Good Practice Methods

· To practice effectively you have to be able to concentrate effectively all through the practice period, whether it’s ten minutes or an hour at a time. There is little point in forcing yourself past the point where you cannot play while being critical of any mistakes that you might be making. This would only result in reinforcing mistakes making them more difficult to rectify in the future.

· Where to practice? You really have to be away from the TV. You cannot split your concentration well between two subjects no matter what you might think. Practicing where other people are trying to do homework, read or whatever will only result in pain  especially if you have not reached the stage of playing tunes yet or are concentrating on exercises.

· Try to restrict yourself to learning just one new thing at a time and don’t grind away at it for hours, you’ll only get stale. If you can, go back to something which you can play well and enjoy every so often to give yourself a break. Don’t be too hard on yourself while learning it will come with time.

· Relax! A ’Grip of Death’ on the chanter will only lead to stiff fingers which will not be able to play with the speed and precision needed to sound good. You will have to look constantly for this developing as you play. This affects players at all levels. Biting the chanter hard is also a sign of tension and will only result in worn out mouthpieces and teeth! Relax…………… Then you will be able to feel the music, not just play it like an automaton.

· Listen to the great pipers playing simple tunes (maybe even tunes that you know already) and analyse them. Why do they sound so good? Notice how slowly they seem to play without the tune losing its life. When was the last time you played “The Green Hills” like that?

Tune Learning
· When you are learning a new tune get a copy of it being played, whether by someone who plays it well or being played on a computer by a programme such as Bagpipe Music Writer Gold, Celtic Pipes or PiobMaster (see your Bagpipe Supplier or online sources for these). Listen to the tune over and over and over with the printed music …….. until you can whistle, hum or sing it by memory. This will enable you to carry it around everywhere you go without needing any technology or batteries!

· Using piping software you can usually get the program to play just a part or even a bar or two over and over and at reduced speed so that you can play along with it until it sinks in.

· Try different strategies for learning a tune: Some people find that it’s easier to learn each part from the last couple of bars (which are often repeated each time) and work towards the start of the part a bar or two at a time. This way you play the more well known bit first then go on to the bits that are new to you. Others prefer to work through from start to finish.
· Write on your music if it’s not in a book. If it is, make a photocopy. Use different coloured highlighters to mark up the parts which are the same (like endings often are). Make notes on the music especially where points are made by your tutor or (especially) by the Pipe Major who might want more emphasis (hold on longer) on one note or less emphasis (cut the length) of another. Music should have lots of notes written on it as the notation given is only a guideline and there is much work to be done in making the music come alive with proper phrasing etc. To this end, always bring a pencil or pen(s) to practice and don’t be afraid to use them. 
· Use a metronome. Almost no professional musicians practice without a metronome and you should ask yourself why you think your sense of timing is better than theirs? In a band situation it is someone else who sets the tempo to follow not you and, no matter what you may imagine, your foot is not keeping as good time as you assume. Many people have difficulty playing along with a metronome and feel that it actually puts them off the beat (it’s a problem with your interpretation of where the beat lies and your technique that is at fault). The beat frequently does not lie on a melody note; they usually reside on a leading grace note but may also be located in a position somewhere inside an embellishment. 
· When practising a tune (any tune) do not play all the way through trying to remember where you need to fix things. This does not work. Stop at a problem area, back up to the phrase before the problem one and play it over (with the music in front of you for reference) carefully and precisely correcting the problem as slowly and as often as necessary to commit the correct phrasing to muscle memory. If you can play the phrase correctly ten times without a mistake you are probably getting there. Going over the phrase once correctly does not fix mistakes in phrasing, expression and timing.
· Learn music slowly, very slowly if necessary, and at the same tempo throughout. Play throughout at the tempo of the hardest part of the tune where you naturally slow down. Many, many pipers play the first few bars slowly then rush the last few repeated bars because they have already learned those bars previously and they invariably have trouble keeping a steady tempo throughout the tune or set after they have committed all the notes to memory.

· Only when the notes are committed to memory can you then set about creating the expression necessary for your audience to enjoy the music you produce. Don’t be afraid to experiment with phrasing and stress (pedagogic stress if you want to get pedantic!) - holding notes longer than indicated on the printed score, to see what works best in a tune but please bear in mind that the way your Pipe Major wants the music phrased is final.
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