
How to Study Music 
 

Mark Your Music. Do not worry if your music is not clean – a separate copy can be made if a 
clean copy is necessary. Mark down repeated phrases, sections of difficulty, tempos for 
practice, and any connections you may need to assist in learning and improving a tune. 

 
Eliminate Distractions. In this busy world, we all have to multitask sometimes. Studying 
music, however, is not one of those times. Find a quiet space where you can study without 
distractions. Don’t answer your phone, don’t text or email, don’t check your Facebook page, 
don’t watch TV. Just clear your head, focus, and practice. 

 
Don’t get bogged down in the details. If a tune is difficult to digest, don’t go crazy tackling 
the most challenging passages. Work through the whole tune to understand where you are 
headed, ask questions by email or scheduling a call with me for the difficult sections. Break the 
difficult section out and work it as a fingerwork drill. 

 
SLOW DOWN! The key to learning music well is to start slow. Break a tune into 2-bar phrases 
and work those sections slowly. Even after memorizing a tune, bring the tempo down to half 
speed regularly during practice. 

 
Discuss the music with others. You will be surprised at the insight your fellow students and 
other pipers will have to offer on a given tune or problem. Use group lesson times, Pipers’ 
Society meetings, band practice breaks, Facebook groups, Reddit forums, bulletin boards, 
emails, and online chats to discuss the tunes. I am always happy to discuss them as well. 

 
Think Long Term. What is the purpose of the tune you are learning? Think about what a tune 
or drill is teaching you, and how that will benefit your piping in the long-term. The hard stuff 
is a lot easier to work through when you know the purpose of it. 

 
Education is Uncomfortable. No matter what you are studying, education is supposed to be 
uncomfortable. You will never just pick up strathspey idioms the first time you play it, and a 
tune with syncopation will not come easy the first time you play it. Pushing past the difficulty 
and discomfort is what develops your playing. The payoff is you will be capable of much more 
when you’re done with the discomfort, and will be able to teach the same thing to others. 

 
 

 


