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Suggestions from Steve:  #38

Fundamentals are Mentally Fun
Every area of music has a series of fundamental techniques and concepts that are essential to artistic development.  The sooner you acknowledge and accept this premise and master fundamentals in your discipline, the faster you will develop and mature as a musician.

There are many musicians that have neglected learning the basic fundamental techniques of their instruments.  Some of them have done so by omission--they may have been self taught and didn't know what they didn't know so to speak.  Alternatively, they may have taken lessons from a teacher that unfortunately didn't stress fundamental techniques, which put them at a serious disadvantage compared to other students that have been well-trained by a competent and thorough teacher.  The worst case scenario is that they simply didn't take the time to learn the fundamentals when they had every opportunity to do so--this would be very unfortunate.

One of the things that I always stress with my students is fundamentals, because I believe that in order to progress in your musical studies, you must be a fundamentally-sound player.  Interestingly, most students are very receptive to learning the proper way(s) to play their instrument, but occasionally I have a student that fails to grasp the importance of being a skilled music technician.  Students such as these invariably quit taking music lessons, because they soon find out that it takes skill and self-discipline to be a good/great musician.  Although I encourage all people to take music lessons from a good teacher, if someone is too lazy or disinterested to apply themselves with their music studies, perhaps they are better off doing something else.

So, how do you keep kids or adults interested in developing their basic fundamental musical skills?  Answer:  you make it fun!  You heard me, you try and make it fun for them.  Now, can anyone make learning music fundamentals fun?  No!  I've seen many music teachers fail at this because they simply don't have the talent, personality or interest in teaching and reaching their students.  That's why I've always said that finding the best teacher for you is of critical importance--it can make all the difference in the world.  Recently, I had a mother ask me to teach her young son piano, but when she found out how much I charged for private lessons, she said that she was going to find a significantly less expensive teacher.  By the way, I should mention that their family is well-off financially.  I told her that finding a significantly less expensive teacher certainly was her prerogative, but hiring the 'cheapest' teacher may not be in her son's best interest in the long term.  

Will this teacher be able to relate to her child as a unique and creative individual?  Will this teacher be a skilled performer and educator that can inspire this new student to learn how to play the piano--properly?  Will this hypothetical teacher instill confidence in the child?  Can this teacher make learning music fundamentals musically fun?  I don't know, but for the child's sake, I certainly hope so.  Otherwise, we may have another music casualty out there--someone who dropped out of their music studies before they even had a chance to develop their musical skills.  Bear in mind that there are no guarantees that things will work out to your satisfaction when you pick any music teacher, but when you can have the best, why settle for the rest?

I've been a music instructor a long time now, and I've thought a great deal about how to relate personally and professionally to a diverse clientele of students; how to convey my musical message in a positive and inspiring manner for each student and how to make the fundamentals of music (chord /scale relationships; chord voicings; chord progressions; ii-V-1 patterns; intervallic studies; various techniques, etc.) comprehendible and fun for my students.  If music isn't taught in an atmosphere where the student(s) enjoys making music and they perceive music to be a fun and exciting experience, they may very well lose their enthusiasm for this compelling art form.  This is where teaching becomes an 'art form'--many have tried, but only a relatively few teachers can make the comprehensive music experience inspirational, informational and fun for the student.  Let me also say that if the teacher has a good sense of humor, it certainly works wonders in many circumstances that will arise.  Moreover, if a stimulating and challenging musical communication can be established between the student and the teacher, a unique musical bond will be created between them.  At this point, the rapport between student and teacher should result in a creative and fun musical dialogue.

Developing a fundamentally-sound music student is akin to building a house with a strong foundation.  Once a solid music foundation has been established, extending the student's technical dexterity and musical vocabulary will be easier to achieve over time.  In order to assimilate the many fundamental techniques that will make them a more complete and professional-caliber musician, students will need to commit themselves to learning and applying the fundamentals of music as taught by an inspirational and demanding teacher.  Perhaps then, music fundamentals will be mentally fun!
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