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Chapter 5 

Developing a Routine 

“We have a strategic plan. It’s called doing things.” - Herb Kelleher 

As a brass player, having a blue-print for daily practice can be extremely helpful 
in ensuring practice time gets used productively. Everything is process - where 
we are is a result of our previous training, and where we are headed is based on 
our current actions. A good routine, one that is personal, proven and dynamic, 
focuses your energies in a direction that is meaningful to you.  

When coming up with ideas as to how to structure your practice time, seek the 
advice of a trusted teacher, other musicians whom inspire you and high 
achievers across various fields. Often, it is best to find your own way, so take 
what you like from the others and trust your intuition to come up with the rest.  

The most important part of creating an effective routine is that you actually do it. 
You need a plan that you believe 100% you can follow through. This means 
respecting where you are, and finding a way to improve that fits seamlessly into 
your current life.  

How many times have you excitedly looked into learning something new, came 
up with a long list of “to do’s,” and then promptly did none of them? When your 
initial expectations are too high, and the short-term change is too drastic, it’s very 
difficult to follow through. This is why it’s so important to transition into new 
routines slowly. 

Everything ties back to the picture of what would make you happy as a 
musician. Start by drafting a basic layout that outlines the main points you need 
to cover on a regular basis. For example, if you want to win an orchestral job, you 
probably need to cover basic playing techniques (long-tones, slurs, articulations, 
etc.), repertoire, facility on different pitched horns, transposition, etc. 
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From there you can set realistic expectations as for when and how you’ll do the 
work. Start with what you can see yourself doing right now; if that means only 
practicing 15 minutes per day, three days per week - that’s fine. In time, your 
capacity for practice will grow and it will become easier to align your life in a 
way that leads you down the path toward your success. A step in the right 
direction is a step in the right direction. 

Say you aspire to be a world-class jazz player and you decide that learning tunes 
in all 12 keys is a good idea.  Rather than diving into the deep end right away, 
you can create a more realistic, longer-term plan. Each tune you learn this month 
you learn in one key, next month two keys per tune, the following three, etc. 
Until, lo-and-behold, a year from now you are the kind of guy/gal who learns 
tunes in all 12 keys - for the rest of your life.  

Taking a simple, systematic and gradual approach makes the “work” of creating 
change far more manageable. This also helps you transform your beliefs about 
who you are, what you are capable of, and how malleable your life actually is. 

Once you have a basic framework and timeline in place, you want to fill those 
time slots with practice procedures that work. To find what works treat 
everything as an experiment. This means defining what you’re trying to achieve, 
how you’ll go about achieving it, and how to determine whether or not it 
worked. Through trial-and error you will discover a style of practice that works 
well for you.  

Once you’ve found something that works, ask yourself how you can do more of 
it. How can you apply what you have learned to other aspects of your practice? 
When setting out to learn something new, make a mental rundown of how you 
have successfully done it in the past. 

As you find more effective, personal ways to improve, do not be afraid to leave 
outdated practices in the past. A good routine is ever-changing and based on 
your current situation and projected future. Just keep asking yourself if what 
you’re doing is still working. 
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Here is what my practice plan looked like on March 22nd, 2015. Each of the bullet 
point “assignments” was written after finishing the previous days practice as a 
next logical step. Even if I wonder at the validity of these exercises the following 
day, I complete them anyway. If it was a good-enough idea to jot down 
yesterday, it’s at least good-enough of an idea to complete today and learn from.  

Obviously, the following practice plan is a cross-section from one day in a very 
long line of days, so it should not be viewed as definitive. Also, your practice 
plan may look very different than mine. 

1. Tune #1  
a. Listen to entire solo (I’m transcribing) with focus 
b. Review turnaround I transcribed yesterday 
c. Transcribe from track time :02 -:13 
d. Play final turnaround on piano and sing ideas (10 min) 

2. Tune #2 
a. Melody around circle of 4ths starting in A major (15 min) 

3. Blues 
a. Improvise over Eb blues with metronome (5 min)  
b. Play new altered dominant line in all keys and apply to blues form 

(10 min) 
4. Tune #3 

a. Listen to full track with focus 
b. Transcribe next solo line from “C#- F#7 / C- F7 / Bb Maj” section 
c. Play changes on piano in Eb Major and sing ideas (10 min) 
d. Improvise (on trumpet) over tune in Eb Major (10 min) 
e. Complete bass part to arrangement of tune 

5. Technique 
a. Single tongue through technical book Ex. 7 from Bb Major (5 min) 
b. Double tongue through technical book Ex. 1 from D Major (10 min) 
c. Lip Slurs working through technical book from Ex. 6 (15 min) 

6. Create practice strategy/timeline for upcoming show (I have the set-list) 
7. Create strategy/timeline for learning tunes in all 12 keys 



  DEVELOPING A ROUTINE 

26 
 

Make sure to note specifically what you’re going to practice, how you will know 
when you’re done, and once you complete it, where you will begin on the 
following practice session. This is an excellent way to build confidence in your 
ability to improve. I currently like to start the day with what is least familiar (aka 
most important) and then move into the no-brainer technique stuff as a way to 
take a break from more intense problem solving.  

Remember, start slow. If you’re not used to strategizing your practice, begin with 
just one aspect of your routine until you discover the merits of this approach for 
yourself. 

 

 


