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NOTES ON NOTES:
MINDFUL NOTE TAKING FOR TRUMPETERS

BY LUKE SPENCE
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or many people, note taking is a skill requiring prac-
tice and development over time. In learning environ-
ments such as studio class, lessons, rehearsals, or

even practice sessions, it can be difficult to identify the most
important points from the instruction we

Note taking allows for analysis and documentation of each
trial and error.

Whether an approach works or not, become curious
about the underlying “why.” When we play, different
approaches may prompt varying levels of

are receiving. Speaking as an educator, I
would love for all my students to internal-
ize and apply every bit of information I
provide, but I know this expectation is
unrealistic. As a student myself, I often feel
overwhelmed when receiving a large
amount of information in a short period of
time. Of the instruction we are given, there

“\What works for some success, and there is always a reason—a

“why.” It is best to treat this “why” like a set

people may not work for of data: objectively neutral information. If
you, and what worke
for you yeste rd ay may consumed with trying to please our teacher,
not work for you today.”

d Ve are busy judging ourselves, stuck on
autopilot, lost in the high of success, or

we cannot be mentally present enough to
benefit from our analysis. Curiosity is the

is always a hierarchy of ideas and concepts
that resonate with us to varying degrees. Each student has
unique priorities based on their skill sets, struggles, and histo-
ries. Mindfulness, trial and error, and (above all) patience are
key when developing our most effective process toward
improvement. It is important to explore ways in which musi-
cians can elevate their note-taking skills in both lessons and
practice sessions.

antidote to all these things. If we remain
curious, we allow ourselves to receive and process the “why”
and improve optimally.

Note taking during practice
Start every practice session with specific goals in mind.
Keep in mind that short-term goals can often be accomplished
within a practice session. While there are appropriate times to

Note taking in lessons
Search for recurring themes.
Most teachers will bring up your “big
picture” concepts repeatedly in les-
sons and studio class. The best way to
determine these concepts is to pay

“Reflect on both your external
(physical) and internal (mental)
experiences while playing and
observe without judgment.”

write down and work toward long-
term goals, the productivity of a prac-
tice session is elevated when it consists
of small, realistic, and attainable objec-
tives. This will also prevent you from
becoming overwhelmed and discour-
aged. Think of this as a time to look at

attention to repetition. If you have
heard your teacher discuss an idea before, chances are it is a
recurring theme. Instructors may point out these concepts, but
greater wisdom is gained when we are able to identify them on
our own.

Reflect on what works for you. It may be an idea your
teacher said verbatim, your interpretation of what they said, or
a solution you figured out on your own during your lesson.
Whatever it is, make note of it! Then, plan to analyze and
break down the concepts you have documented in more detail
during individual practice sessions.

Don’t be afraid to reflect on what does 7ot work in les-
sons. What works for some people may not work for you, and
what worked for you yesterday may not work for you today.

the trees, not the forest!

Reflect on both your external (physical) and internal
(mental) experiences while playing and observe without
judgment. Notice your successes and failures—both are
important—and reflect on them. Here are questions to ask.

1 External questions:

“Did that passage feel relaxed and free, or tense?”

“Did the playing sound open and easy, or did it
sound tight and difficule?”

“Did a higher tongue placement help open up the
sound in the upper register?”

“Was I engaging my corners?”

“What was my air doing? Was my airstream consis-
tent?”
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2 Internal questions:
“Did I feel confident and proud, or did I feel frus-
trated and defeated?”
“Am I judging myself right now?”
“What is my level of anxiety right now?”
“How would I define my overall mindset right now?”
3 Both external and internal questions:
“What are the levels of anxiety and physical tension
in my body? Are they related? Going further,
where specifically do I hold my tension?”
“From what might my anxiety be stemming?”
“Is my physical tension/mental anxiety serving or
impeding my musical improvement?”
Analyze the process. Reflect on what happened and consid-
er the steps you took to im-

Be honest with where you are without judgment. There is
a fine line between being realistic and pessimistic, but we also
must avoid lying to ourselves with our current level. Regardless
of our current level on the instrument, we must learn to sepa-
rate who we are from what we do. Our playing is not a reflec-
tion of our worth as a person, and the sooner we internalize
that, the more constructive we can be. We will likely enjoy
practicing much more as well!

Every musician, from beginners to professionals, can benefit
from reflecting on their process towards improvement. Mind-
ful note taking allows us to understand our strengths and iden-
tify any changes to implement in order to develop our playing
while also creating an opportunity for us to document action-
able steps toward achieving our goals. The feelings of over-

whelm that may stem from re-

prove. For example, you
might think, “I got an amaz-
ing result! What was the
change that initiated this pos-
itive result and how can I

“We must learn to separate who we are
from what we do. Our playing is not a
reflection of our worth as a person.”

ceiving a large amount of infor-
mation in a lesson or feeling lost
in our own practice can be com-
bated with a proactive approach
to note taking and reflection.

make this happen again?”

When struggling with immediate progress, look for
small improvements over the course of several days. Keep
track of incremental progress in your notes—no amount of
improvement is too small to document! If you remain diligent,
put forth your best effort, and trust your plan and process,
chances are you will notice some improvement within the
span of a few days. If you do not notice any changes by day
three, there is no cause for worry; it simply suggests that it
may be time to reevaluate your practice process. Do not be
afraid to ask your teacher for advice when analyzing your
improvement. Teachers are here to help you fine-tune and
understand your process.

Our practice process will always
be evolving, growing, and maturing along with ourselves, and
note taking is a valuable tool to progress with efficiency and a
productive mindset.

About the author: Dr. Luke Spence is the visiting assistant
professor of trumpet at the SUNY Potsdam Crane School of
Music. He serves as second trumpet of the South Florida
Symphony, is a member of the chamber groups Anima Brass
and the Potsdam Brass Quintet, and is an artist for both
S.E. Shires Co. and Denis Wick Products. Spence is also a
founding member of the board of directors for the Interna-

tional Pride Orchestra. =
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