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Practising practice  

Nick Walkley      

1st April 2015 – First given to CEQ exam candidates, Welsh Guards Band, London. 

 
Firstly, a quick grammar lesson! 

Practise – a verb, the action of practising. 
Practice – a noun, the event of practice. 

This article and accompanying presentation is designed to help you improve your personal practice 
sessions. It is specifically aimed towards musicians undertaking preparation for an exam performance 
at the moment, but I hope it is relevant to all who are developing any kind of practical skill as the 
principles behind it can be transferred into other disciplines.  

Locking yourself away in a practice room doesn’t mean you are practising, even if you spend all of that 
time playing your instrument. However, in that time you may achieve useful practice, the benefits of 
which can be improved by practising better practice routines. Practice is a thing we can practise and 
improve. We’ve all had sessions where we’ve felt like we’ve achieved something and others where 
we’ve felt we have been wasting our time. To practise usefully, let us think about what good practice is: 

 

Part 1 – why practise? 

You might be practising now because someone told you that you need to do an exam. However, 
practice is not limited to someone preparing for a deadline. The exam is a goal that has been set to 
help you improve. Whether they are set for us or we set them ourselves, we will always need goals or 
targets. They needn’t be exams, but merely something higher to aim for like a difficult piece to 
perform in public, or mastering a particular study. 

What is achieved from reaching that goal then must be maintained – by practising it!  It never stops, 
or we lose what we achieved.   

I believe there are several ingredients to good practice: 

Motivation 

The goals we set should be ‘SMART’: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely. 

Working towards something we want and know we can achieve provides the first ingredient of 
practice, and the desire to go to the practice room. Targets and goals help stimulate the desire and 
energy required to be continually interested and committed to our own development and to make the 
effort to attain them. 

Inspiration 

We all need heroes. We need them to give us a reference of what we are trying to achieve. It is a fact of 
life that there will always be someone who has achieved more, even if it is in another field or 
discipline. Those people can inspire us to achieve our own great things. It is even better if they are our 
teachers, as they can help us directly to do that. 

Collect a mental list of your heroes. Know them as well as you can and use the lessons they have 
taught you to help you reach your goals.  

Work ethic 

Practice is the way any skill is developed. It is not something only limited to musicians! Anyone using 
a skill to carry out an action within a set timeframe under pressure will spend hours rehearsing that 
action so that they are confident it will happen for them when they need it to.  

We’ve all been doing it since day one; it is a fact of life that even Mo Farah had to learn to walk once, 
and there was a point in life where Sir Bradley Wiggins couldn’t ride a bicycle. That both of them 
refined each particular skill to the point of being better than anyone else at it required all of the above, 
and a great deal of practice.  

Having a great work ethic means having commitment to a work pattern and a routine that will 
eventually lead us to our goals. We must also remember that skills are developed slowly. There will be 
breakthrough moments and setbacks in equal measure, but taking those steps one by one will deliver 
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you to the eventual goal. Keep faith in that fact, and commit to small steps every day. It is a good thing 
to look back and see how far you’ve come, but important to remember how much further you have to 
go. 

Passion 

Steve Jobs (former CEO of Apple) said “the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is 
great work, and the only way to do great work is to love what you do”. 

We chose to be musicians. Sometimes other people choose when we have to play and what, but when 
that choice is ours we have the freedom to enjoy it. Get passionate about and interested in the music 
you choose to play, or choose music you are passionate about and interested in. That will make 
practising a joy, not a chore. Love what you are doing and great work will follow. 

 

Part 2 – Practice planning. 

A common question – “how much practice do you do”? 

The answer is usually wrongly given in hours, although the problem is in the question. There is a 
misconception that more practice hours equals better output. I disagree.  

Life doesn’t often afford us 9 hours a day to practice, and neither do our muscles. However, it is true 
that doing more good practice does get you further quicker. That doesn’t mean though that ‘doing 9 
hours practice today’ will necessarily make you 9 hours better than before you started. Neither is this 
an excuse for doing less practice! 

Experience tells me that concentration also starts to fade between 45 minutes – 1 hour. Breaks are 
important. Muscles need to refresh, and the brain is no different. If you are practising without 
concentration, you are wasting your time.  

I consider my personal practice as three different forms: Warm-up, technical and repertoire. 
These are each discussed in depth below, but they are closely related and always built into a single 
routine. 

Use the accompanying practice planner worksheet to devise a practice routine of 4 x 30 minutes each. 
Start by channelling your ambitions, long and short term goals into a set of manageable work routines. 
An example is given as guidance. 

 

Each session is specified for 30 minutes, but there is no reason why you shouldn’t carry on with an 
exercise beyond that time limit if things are going well and you are feeling a benefit from doing it. If 
you are tired or losing concentration, it is time to take a break. Respond to what your body is telling 
you but remain disciplined! 

With this plan you could achieve 2 hours total of useful practice in and around a busy working day by 
taking yourself off into a practice room for a short time. A total of 2 hours of focused practice through 
the day will likely be more useful than sitting in a room just playing through pieces for 4 hours 
straight. 

Metaphorically; you can hit a nail into a piece of wood in two sharp and well aimed hammer strikes, or 
you could spend all day trying to batter it in with a soft rubber mallet. Your choice! 

In essence, good practice is: “simple things understood deeply”.  

Or as my dad sometimes yelled to me from behind a bedroom door – “practice the things you can’t 
play, not the things you can!” 
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Part 3 – The Warm Up 

To have a thorough warm-up at the beginning of every day brings ease and focus to everything that 
follows. Typically, an ideal warm up for me it lasts anywhere between 15-30 mins depending on the 
condition of the muscles after the demands of the previous day. There are various different warm-up 
techniques which I have come to employ, again depending on how I feel things are developing as 
muscles awaken.  

A favourite format for my typical warm-up follows one that Pacho Flores described in a masterclass 
when I was a student at the Royal Academy of Music. I noted this down in detail, and have used those 
notes as guidance most days since. 

Crucially, it builds on fundamentals. 

Each individual fundamental aspect of playing my instrument is introduced and rehearsed to a point 
where it is functioning at its maximum potential. It follows the order of: 

1. Body stretching/mind focus 

2. Breathing 

3. Buzzing (vibration of the lips) 

4. Buzzing with mouthpiece 

5. Long tones with instrument 

6. Flow patterns with instrument 

7. Articulations within flow patterns 

8. Flexibility 

 

This thorough build up of fundamentals should be done at the beginning of every until you feel you 
have reached your own point of maximum potential. You are preparing your full body for the 
imminent demands of playing an instrument. It serves as a daily reminder of all the things you have 
learned previously and everything that is necessary to be at your best. 

If you are coming back to the instrument later in the day after a long rest, a 5 minute condensed 
version of this is usually enough.  

My full notated warm-up routine is uploaded as a pdf at: 

https://nickwalkley.files.wordpress.com/2014/12/daily-trumpet-warm-up-nw.pdf 

 

Part 4 – Technical practice 

Like any tradesman’s tools there are many different aspects of a musician’s technique that must be 
kept sharp and ready for use when required. In this process it is also possible to improve this skill set 
and ever expand the overall ability. In a practice routine I would normally follow this out of a typical 
warm-up after a 5 minute break, depending on the demands of the rest of the day.  

In the summer of 2013 I attended a week-long course in Dublin in which Anthony Plog discussed the 
organisation of practice, and compartmentalising each aspect as an area to target with specific 
exercises. He talked of this as a ‘practice pyramid’, and from this I interpreted and drew out the 
diagram below. At the very centre of this pyramid he said was the idea of airflow; an aspect of 
technique which is central to all others. By concentrating attention on this it is possible to improve 
other areas such as articulation, high register, lip flexibilities etc. At the bottom of the pyramid are 
those skills which are not as physically demanding – skills which can be practiced regularly. In the 
Top triangle there are techniques which should be attended to less often to avoid over working the 
muscles, e.g. extreme high register, stamina building and intense lip flexibilities.  

By concentrating efforts on maintaining the core skills, the demanding techniques in the upper 
triangle will find themselves in reasonable shape. The idea is also that area of the pyramid reflects 
overall technical ability – naturally as the core and base of this pyramid is expanded, its upper reach 
naturally rises with it.  
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This relates specifically to the trumpet, but I imagine it is true for most brass instruments and possibly 
most other wind instruments; working on the fundamental core skills will improve other techniques. 
Air flow is at the centre of that – not surprising for a wind instrument!  

 

Figure 1.  Pyramid of trumpet technique 

What isn’t accounted for in this diagram are the musical skills for which we practice this technique. 
For example, scales, arpeggios, transposition, sight reading etc. The studies which improve technique 
are all based on this musical language, and it is never the intention to play even these studies 
mechanically and without sense of musical phrase. Feeding this technique into the musical repertoire 
is the next part of my practice.  

 

Part 5 – Repertoire practice 

The final and most obvious point of practice – to learn the music you must perform! 

Let’s start from the beginning, as if you are picking up a piece of music for the first time. 

Before playing through it, do your research. Collect as many recordings as you can, listen through it 
whilst reading the score. This is practice you can do on the bus1, and it is some of most important 
preparation you will do! 

It shouldn’t take long to learn to play the majority of the music once you’ve heard it. However, there 
will undoubtedly be some difficult passages to learn. Identify them quickly and work out why they are 
challenging. 

These trickier passages must be given practice time, and there are techniques I have learned to speed 
up the process. 

‘Programming’ was a concept introduced to me by Håken Hardenberger in a masterclass he gave at 
RAM. The process by which difficult passages maybe inputted to the brain he said was much like 
entering a code to a machine - the muscle-memory of a passage must be internalised and this takes as 

                                                                 
1 Not the bus on the way to the gig you are playing this piece in! This is the starting point, not last minute panic 
learning! Also, it probably needs a long bus journey where you are able to concentrate. So probably not a bus. But, 
you can be listening to the pieces any time – like whilst you are getting dressed for work in the morning! 
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long as the brain will take to learn to connect those combined sequences of air, tongue and pitch 
which make up the phrase. They become second nature by structured repetition – a consciously 
thought out process rather than mindless repeating of notes, a process I found creates more problems 
than it helps solve. Once the technical aspects of that particular phrase have become almost 
subconscious, musical thought can then be applied. 

For example, the excerpt below is from the 1st Trumpet part of Alban Berg’s Wozzeck. The process I 
have to undertake to learn passages of this nature follows a routine pattern of stages. After listening to 
a recording, the first stage is to read through with instrument. Reading presents its own challenges – 
it is written for Trumpet in F, and I would play this on a B flat trumpet, so everything must be read up 
a perfect 5th. The atonality of the music complicates this with unfamiliar angular intervals, and unlike 
transposing Bach or Handel, it is not just a matter of playing in another key.  

Breaking this down into segments and playing through them slowly trains the ear to melodies which 
aren’t initially easy to decipher at first glance. The larger leaps require quick embouchure flexibility 
with constant airflow to keep the musical line as fluid as possible.  Again, practicing this slowly helps 
train the embouchure for the position of those intervals. Articulation would be the next consideration 
before putting the complete phrase together with an appropriate musical shape, along with 
consideration for the musical context, for example playing out where haupstimme is marked, and 
phrasing the lines where the rest of the trumpet sections joins in on the second crotchet of figure 120. 
Finally, consider the musical phrasing and try to really say something worth listening to with it. In this 
instance, realise what the conductor and composer are trying to achieve and supply them with what is 
needed! 

Consider the layers of technique I have just dissected from this excerpt alone and relate that back to 
the Plog pyramid. Which areas would you find it helpful to work on? 

If you are struggling with the technique behind the music, it is time to feed that back into your 
practice plan to develop the technique further. It may take a little while, but if all goes to plan you 
should notice improvements and be able to play the phrase that was a problem before. For example, 
maintaining the flow of air in such a quiet dynamic was a problem that needed my attention for this 
excerpt. 
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Part 6 – The performance 

Once the technical challenges have been overcome and the music has been crafted and shaped, 
hopefully you find yourself ready to perform. 

More likely, that schedule has been worked backwards so that the work you needed to have achieved 
should have been planned into a practice routine with realistic goals leading you to the final 
performance. 

It is a good idea to have all of the basics in place at the very least a good few weeks before the 
performance. The final preparation will be about committing that finished version to your 
subconscious. Here are some suggested final steps: 

1. Be able to play through each piece in the performance individually; start to finish 
without stopping to repeat anything you missed. Practice makes permanent – don’t 
practice something until you can play it, practise something until you can’t play it 
wrong! 

2. Be able to perform the entire programme by yourself in the practice room, start to 
finish. 

3. Learn your cues in detail – write the rhythms preceding your entries in the bars rest. 
Be able to sing them to yourself and know when to come in without counting. 

4. First rehearsal with accompaniment: The first rehearsal should be about getting the 
pieces together. Identify problems with synchronisation and work out how to 
overcome them.   

5. Second rehearsal with accompaniment: Work on the musical performance, and on 
getting across your ideas for the music. Know the effect you are trying to achieve and 
agree on a way of achieving them.   

6. Third rehearsal with accompaniment: Finalise the performance – perform the 
programme in full as a ‘dress rehearsal’. Work out the logistics of the performance 
here, i.e. entering the stage, tuning, acknowledging when to begin the piece, how long 
to wait inbetween. Confirm to each other the programme order!  

More rehearsals can be added if needed, but usually I find that three is usually the right number for a 
fairly complicated programme assuming the technical challenges have been overcome beforehand and 
that each person is fully prepared. Prepare your rehearsals like your practice routines – know how 
long to spend on each piece, be aware of the problem areas before you start and be flexible! 

Above all, keep faith. Stay motivated. Realise few problems can’t be solved overnight, and put the 
work in! 

 

A reassuring idea from the American actor Will Smith: 

Don’t you ever tell me that there is something you can’t do: You don’t set out to build a wall. You 
don’t set out to build the biggest, baddest wall that’s ever been built. You don’t start there, you say; 
“I’m gonna lay this brick, as perfectly as a brick can be laid”. You do that every single day, and soon 
you have a wall.   

 

With thanks: 

Anthony Plog – for ‘#Plogisms’, and many nuggets of wisdom. 
Mark David – for many in-depth conversations on pedagogy, and inspiring an attitude for success. 
Håken Hardenberger – for general inspiration, and the concept of programming. 
John Hutchins – for encouragement and guidance, and for brilliant teaching methods. 
Howard Snell – for a brilliant book called ‘The Trumpet’ that I stole a few of these ideas from. 
Steve Walkley – for inspiration, and other nuggets of wisdom contained in this paper. 
Wen Gregson -  for taking interest, and for asking me to do this!  

 

See www.nickwalkley.com for further resources and blog articles.  


