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Creating Independent learners in your orchestra 
Expect students to take responsibility for their learning, for getting better, for doing the right thing.  When they fail to take appropriate responsibility make them aware they are not matching your expectations.

Important:  

#1:  We train everything we get from our students so train them well.  Nothing to practice the first day—you have already trained a student not to practice.  

#2:  Students continue to do what they learn first.    The first sound.  The first finger pattern.  The first bow speed.  The first bow motion.  Dependence on the teacher for all new ideas.
Day 1:  Something to practice— Instrument and music vocabulary


Alphabet a-g and g-a (parental help what comes before c, after d etc.)


Names of open strings  
Hold students responsible for improvement between sessions.  Notice if they don’t improve and don’t be afraid to let them know you noticed.  If you don’t they will not see any reason to do what you ask them to do.  At the start, always check to see if students did the assignment, otherwise you have taught them your assignments are unimportant.  

Students have no idea what to do to practice.  You must teach them every step of what should be done in a practice session and how to organize it.  Be very specific and clear, and practice how the students should practice with them before you send them home.

Why do non-professional orchestras sound bad?  They make a poor sound.  They don’t play together or in rhythm.  They do not play in tune.  That’s it.  Solve these things and your orchestra sounds reasonably good.  Yes it is that simple.

The Henry Hierarchy of skills (how to create a good orchestra):

Sound

Rhythm

Pitch

Anything Else

Sound:  Work to make the first sound memorable—in a good way.  I tube first to set the bow hand.  Nice full moving down bow on open D pulled off the string for the first sound.
Good sound is the first key to creating a good orchestra and motivated learners.

Students who sound good enjoy playing more, practice more, and make better progress.
The reason students do not sound good?  ______________________________________

Underlying idea:  If you are making a good sound you must be doing most things correctly.   
Sound drills for any age:
7 level drill




Double stops smooth and long




Harmonics (shifting)




Open strings--Long and even sound

Teach long bow strokes and moving the bow.  Teach students how to change speed of arm/bow

Quick check for any age:  Have student play 4 open D strings.  If you don’t think the sound is very good ask the student if they like the way they sound.  Most have never thought about it and aren’t paying attention.  Help them make a good sound using your hand with theirs on the bow, and then ask them to repeat it.  Improve their set up but focus on the sound.  If they hear their sound get better they will work to learn new habits because they can hear a reason for changing.
Better or worse?  
Teach students what to do to make a better sound.  Have them experiment by changing 1 thing at a time and telling you after each attempt if the sound is better or worse.

Teach lane changes 

Teach bow speed change in a single bow stroke

Rhythm:  The eighth note is the most important unit of beat.

Rhythm is relational.  Teach twice as fast and twice as slow.

Drill in rhythmic units.  Four beats playing, four beats resting.

Teach individual note lengths, but teach groupings much like you would teach vocabulary

Flash cards are a fabulous way to teach grouping rhythms.

Teach students to say rhythms (any system)—if you can say it you can play it.

Make sure students can go twice as fast and twice as slow with ease.

Older students must be made to count (the only way to check this is to have them count out loud-

in a group you must see their mouths move)

Count and clap

Count and pluck (without pitch if needed at first)
Bow the rhythm on an open string (2 measures at a time maximum) 
Have students point to all the measures with the same rhythm in the piece they are working on 

and then play each like measure in turn
Have students identify all the different rhythmic patterns used in a simple piece

Find the fastest note in a passage.  Divide all the notes into this speed of note.
Student must be taught to create their own pulse.  You will see it when they start to do it.  Most 

students stop feeling the pulse during rests (you taught them this early because rests were
 unimportant for a long time as the student started playing) 
Force students to hold notes full value into rests and feel the pulse at release.

For tough entries teach the student to subdivide the rests into the needed entry point.

Teaching pitch discernment:  Long hard process.  In general do not have students match pitches of yours or of the piano.  Make them hear right and wrong intervals for themselves.

Listen closely to your orchestra play D-E.  They are probably not in tune.  Your group will never be consistently in tune until they can play this distance correctly.  Practice putting instruments into playing position and playing D-E correctly.  Go to rest position and do it again, and again.
Use patterns of sound (teach students to hear the patterns you hear—many don’t recognize them)

DE  DE ad infinitum( in lessons tell students too high or low for a few times then let them start to make their own adjustments.


DE  AB (must hear the sameness—I call it a flavor) also straight across strings is not easy.  DEF  ABC


DEF#  ABC#


DEF#G   ABC#D

DEF#GA CDEFG

DEF#D  DF#D

DEF#G  DGD

This is a great time to teach intervals and scale degrees.

Teach Ringing Notes and octaves.  Stop students when they get a ringing tone right and have 
them play it again and listen(they didn’t hear it the first time--they were busy playing

Try this as a scale practice strategy:  1,1-2-1, 1-2-3-21, 1-2-3-4-3-2-1 etc.

Have them sing then play (I am not successful at this but others are)

Have them play to amorphous background music and hear their pitch with chords (GIA Do It 

Improvise in All the Modes tracks 1 and 2 D major, 3 and 4 G major, 5 and 6 C major
If older students who play in tune hit narps or flaturals have them say the note names and half 
and whole steps for pitch check
For better hand position have students get both knuckles of first finger above fingerboard.

Some students need tactile guidance to get close to correct pitch in the initial stages of learning
Practice Ideas—or doctor tools for sick pieces
We all know that playing pieces over and over is not effective practice.  If you want your students to find better and more efficient ways to practice, you will have to teach them.  Take time to do it.  Students will find practicing more rewarding, do it more often, and get better faster if they have some idea of what to do.

1:  Add a note—look at and perform first two notes of passage, then three, then four.
2:  Say, pluck, play—Say letter names, pluck the notes, play them with the bow
3:  Better or worse—Play a measure, phrase, or line twice and decide better or worse.  Focus on 

sound, then rhythm, then pitch, then change aspects of playing to try to make it better.
4:  Three penny practice—place three pennies on a stand.  Each perfect rendition of measure, 

phrase, or line moves a penny over.  A mistake moves them all back.  Three perfect 

renditions must take place before going on.
5:  Four plus one—practice a four note grouping of eighths or sixteenths plus the next note.  Add 

grouping by grouping
6:  Measure by Measure—Practice one measure until learned, learn the next one, then combine.
7:  Measure plus one—Practice one measure plus the next note to practice the connection
8:  Backwards practice—Start with the last two notes of passage and work backwards, one note 

at a time.  This will change the bowing equation often if student always starts with a 

down bow.  This strategy helps students get out of always starting in the same spot.
9:  Open string rhythm—practice the rhythm only then repeat the correct rhythm with the notes.  

This works for a maximum of two measures at a time.
10:  Count and Clap—Use a counting system to count and clap rhythms (Count and pluck too)
11:  Bow Subdivision—Find the fastest note in a rhythmically challenging passage.  Figure out 

how many fast notes fit in each of the longer notes.  Move the bow at the fast note speed


and play the correct number of strokes needed on long notes without changing bow speed

12:  Silent Practice—Play a passage with fingers only and no sound.  Any hesitation or wrong 

moves will be mistakes when playing
13:  Stop the Bow—For slurs and challenging bowing patterns stop the bow at each bow change
14:  Slow to Fast—Start slow enough to do everything right (most students never get that slow)
15:  Changing Rhythms—Long short and short long for fast technical passages of steady 16ths 
16:  Friendly Reminder—Have students place a stuffed animal in their visual field while 

practicing.  The animal is the teacher and every time they see it they are to remember 

what habit they are trying to break.

How students can  know they have a piece well learned:  Have them find the easiest measure in a piece and play it.  When the remainder of the piece sounds as well and plays as easily they are done.  Another way to judge is when the first rendition of a piece in a practice session contains no errors, hic-ups, bloops, or pauses it is well learned.

Below find a practice sheet for the first day of one of my lessons:
Things to work on:

1:  Parts of the instrument and the bow

2:  Know and be able to say your alphabet from A-G forwards and backwards:


Have somebody check your knowledge and speed by asking things like what letter comes before F 

or what letter comes after C(In the musical alphabet when you get to G you start over at A so A 

comes after G and G comes before A)

3. Know the letter names of your strings

4. Practice your bow balancing act.  Hold the bow somewhere in the middle of the stick with your left hand while keeping the frog of the bow close to your right hand.  With your right hand grab a glass of squishy water.  Pour it out.  Bend the thumb knuckle out then set the bow on the thumb.  Let the fingers fall around the stick.  Do not put the fingertips on top of the stick, except for the pinky.  

5. Tube to your favorite music.  Find the beat and tube to the beat.  Then try some strokes that are two beats long.  Then try some strokes that are two to every beat.  Practice two-three minutes of tubing two or three times a day.
****Important**** When tubing stop often and check how your bow balance is doing.  It is more important to get a good bow balance than it is to tube a lot.

DO NOT TRY THE BOW ON THE STRINGS.  WE AREN'T READY FOR THAT YET.
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