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Lesson 20 Intro 

In this lesson, we’ll talk about how to customize your practice time so that you 

can flow from one task to the next efficiently and effectively. When your 

practice has a rhythm and a flow, it will be more engaging, productive, and fun. 

The “Fiddle School Practice Like a Champion” method is based on daily sessions. 

While consistent practice is obviously more effective than intermittent work, it’s 

also more important for practice to be concise and focused rather than long and 

“thorough.” Sure, some days you’ll be in the mood for a long musical workout, 

and you should go for it if the inspiration arises. But it’s key that nothing takes 

away from your daily routine, not even a marathon practice session here and 

there. After decades of playing and teaching, I’ve learned the value of consistent, 

focused practice. I’ve used that experience to develop this method, along with 

the influence of Ivan Galamian, the late, great classical violin pedagogue.  

First, I recommend that you start a practice journal so that you can customize 

each practice session. Going through a written list will help you organize your 

thoughts, to do’s, and goals and create a nice flow to your practice. Why work 

harder than you need to? At the end of your practice, write out a couple points 



you want to address in the next practice. We’ve made this easy for you by 

creating ready-made practice pages available in the notes tab. Begin by printing 

out 6-7 of them for your upcoming week of practice sessions.   

Using the Fiddle School “Practice Like a Champion” method will help you take 

your practice to a new level. And with quality practice, you’re well on your way 

to becoming a musician who plays with feeling, solidity, and confidence. The 

method consists of consists of three equal sections and one bonus section at the 

bottom:  

1. Foundation Time: This is your warm up and skill building time. In this 

time, you focus your thoughts and send them from mind to body. 

2. Noticing Time: This is when you notice and make observations, then fix 

and find solutions. Here, you go from curiosity to problem solving. 

3. Action Time: This is when you put everything together and perform. Be 

yourself; make it sound musical. Your mental space here is: Lights, 

Camera, Action! Oh, and one more important task: Enjoy!  

4. Learning Time (*Bonus Section): This section is for learning new things, 

from songs and techniques to theory and chords. Your mental space is: 

Engage new material. And have fun too! 

You may be naturally drawn to certain sections of practice more than others. 

Observe this in yourself and make an effort to keep the time you spend in each 

section even, especially in the first three, because it is the uneven division that 

can create problems in your playing. Take it from me: the section you’re least 

crazy about is probably the one you need the most. 

While honing your practices, you’re still going to learn two great Texas style 

tunes: first, Sally Ann is the perfect vehicle to put this practice to the test. It’s a 



lesser known breakdown that’s great for jams or contests. And you’ll learn the 

Bob Wills Western swing song Lily Dale. Both are real favorites of mine.  

The Road to Mastery 

The road to mastery is not paved by what you practice, but by how you practice it. 

There isn’t a “one size fits all” practice method, so it’s very important to adapt 

your practice to fit YOU and who you are as a musician. The best practice 

methods have two key components:  

1. A good flow that gets you warmed up, improves your technique, and 

maintains and increases your repertoire.  

2. Mental alertness throughout your practice. This is the tool that’ll really 

take your playing to the next level. By not dwelling on one part of the 

practice for too long, you keep your mind fresh and engaged.  

Some days, it’s easy for your mind to wander while your fingers and arms keep 

moving through countless repetitions. This kind of practice lacks direction and 

control and can actually be harmful because it reinforces bad habits. Remember, 

you’ll get good at whatever you practice, so practicing improving speed with a 

bad bow hold is practicing both the speed and the bad bow hold. 

By engaging your mind in a slow and steady routine, you can build skills and 

avoid forming bad habits that you’ll have to fix later. This kind of practice turns 

you into a three-dimensional musician who plays with feeling, control, and 

tasteful style. In the next videos, you’ll learn how to build this kind of routine 

using the four phases of the Fiddle School practice method.  

The road to mastery is about constantly strengthening basic skills and keeping 

old habits in check while you learn harder and harder songs. As you start down 

this road, it’s a good time to check in and revisit basic skills that you want to 



improve, such as rhythm, positioning and technique, mental relaxation, relaxed 

muscles, etc. This is exactly what I work on, so welcome to the party! 

Part I: Foundation Time 

Lay out your music practice session into three evenly timed parts (we’ll get into 

the 4th “bonus” part, Learning Time, later). For each section, you’ll use a specific 

frame of mind to shape the way you practice.  

The Foundation Time opens every practice session. In the first part of 

Foundation Time, the goal is to get centered and mentally alert. To do so, you’ll 

want to warm up with the best possible habits using fundamental exercises and 

scales. In the second part, you’ll refine your technique and work on skill building 

within challenging phrases of your tunes. These are what I call “checkpoints.”  

During this time, you’ll get good at using your mind to send specific directions to 

your body. The most important principle of the Foundation Time is to create a 

chain of actions: your mind may know complex concepts such as finger or wrist 

position, but now the task is to send clear directions to your body so that these 

movements can be performed smoothly, naturally and consistently. This gives 

you the ability to translate knowledge into action with a minimum of tension or 

self-consciousness. And once you integrate this into your work, the stress goes 

away! In fact, it doesn’t feel like work anymore. It’s just what happens when you 

sit down to play. Your mind and body are connected.  

The best way to strengthen this connection is to begin your practice with a 

defined, intentional warm up that progresses from simple to more complex. This 

is why I always have my students begin their practice time with the one-note jam 

(a very valuable exercise when done with focus). The basic idea is that by making 

the right arm the sole focus of this warm-up activity, we can really hone in and 

refine its mechanics, tuning into everything that goes with our right arm actions 

along the way.  



It’s deceptively difficult to focus on one specific aspect of your playing, such as 

the right arm. Sometimes I’ll be thinking about my right arm, ONLY my right 

arm, and I realize two minutes later that I’ve just planned what I’m going to 

make for dinner.  

So, how can you hold yourself accountable and make a conscious effort to 

strengthen your mental focus? First of all, take a deep breath. Say the thing 

you’re working on out loud in a few words. See the connection between your 

mind and body as you ask yourself to create the motion and the sound you want 

to hear through your warm up. And no matter what you’re working on, enjoy the 

process of making even one note sound beautiful. Once you’ve done a focused 

one note jam, take the same approach with a left hand warm up, such as slowly 

playing a scale (with relaxed fingers and hand, open ears and the same attention 

to beauty) or doing a positioning/intonation exercise. Remember, the goal is to 

be focused and attentive to what matters – and again, what matters is playing 

with a relaxed body and creating a beautiful sound.  

After this, when your mind is engaged and your right arm and left arm feel in 

sync, it’s time to move on to the skill building “checkpoints.” These are spots 

within songs that might give you trouble, such as 2-4 notes that are difficult to 

navigate, or a tricky bowing pattern. 

Complete this phase of your Foundation Time by dissecting a trouble spot or two 

and practicing in small chunks. By taking such a close look, you might also gain a 

deeper connection to the song as a whole. So many times, these fiddle tunes 

collect themselves in our minds as just one big heap of notes. But it’s so nice to 

gain the skill to pull out a couple notes and get to know them really well, even if 

you first did it as a problem solving exercise. Later, when you’re playing a song 

and those notes come by, it’ll feel like seeing an old friend on the street, rather 

than just some people you kind of know but struggle to recognize. Practicing in 

small chunks gives you some clear cut sections to work out, and before long, you 



learn to anticipate the movements you need without thinking too much. This all 

comes from a good practice that strengthens your mind-to-body connection. 

By the time you’ve finished your Foundation Time, you’re warmed up and have 

addressed areas of difficulty in the tunes that you’re about to work on. This 

section can be the most mentally and physically tiring of them all, but remember 

that the payoff is huge. The energetic goal of Foundation Time is to really rev up 

your mental and physical engines so that they’re rolling for the rest of practice.  

Preparing the Mind for Noticing Time 

How kind are your words to yourself? What is a curious mind vs a critical mind? 

Let’s undo the negative self-talk. Being curious is more about noticing and 

observing, while being critical is more like judging yourself. You want to be self-

aware, not self-conscious. Negative self-talk is not helpful to musical growth (or 

any growth, for that matter). There’s a world of difference between “Why do I 

always do this?!” (said angrily) And “I wonder why I do this?” (said with 

curiosity).  

Practice hard, but take a friendly attitude toward your practice. Observe yourself 

with curiosity and aim to maintain a positive attitude throughout your session. 

Both Foundation Time and Noticing Time are where we focus on physical control 

and what I like to call a “curious ear.”  

No matter what you’re practicing, constantly use your curious ear. The curious 

ear can tell when something’s working and when it’s not quite there yet. To 

exercise your curious ear, it helps to record yourself and listen back to it. By 

keeping your ear constantly engaged as you listen back, you’re training yourself 

to hear your playing exactly as the audience would. When you record and listen, 

you can make fixes and then record again. Once you see the benefits, you’ll be 

inspired to do this more often. Your curious ear is your best teacher! When 

you’re practicing in the mirror, your curious ear learns to listen in a different 



way: in conjunction with your eyes. You are now using your full self to become 

the musician you would like to be! 

Part II: Noticing Time 

The Noticing Time is when you engage your ability for self-observation and learn 

to observe with curiosity. In this time, you’re adding to what you did in the 

Foundation Time, except now you’re playing longer sections as you put the 

pieces of your songs together. What was once 2-4 notes is now 2-8 measures (or 

one part of the song, like a verse or chorus). Here, you might start out by playing 

a section of a song with the goal to observe yourself without wearing yourself 

out or losing focus.  

The key to making positive changes in your playing is to become aware of your 

challenges. It can sometimes be difficult to notice your own issues, but once you 

start to see them, you’re on the road to fixing them. In Noticing Time, you’ll play 

detective as you find trouble spots, but you’ll also play the part of the fixer who 

solves them. As you get better at this, you might just see how much fun this 

process can be.  

You’ll want to have two tools handy for your Noticing Time:  

1. A mirror 

2. A recording/video device (smartphones are incredible!) 

These tools will help you notice things in your playing that might be hard to 

catch without an outside perspective. Now you’re left with a simple two-step 

process: Step One:  Notice. Step Two: Fix.  

 

 

 



Step One: Notice & Observe by Looking & Listening  

Notice and take an interest in what’s going on with your playing as if you’re 

outside of yourself. To stay engaged, I recommend rotating every couple of days 

between using the mirror and recording. 

Look: By using the mirror, you’ll see the good stuff and notice trouble spots and 

physical challenges in your playing. All of this is to be observed with kindness 

and curiosity at this stage of the process.  

When self-observing, you can find very good playing elements to consider in my 

You Be the Teacher hand out. Here are a few to get you going, and feel free to 

come up with your own too: 

1. How does my posture look? 

2. Right arm/hand/fingers? 

3. Left arm/hand/fingers 

4. Do I look relaxed? Where am I holding my tension? 

5. Do my motions look smooth? 

6. Is my face relaxed?  

7. Am I making this look fun? 

Listen: Sometimes I think I’m sounding great and then I record myself just to 

double check. Lo and behold, when I hear myself as an audience member would, 

I’m often shocked and surprised. “This can’t be how I sound! I’m a failure! I 

suck!” Then all this despair and drama shifts into something productive: “I had 

no idea my rhythm was dragging there. Wow, there’s an out of tune note. My 

goodness, when I was actually playing this, I was focusing so hard that I forgot to 

listen. Okay, I can fix those things and I’ll sound so much better.”  



Can you sense my shift? It’s all part of the flow of the practice routine. My shock 

and dismay were a very normal reaction to seeing things anew from an outside 

perspective, using those tools mentioned above. And once you get through that 

same initial shock of hearing yourself (and trust me, you’ll also be surprised by 

the good things you hear in your own playing,) you’ll enjoy the rewards of 

recording yourself, listening back, noticing, and fixing. In fact, it’s a thrill. When 

you record yourself again and hear your improvements, you’ll know you’re on 

the right track. Give yourself a pat on the back! You’re doing this right.  

Here are a couple of things to listen for (again, I encourage you to come up with 

your own too): 

1. Notice your own personal nuances  

2. Notice your tone  

3. Listen to your rhythm and timing 

4. Listen for the tuning (Is your instrument in tune? Are you playing in 

tune?) 

5. Do you sound like YOU? 

6. Is there a natural flow to your playing? 

7. Does my playing have the right vibe for the tune? Does it have life? 

Step Two: Fix & Find Solutions 

Step one of Noticing Time is your opportunity to get to know yourself better as a 

musician. Step two is when you get to be your own teacher! Now it’s time to do 

the fixes. Make this as enjoyable of a process as you can. (Remember that you can 

always put some of the fixes into your practice for the next day – don’t let 

yourself get overwhelmed). Prioritize the biggest elements you would like to 

“fix” today. You’ll want to ask yourself questions like these:  

1. Of the elements I noticed, what would I like to troubleshoot today?  



2. What type of issue is it? Positioning, musical expression, rhythmic, 

stylistic etc. (again, refer to my “You Be the Teacher” handout for ideas) 

3. How can I improve it? Remember, the easiest and most general way to fix 

something is to “slow it down” and “take a small chunk.” (Note: you may 

want to earmark certain spots to put into tomorrow’s Foundation Time.) 

4. Enjoy making improvements! 

Here’s an example of how step two could look: Say you’re playing your song and 

everything sounds great, except it doesn’t sound smooth. Why? Are you lifting 

your left fingers too high? Nope. Looks good. Do you need to work more on 

learning the song? No. You know it. What could it be? Notice that your 

positioning is stiff and you just need to relax physically. Problem solved! Relax 

your body and breathe. Keep scanning for any tension as you play through a 

couple of repetitions. Make relaxation a habit, and everything sounds better.  

In the Noticing Time, you learn how to integrate Foundation Time “checkpoints” 

into your songs to make them sound not only beautiful and musical, but also 

sound like YOU. People can close their eyes and know who is playing.  

Part III: Action Time 

Lights, Camera, Action. Hmmmm. How about: Lights, Camera, Enjoy? 

I love how (classical violin pedagogue) Ivan Galamian described a phase of 

practice that he calls “performance time,” and this influenced me as I adapted it 

to fit my “action time” practice section (and philosophy). Here are his words:   

Action Time is where everything comes together, the ultimate stage of your 

practice. Depending on your personality type, you may really be drawn to this 

stage, or you may try to talk yourself out of it. This is when you’ll play with your 

play-along tracks, band tracks, etc., and keep playing straight through the song, no 

matter what. Here, you put on your game face, give it your all, and play fearlessly 



and without self-consciousness or tension. Even if you’re feeling like a song is too 

new or you’re still struggling with a certain element, this is no longer going to hold 

you back. – Ivan Galamian 

In Action Time, you take a deep breath and put all those concerns behind you. You 

push forward and find out where you’re at -- and you show the joy in your music. 

Even if you’re not feeling it, that doesn’t matter anymore: you put on your game 

face and go, even if that means you are pretending to be brave. Did you ever hear 

about that study where even faking a smile can send endorphins to your brain? 

Use this! I smile every day in my practice, and it really helps me to lighten up and 

give my fiddle tunes the happy feeling they deserve.  

In Action Time, be sure to choose a playing speed that’s comfortable for you so 

you have the brain space to enjoy your song. Notice your tripping points here, 

but don’t be bothered by them. Practice moving through the tough parts and 

brushing off unexpected events. Show off your stuff and don’t look back. 

Also, when you’re playing with any type of play-along track, sing the song in 

your head as you’re playing. If you need to stop, it’ll help to keep the tune going 

in your mind so that you know where to come back in. This is a very valuable skill 

to develop, and it too takes practice. Finally, as you review your songs, remember 

that maintaining songs is progress. The wins can come all kinds of ways.  

Remember, mistakes will occur, but it is how you react to them that can make 

you a better musician. That’s why Action Time is the final stage of your three-

part core practice session. It’s an opportunity to practice moving through 

everything that comes your way and noticing how you feel before, during and 

after. Remember, you can always be in control of how you feel if you make this 

part of your practice. 

Many people also feel that they’re not good enough. They say things like, “when 

I’m better, I’ll play through the whole song.” Guess what? YOU are good enough 



NOW. It might be a cliché, but the message and the mindset are one and the 

same: go for it! The more you can exist in this “performance” frame of mind in 

every practice, the better. Even if your goals don’t include performance, this is 

still the essential time to make your songs sound like music, for you to enjoy 

your playing, and most of all, for you to enjoy yourself as a musician. It’s not just 

an opportunity to review songs that you’re good at playing; it’s a chance to really 

feel the magic of performing (even if only to yourself and your mirror and your 

recorder) and putting your music out into the world - or just your living room. 

Bonus Section: Learning Time 

Learning Time is the optional practice slice that you can plug in or omit 

depending on what you’re working on. If you’ve been learning tune after tune 

but they all sound the same and you really want to push yourself to make some 

lasting changes in technique, you may press pause on learning tunes and just 

focus on improving musicality, technique and interpretation within the tunes 

you already know. In fact, this is so important that I encourage my students to 

take this approach at least twice per year. (I force myself to do it too!) 

Another scenario in which you would leave out this practice phase is when 

you’re polishing tunes for a performance, gig, jam session, or contest. In this 

scenario, your Foundation Time and Noticing Time are very detail oriented. 

When I’m in the middle of focused repetitions, I get excited because I’ve seen the 

results that follow onstage and I know what’s coming. 

You’ll want to add the Learning Time when you’re learning a song, a part of a 

song, a new improvisation technique, new licks, or anything else new. I put the 

Learning Time after the Noticing Time because you may find you already know a 

part of a tune and review it in your Noticing Time, then segue to learning the 

rest of the song in the Learning Time. However, you can feel free to put the 

Learning Time anywhere within your practice, depending on what feels best. I’d 

encourage you to try different things on different days to see what you like. 



In the Learning Time, you’ll work with your learning references (whether they’re 

recordings, lesson instructions, sheet music, videos, etc.) to learn sections of a 

tune, repeat them, and then put them together. Once you’ve fully memorized the 

part, you’re ready to move into the Noticing Time. Conversely, if you’re working 

on something like a new improv technique, a chord progression, a scale or 

arpeggio, and your Foundation Time lasts too long, you can move it into your 

Learning Time to keep the sections even. 

Like every stage in this routine, keep things fun and focused. There’s a rhythm to 

a good practice session. Find it. My advice is to feel the flow. Enjoy that feeling as 

you move through the various parts of your session. Nothing here should feel 

rigid, so be flexible and creative with the way you use this framework. Enjoy the 

process, and enjoy your progress! 

Practice Development Dangers 

If you’re like me, you might get so tied up in the Building Time and Noticing 

Time that it becomes difficult to move on to the Action Time. But we’ve got to be 

careful; this type of fiddler runs the danger of sounding contrived and perfect, 

yet stiff. Each equally important phase of the Fiddle School practice method 

builds a different quality into your musicianship to help you sound not only 

surefooted, but fluid.  

If you’re the opposite and spend most of your time in the Action Time, you’ll 

reach an impasse with technical progress. You may sound fluid, but the lack of 

proficiency will be evident. Many self-taught players fall into this category, but 

if this is you, you’ve got a simple fix: just even out your practice time into equal 

parts. You’ll still get your Action Time, but spend equal parts in Foundation Time 

and Noticing Time and you’ll be amazed at how much progress you’ll make.  

The player who spends most of their time in the Noticing Time runs the risk of 

sounding inconsistent, since much of their practice is unfocused. This type of 



fiddler will have a difficult time integrating the semi-practiced phrases, since 

neither the basic foundation nor the performance mindset have been solidified. 

You can see how resting in any one category can be risky, but balancing them 

equally is a sure road to mastery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


