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The information provided in this book is intended for information purposes only. You must not rely on it as an alternative to medical advice from your doctor or other professional healthcare provider. You should consult with a doctor or healthcare professional before starting any exercise, or if you have or suspect you might have a health problem. If you have any specific questions about any medical matter, you should consult your doctor or professional healthcare provider. You should never delay seeking medical advice, disregard medical advice or discontinue medical treatment because of information in this book.



Introduction

Improving on your instrument is as much about being aware of how you practice, as it is how much you practice. As a musician myself, over the years I have learnt how important this is to get the most benefit. We don’t want to begin with enthusiasm and effort, but end up frustrated at a lack of progress with little direction as to what to do. 

This book will show you the most effective ways to practice your instrument, and can benefit beginner to intermediate level, while more advanced musicians may also find useful insights. Much of the information in this book is supported by references from respected scientific literature, a list of which can be found at the back of the book. For some parts of the book, an ability to read from guitar tablature is required.


The first part contains practice advice which can apply to any skill level. Starting with the broader topics such as how long and how often to practice, we gradually narrow down to specifics like coordination, timing, practice speed, and making sure our sessions are varied with different types of practice.


The second part looks at the physiology of the human body and how it plays a role in optimizing our improvement. This is because unless we look after important relevant factors away from when we practice, we aren’t fully doing justice to our efforts when we do practice.


The final part consists of thirty-four illustrated stretching exercises, body movements and massage points to keep our hands and body mobile and pain free.



Practice - How Much & How Often?

How much practice you need to do can depend on your goals. The greater the goals the more practice needed. Is music a hobby? Perhaps you are more serious and want to be the best you can? Maybe you want music to be your career or it already is?

Did you know that the more we learn the better we become at learning? The brain generalizes, which means that the better you become at a skill, the easier you pick up similar skills. This ability applies at any age. Neuroscientists have found that after training the brain, significant improvement occurs in memory function for other unfamiliar tests that were not already trained for, and this improvement endured for at least three months.(1) This is not only true for cognitive skills (i.e. thinking, learning, and understanding), but also motor skills involved in physical coordination,(2) which is obviously useful when learning to play a musical instrument.


Often, the physical state or posture of the body and hands required to play a musical instrument is unlike anything demanded from us in day-to-day life. For example, the calluses (hardened skin) on the fingertips that develop with pressing down on the fingerboard of stringed instruments, or the diaphragm muscles having the endurance to play a wind instrument without becoming over-strained. This is why, if you are a beginner you shouldn't be worried by the idea of practicing for many hours. Thirty minutes of serious practice is a good start. Many successful musicians who practice several hours a day did not necessarily start that way. Enthusiasm can grow over time. Determine a realistic amount of time to practice that you can stick to.


How Often? - Frequent practice for reasonable periods of time is more productive than infrequent and longer practice sessions. For example, thirty minutes practice six days a week is better than three hours all on one day of the week, even though in both cases you have practiced the same total amount of time. This is known as the “spacing effect” where studying in separate sessions spread out over time, gives better results than studying the same amount in a single long session.


The advantage of the spacing effect can be attributed to the important periods in-between practice, where memories are consolidated and neural connections are strengthened. This is just one of the many things your body does that you are not conscious of, and is particularly true during sleep, which plays an important role in motor memory consolidation, including finger skills.(3)


Therefore, we can see that practicing for three hours on one day of the week, will benefit from one period of sleep consolidation, whereas practicing for thirty minutes on six days of the week, will benefit from six times as much sleep consolidation. Consistency is the key. Practicing for many hours on one day will not make up for, or be as beneficial, as the missed practice on other days.


The principal remains the same if your practice sessions are longer. For example, eight hours of practice all on one day, will not be as good as eighty minutes on six days of the week.


Posture, Concentration & Patience

Being hunched over is constrictive on our tissues, can overload the muscles and ligaments in our lower back and impede our ability to breathe fully. For every inch the head is held forward its weight on the spine increases by 10 pounds.(4) This puts more strain on the muscles at the back of your neck that hold up your head. Good posture is a dynamic act, in which there is equal weight distribution with no muscles or joints being overworked. Good posture has been shown to enhance mood and improve how quickly your brain takes in, interprets, and responds to new information.(5) With proper body alignment everything functions better.

When practicing, try to sit or stand upright as much as your instrument allows. Aim to get your ears aligned over your shoulders and your shoulders over your hips, if possible. If you are standing up, aim to get get your hips over your knees and your knees over your ankles. While standing, it is better to have the strap set to a length that makes your instrument at least the same height on you, as it would be when sitting comfortably, so that your playing technique won’t require adjustment. 
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Having your instrument slung too low isn’t good for posture, requiring your back and neck to bend forwards, and can increase the angle of the wrist required for the fingers to reach around the fretboard.


If reading from sheet music, use a music stand set at a comfortable height with the music at eye level, whether sitting or standing, as this will help to keep your head upright. The distance should be close enough so that you don’t have to lean forward to read it, therefore if you require reading glasses, using them can benefit your posture. It can help to change posture every now and then during practice. You could change between sitting and standing during practice, or from one practice session to the next.


Concentration - Deliberate conscious practice is important. This means you should be doing something challenging enough that it requires your concentration. If you go over what you can already do with little effort, in other words mindless repetition, then you will barely improve. After all, it is better to discover what challenges you, than to not even try. That said however, whatever you practice, it should not be too difficult either.

There is a “Goldilocks” zone between a challenge being too easy and too hard, in which learning and improvement becomes optimal. This can be represented by a bell curve.
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This balance ensures you are continually challenged at the appropriate level to make consistent progress without your skill level getting stuck at a plateau, leading to boredom from being too easy, or frustration from being too difficult.

Avoid Distractions - Proper practice should be done without distractions. This means you should not be in the same room as a television that is on. No using the internet while you practice (unless it actually has something directly to do with the practice itself). Many well-known musicians in history would not have had a television, or other technology that has developed since then, in their childhood or throughout life. Perhaps this is a fortunate situation for their musical development.


There are computer programs that come under the heading of “productivity tools”, which can be used to block distractions like websites or computer programs, at times you set. These are useful for any work or study to be done away from, or on a computer. I use one myself. Two examples would be “StayFocusd” or “Leechblock”. Another one that can also block computer programs is called “Cold Turkey”.


Patience - Instant gratification for better or worse, has become a conditioned part of life in ways we don’t even consider. Once upon a time you would have to physically go to shops to buy anything you needed, or go to the library to learn something. Nowadays we can order things over the internet, as well as learn from it. In contrast, becoming a proficient musician will take time and practice, just like it always has.


Your own playing should satisfy you to a point that it becomes a positive reinforcement to practicing. Or, scientifically speaking; a feeling of being autonomous (self-determined) and competent enhances motivation.(6) It’s a positive feedback loop. For a basic example, rather than only playing your favourite music for an entire thirty minutes, it would be better to spend at least the first ten minutes practicing relevant technical exercises, scales, or a musical piece, to a metronome, set to a warm up speed. This way you'll progress faster and the fun stuff continues to be fun because you can do different things as you get better.


With any new challenge, it can be good to practice it until you are proficient before moving onto something else. However, if you find something particularly difficult and it is taking rather long, then it is OK to move on to other things to avoid frustration and maintain your interest. When you come back later you'll likely find that you are better at it, because remember, practice has a general effect.(1, 2)


Noticing your own progress isn’t always easy, especially in the short term. You are witness to every second of every minute of every hour that you practice. It is similar to the saying “a watched pot never boils” (PS always watch a pot when bringing it to the boil!). On the other hand, someone else who sees your playing less frequently, say once a month or so, will see more contrast in your progress from one time to the next. This could be a friend, colleague or music teacher. Constructive feedback is an important part of progress. It gives direction to your brain and nervous system to adapt and make necessary adjustments.(7)


Timing

Sense of timing and rhythm is a skill in its own right. Technical ability means little without it. Using a metronome during practice is important. Guitarists who have focused only on the technical side of playing and can play fast, yet have not practiced to a metronome, or over any other kind of steady beat, can lack rhythmic control. Once a metronome is introduced, they may play faster than the metronome is set due to how they are playing to their technical ability, rather than being aware of timing. You need to be able to play at various speeds whether slow, your fastest, or anything in between, and while playing through music, be able to keep a consistent tempo throughout. The benefits of using a metronome don’t just stop at music either, as bizarre as it may sound, even synchronized metronome training for golf practice can improve the motor timing and accuracy of your shot.(8)

When timekeeping is accurate it can be described as “tight” or “in the pocket”. Once your timing is tight, you can even deliberately pull the beat (playing slightly after the beat), to make the music feel relaxed, typically seen in some Jazz music or Reggae. You can also push the beat (play slightly before the beat) to create a more hurried feel, like the rhythm guitar on the song “Roxanne” by Sting, or the rhythm guitar on “One Way or Another” by Blondie.


How to Stay in Time - To illustrate how technical playing ability and timekeeping are different disciplines, try setting a metronome to a very slow speed (40 beats per minute, or even 30 if it goes that low) and attempt to clap on each beat. How close to each beat are you? Were you right on it every time? It’s tricky isn’t it? If you’re not already good at this, then there’s a reasonable chance that your method was to wait for each beat and clap in response. In other words you were reacting to the beat. This may seem a logical way to do it but there will often be a delay; by the time you’ve heard the beat, processed and relayed to your hands, it will be at least a little late. This is only marginally better than trying to guess when the next beat is.


On the other hand, pacing yourself to the beat is to be aware of the spaces in time between the beats and make an accurate enough approximation of when the next will occur. This way you can internalize the tempo and match it. The more you do this the better you’ll get. A professional musician will be able do this accurately. Following is a visual example using physical distance to represent time between beats, which are represented by dots. By knowing the distance between two or more equally distanced dots you can know where the next equally distanced dot should be. On the following row of dots, put your finger where you think the next dot should be (don’t use a ruler)….
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Hopefully you put your finger very near to, if not onto, where the next dot would be. Similarly, to stay in time in to music you need to pace yourself to the beat; if you notice you are behind, speed up a little because you’re going too slowly. If you are ahead, slow down a little because you’re going too fast. It’s a bit
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 Thank you for buying this Book!


  

  
    There’s just one thing I’d like to ask
  


  
    I hope it’s not too much a task
  


  
    When you’ve had time to have a look
  


  
    Perhaps you could review (or rate) this book?




Genuine reader reviews have value. They help other readers discover this book and they support my work as an author.
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