long-
term, than sporadic practice habits.  

f. Attitude: Think of practicing as an opportunity to improve yourself—you’re mastering a skillset that 
allows you to communicate through an artistic medium—enjoy that opportunity! Avoid negative self-
talk. Set realistic goals—progress is sometime fast and sometimes slow.  

VIII. Time-management 
a. Plan your practice. I dedicate around 2 hours every morning before teaching to get started, then do the 

rest in the evening after teaching.  
b. USE A CALENDAR!  
c. Use an alarm to dedicate a fixed amount of time to something. This will help you avoid focusing on only 

one thing and potentially neglecting others.  
IX. Tools You’ll Need 

a. Metronome  
b. Tuner 
c. Recording device (could be your phone) 
d. Pencil 
e. Stand 
f. Chair appropriate for practicing 

X. General Practice Tips 
a. Develop a routine and stick with it. Persistence is key!  
b. Practice around the same time every day – add it to your calendar 
c. Record yourself (and listen objectively). Can you hear what you’re trying to convey? 
d. Make a practice log (and us it!) 
e. Use an app to help you keep track of your practice 
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Practice Checklist 
General 

• Does anything hurt? 
• Is my posture appropriate for my instrument? 

Sound 
• How is my sound? Clear, junky, airy, unsteady, etc. Is it what I want it to be? 
• Does my reed feel too hard or soft? Is it balanced? 
• Can I play the full range of the instrument? 
• Am I in tune (tuner, drone)? 
• Am I experiencing excess squeaks or subtones? 

Finger Technique 
• Are my fingers moving evenly from note to note? 
• Am I with the metronome? 
• Are my fingers moving as little as possible? 
• Are my fingers flat or curved? 
• Is my hand position comfortable? 

Articulation 
• Is my articulation clean? 
• Can I articulate in all registers? 
• What part of my tongue is touching what part of the reed? 
• Is my articulation technique correct? 
• How high can I do interruptions? 
• How fast can I play page 22 cleanly? Am I making improvements? Am I playing the rhythm accurately? 
• If you double tongue, how high? Does the pitch change between notes above E5? 

Musicality 
• Have I studied the score and recordings? 
• Am I making a musical statement that is unique to me or am I copying someone else? 
• Have I thought about the harmonic and formal structure of the piece? 
• Am I playing stylistically correct? 
• Am I conveying the phrases effectively? 
• Am I allowing my technique to serve my musical ideas or does my technique get in the way? 
• Am I understanding and paying attention to all details in the music? 

o Key signature 
o Time signature 
o Rhythm 
o Tempo 
o Articulation patterns and styles 
o Dynamics 
o Instructions 
o Extended techniques 
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