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Practice!
The best way to get better at something is to just DO it. Practice is absolutely the key to improving at anything. 
Very few people have the “luxury” of being able to devote endless hours to practicing the dulcimer. The rest of 
us have to find ways to make the time we have count for something.

Keep your instrument out.

You’re more likely to play it if it’s right in front of your face.

Practice in 10 to 15 minute increments.

Don’t overwhelm yourself by practicing for 30 or 40 minutes on end. Aim for 30-60 minutes a day, but don’t 
do it all at once. If you’re tired, stressed, or in pain, you are more likely to develop bad habits.

Keep your instrument (at least sort of) in tune.

The better your instrument sounds, the more you will want to play it.

Visualization and muscle memory offer powerful support, but no matter how you slice it, music is aural. If 
you’re not in tune, you are not hearing the correct notes when you practice. As a result, you aren’t absorbing 
the most important element of your music: the way it sounds.

Cross-Train!

Improving your dulcimer playing is just like improving your fitness. You don’t want to put all your eggs in one 
basket. I compare practicing repertoire to doing cardio, and practicing technique to weight training. Playing 
repetitive patterns and chord progressions is like stretching, or yoga. Studying theory is research. Elements of a 
diverse practice regime work together to support each other. 

There are many books that can help you. Here are just a few that I’ve enjoyed:

• Two Hands, One Mind - www.stephenhumphries.com

• 15 Minutes a Day! - www.markalanwade.com

• Let’s Jam! (Multiple volumes) - www.dulcimertimes.com

• Music in Theory & Practice Volume 1 - check amazon.com  

www.musictheory.net is also a great site
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Make sure you are comfortable.

Sitting or standing? Angled or flat? Try everything and find out what you are comfortable with.

You might find yourself choosing the lesser of two evils, or you might find that it really doesn’t matter to you at 
all. Ideally, practicing both ways will add to your versatility as a player.

If you haven’t heard of the “angled or flat” debate by now, you aren’t missing much. There are all sorts of differ-
ent ergonomic reasons for playing one way or another.  

In other cultures, the dulcimer is considered a more classical, and less folksy instrument. You will find that 
players of the cimbalom (Hungary), yanqin (China), and santoor (India) are absolutely incredible. They also 
play with instruments that are positioned nearly, or completely flat. It possible this is just a coincidence...but 
it’s probably not.

I like to play at a slight angle because my arms are short and I feel I can see and reach the strings better that 
way. Experiment and find what you are comfortable with. That’s what matters most.

Why Stand? Why Sit?

Standing is good if…

…You’re busy, cleaning or walking around the house. 
Place your instrument in a higher traffic area and you’ll 
be inclined to pick up your hammers and play a little 
something whenever you walk past.

…You’re sure footed and not likely to lose balance or 
fall over while you’re playing. (It’s funny, but I’m not joking.)

…You don’t experience much pain in your feet, ankles, 
etc… If you are in pain, kiss good rhythm good-bye. If 
you’re in a lot of pain, you can just forget about playing 
the right notes all together.

…You have trouble with your back, neck and shoulders. 
Standing allows you to be mobile and move your whole 
body in order to reach the notes you are aiming for. In 
order to reach high notes or low notes, you can step for-
ward or back. This keeps your back relaxed and doesn’t 
force you to use your shoulders as much.

Sitting is good if…

…You are playing for a longer period of time. Even the 
most fit person in the world will tire from standing and 
playing for hours on end. Consider using a stool so you 
can switch back and forth.

…You have two left feet, foot/ankle/knee ailments, or 
a tendency to fall a lot. Yes, standing and playing is “all 
the rage” these days, but if you hurt, or you lose your 
balance a lot, sit down!  You won’t be able to focus if 
you’re in pain, and your chances of playing the right 
notes are dramatically decreased if you’re laying flat on 
your face.

…You have performance anxiety. You can practice 
standing up till the cows come home, but if you have 
extreme anxiety, you may get light headed or shaky in 
front of an audience. Staying in an upright position 
is just one more thing you have to worry about…and 
sitting down can really help.
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Goal Setting:
Anyone will tell you that if you want to improve, you might want to start out by setting some goals.  Sure, if 
you practice every day and you “cross-train” with a variety of exercises and tunes, you WILL improve your 
playing. It’s just going to happen. But having some goals in mind will continue to keep you motivated and 
allow you to assess whether or not your practice regime is helping you improve in the right ways.

I recommend setting both long and short-term goals.  You can set deadlines for yourself if you really want to, 
but it’s not something I’d recommend.

Your goals should be both attainable, and rewarding. They should depend solely on your own efforts and not 
on the choices or tastes of anyone or anything you don’t have control over.

Examples of Reasonable Goals

Long-Term

I want to glance at my instrument and know it so 
well that I can name any note without stopping to 
think about it.

I want to be able to play with higher caliber musi-
cians without feeling intimidated or insecure.

I want to be able to play solo without worrying 
about whether or not I have a “full sound”

I want to become a Dampering Diva!!!

I want to draw the best sound out of my dulcimer.

Short-Term

I want to play “Such-and-Such-Tune”

I want to develop better rhythm.

I want to play all of my scale and chord exercises at
XX beats per minute.

I want play para-diddles cleanly and consistently.

I want be able to manage my performance anxiety.

I want to learn to bend strings.

Yes you Can! Fat chance!

I want to play “Carnival/Black Orpheus” 

on the dulcimer...and have it actually 

sound the way I want it to sound.

This is attainable. I’ll need to get better at a lot of things 
in order to do what I want to do. But, I’ve got all the 
tools I need!

I want to play back-up dulcimer for my 

future husband, Justin Timberlake, at 

the 2016 Grammy Awards.

Yeah...this probably isn’t going to happen...like, ever. 
(...and for more reasons than I can count.)
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Recognizing Areas For Improvement
Record Yourself (and listen back!)

This is the fastest and easiest way to find out where you need to improve. Much like hearing our own voices, 
hearing ourselves play on a recording can sound like nails on a chalkboard. The good news is, you probably 
don’t sound as bad as you think. This gives you a great starting point though. You might hear mistakes you 
didn’t realize you made, issues with maintaining tempo, lack of dynamics, and areas where the melody of your 
music gets lost in sustain. All of these are things you can work on improving.

Recording is also helpful in arranging. Something you might think is super fun and sounds really cool, could 
actually sound chaotic and sloppy. Likewise, something that you thought sounded bad, might actually sound 
really nice. I find that often times, my mistakes give me the best ideas when I’m arranging. Without recording, 
you can’t give your mistakes a chance to be something else.

A small digital voice recorder will do the trick just fine. Even a tape recorder works just fine. Most smart 
phones have a digital recorder built right into them. Any computer that has a built in microphone can also be 
used. There are lots of fancier options, but for this purpose, keep it simple and easy. You’re not recording your 
debut album. You just want to hear what you sound like.

Get feedback from someone else. 
If you’ve been working with a recorder for a while and want outside help, check your ego at the door and seek 
some honest feedback from someone whose music you respect. Be sure to tell them that you want honest feed-
back. You don’t want them to flatter you when you’re trying to get better.

If you don’t have anyone in your area who you feel is qualified, contact one of your favorite dulcimer players 
online. They are more accessible than you might think, and many are happy to help if you send them a record-
ing to critique. Whatever you do, don’t ask for honest feedback if you aren’t prepared to handle the criticism 
that might come your way. Additionally, don’t ask for critique if you aren’t prepared to at least attempt taking 
some of your critic’s suggestions. You’ll just become a nuisance and eventually no one will want to help you.

Improving Accuracy & Cleanliness
SLOW DOWN!

If you can’t play it slowly, then you won’t be able to play it fast. I often hear people say, “I just can’t play it this 
slow…I keep messing up.”  Now, this might be true.  It might also be that when you are playing faster, it’s much 
easier to ignore your mistakes because they are gone in a flash. Slowing things down, in my opinion, is the 
single, most effective way to improve your accuracy.

Play some scales
Seriously.  Yes, they are boring. Yes, they are tedious. YES, they will help you improve your accuracy. They just 
will. Play both ascending and descending. Play different scale patterns using the various repeated notes on 
your instrument.
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Learn your chords
Slightly less boring than scales, playing chords (arpeggios) can help you to recognize where all the notes in 
your chord fall on the dulcimer. If nothing else, knowing where your chord notes are can save you when you 
know you’re going to mess up anyhow. You can aim for a note within the established chord progression. It 
might not be the not you meant to play, but at least it won’t sound like a terrible mistake.

Improving Rhythm/Timing
The first step in improving rhythm and timing is recognizing you have a problem. If you’ve ever tried using a 
metronome and it felt like the worst thing in the world, chances are you need to work on your timing.  A quick 
recording of yourself will also be very telling.

SLOW DOWN!
Yep. I said it again. Only play as fast as you can play the most difficult passages of a tune. If you start zipping 
along and then slow down at all the harder parts of a tune, it will sound like a train wreck.

When in doubt, count it out.
Heck, count out loud! Nobody will judge you. (Unless you’re playing in a competition. Then they are judg-
ing you for sure AND they will disqualify for running your mouth, so there’s that.) The more you use a part 
of your body, the more your neurotransmitters will fire at that particular appendage. Our brains have more 
neurons devoted to motor skills of the mouth and hands than almost the rest of our body combined. Counting 
out loud is incorporating a powerful part of your brain. The more brain power you devote to keeping time, the 
better.

If you aren’t sure how to count (musically speaking), check out some of the resources listed on page 1. There 
are all sorts of ways to dictate rhythms and certainly there is one that works for you!

The metronome is your friend!

It might not feel like it at first, but the metronome isn’t your enemy. Metronomes are available in many forms. 
A quick Google search will bring up many Online metronomes.  Lots of metronome apps are available for 
your smart phone. Your music store will also carry a few different metronomes.

Here are some things I’ve tried:
• Metronomeonline.com – Easy, and just fine if you have loud enough speakers on your computer. I stream 

mine through Apple TV or Google Chromecast and that allows me to use surround sound.
• Metronome iPhone app – Shuts off when my phone falls asleep. But works ok. I use my Bluetooth headset 

in one ear so I can hear it better.
• Various rhythm loops on my Yamaha Keyboard – These are fun and easy to play along with.
• Body Beat – Silent metronome that vibrates. I had to find a way to clip this so it vibrates against my collar-

bone.  Others have had great luck with it.
• Flashing light metronomes – This is silent and can at least keep you on the right track. Many metro-

nomes have a setting that will flash at you.
• Dr. Beats Metronome – This is the best metronome I’ve used. It’s expensive, but worth it if you are serious 
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Improving Technique
I’ve often heard the debate about playing with “emotion” verses playing with impeccable technique. Some 
people say, “I don’t need to spend hours working on technique!  I want to play my feelings. My feelings sure as 
heck don’t sound like a 7 stroke roll!”  This is probably true for most of us.

Here’s how I look at it: My dulcimer is like my voice. I use my voice to communicate verbally. I used my dulci-
mer to communicate through music. My technical skills are my vocabulary. If I want to say something with my 
dulcimer, I don’t want my lack of technical ability to prevent me from saying it (which often happens). That’s 
just as frustrating as having a profound idea, but not having the words to explain it to anyone else.

Technique allows you to say what you want to say with your music.

Find Good Exercises and Practice

This topic is far too large to cover in a few short paragraphs. In short, practice, practice, practice. Practice 
technique with a metronome. Practice it with a recorder. Practice it on a drum pad, or a mouse pad, or on the 
steering wheel of your car. 

Find exercises that suit you and challenge you. Check out www.dulcimerschool.com. Attend workshops on 
technique. Study some books on technique. Stephen Humphries has a great book on technique and will be re-
leasing a couple more this summer. Mark Wade also has a couple great books on technique and incorporating 
technique into tunes.

Go Beyond the Dulcimer

Try and take a few snare drum lessons from a reputable percussionist in your area. Unlike most of us dulcimer 
players, drummers study percussive technique exclusively. They have an understanding that is a result of years 
of intensive training. A drummer probably won’t understand your instrument, and they probably won’t want 
to. They will, however, be able to give you some unadulterated advice on the ergonomics of improving techni-
cal skill, and rhythm. A few drum lessons won’t turn you into Questlove, but they won’t hurt you either!

Handling Stage Fright
Almost everyone experiences performance anxiety. It’s a natural reaction to being the center of attention. 
Some of us have a harder time with it than others. If you’ve ever spent months practicing something only 
to get up on a stage, look at your instrument, and not recognize a single thing about it, you are NOT alone. 
Anxiety can be debilitating, and if you suffer from more than your typical “backstage jitters”, you will probably 
always have a hard time with this. We are who we are. But you can learn to overcome it...for the most part.

There aren’t really any hard and fast rules for overcoming stage fright, but these are some things that I’ve 
learned through years of performing and competing:
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Prepare 150%
Just assume you will lose 50% of your brain function the minute you are in front of an audience.  The more 
prepared you are, the better off you’ll be. This is the case for anyone in any situation, anxiety or not. If you have 
bad stage fright, you might have to take your preparations to another level.

Practice in Different Settings
When playing for an audience, you have control over just a few things. Prior to taking the stage, you control 
whether or not your instrument is in tune. You control the tunes you are playing, and you control your own 
hands (if you’re not shaking too much). You might even have some say in where your microphone is placed. 
Aaaannndd.....that’s about it.  Everything else is out of your hands. The only thing you can do is learn to know 
your instrument under any light and in any acoustic setting, and learn to ignore distractions.

Practice at night with low light. Play in the evening when the sun is low and casts crazy shadows on your 
strings. Practice in a room with a high ceiling and in a room with a low ceiling. Practice with your AC on, 
practice in the shade outside. Practice while your neighbors car alarm is going off. Practice while your dogs are 
barking at the mailman. Practice while your spouse is watching ESPN. Practice while...well you get the point.

Practice Performing
Take every opportunity to perform for a less intimidating audience. Playing for other dulcimer players is about 
as intimidating as it gets, so seek out opportunities to play publicly for people who are unfamiliar with the 
instrument. They’ll likely be so enamored by your instrument that they won’t even notice if you are messing 
up.  It’ll get you used to having eyes on you, without traumatizing you. 

Find an Accompanist
Nothing takes off the edge like having someone else share in your agony! Seriously though, having someone 
else on stage with you can be incredibly helpful in reducing anxiety. Keep in mind, if you have an accompanist, 
you will need to rehearse with them often. You’ll also have better luck finding someone if you split your earn-
ings with them. If it helps you sound better, it’s worth the cost. 

Don’t Psych Yourself Out
I repeat, do NOT psych yourself out. This is a bad idea! Sometimes you just can’t help it, but never bring it 
on yourself intentionally. It’s not likely you are messed up enough to do such a thing, but just in case you are, 
don’t.

In one of my many attempts to overcome stage fright, I decided it would be a good idea to bring on a self 
induced panic attack prior to every practice session. I guess I’d come to the conclusion that my anxiety was 
completely unavoidable, so I may as well learn how to play through it. In hindsight, the flaw in this plan is 
pretty obvious.

Not only are you senselessly exposing yourself to unnecessary stress, if you haven’t already prepared 150%, 
you’re flat out wasting your time. In fact, practicing while you are stressed will actually make you worse. You 
are more likely to make mistakes, and once your mistakes are carved into your muscle memory, good luck 
trying to fix them.

Relax. Breathe. Wear comfortable shoes.
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IMPROVING YOUR EAR
Music is aural. Yes, yes, I know. Beethoven was deaf. Unfortunately we don’t all get to be prodigies, so the rest 
of us have to learn how to listen, and I mean really listen.

Make the Most of Time Spent Tuning

As dulcimer players, we get to spend a lot of time tuning all our zillions of strings.  While this is a tedious task, 
I like to think of it as intense ear training. Your own ear is the best tool you have for achieving intonation. It 
might not feel like it now, but you can train your ears to recognize intonation. Don’t throw away that electronic 
tuner just yet, but don’t use it as a crutch either. When tuning a note, get one string right on the money, and 
then try tuning the other by ear to match the pitch of the first string.  Just make sure to check your work before 
moving onto the next note. Your ears might never be completely trustworthy, but it’s still good for you!

Step Away From the Sheet Music

Written music is just plain awesome. Just think of a world without it? Music as we know it, would not exist. As 
great as sheet music is, you’ll gain a lot by putting it away and just playing by ear every now and then. 

Imagine if you were to go out to dinner with a friend, and they sat across the table from you with a piece of 
paper, reading out loud, word for word a great story, written by one of your favorite authors. That’s kinda cool, 
right? 

Now, imagine you are actually trying to have a conversation with this friend of yours but they are still reading 
out loud, word for word from some pre-scripted manual on how to have that particular conversation. That’s 
kinda weird right?

You don’t want to be the “weird friend” in your musical encounters. Playing by ear helps you learn how to 
listen to not only yourself, but to others. It enables you to develop your ability to guage what is going on and 
what you should be doing in order to contribute. 

Practice Aural Skills

This can actually be pretty fun. There are several tools that can help. EarMaster (earmaster.com) is not free, but 
it’s pretty flippin’ fantastic. There are several apps for smartphones available. And www.musictheory.net has a 
few good tools and exercises.

You can also create your own exercises. I sometimes like to see if I can sing a melody in solfège (do, re, mi, 
etc...) just to challenge myself when I’m not at an instrument. I also like to find songs that have interesting 
intervals and try to calculate each interval in my head. Two of my favorites for this are, Somewhere Over the 
Rainbow, and Love Story (Where Do I Begin).

It might sound completely ridiculous, but it makes you much more aware of the notes you hear and how they 
interact with each other.
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Coping with Discouragement

Music is a creative process, and as beautiful as the creative process can be, it can also be incredibly discourag-
ing from time to time. Everyone has a different way of boucing back and you’ve probably already recognized 
yours at this point in your life.  That being said, if you ever get so discouraged that you are tempted to just give 
up, take a step back and ask yourself a few questions like, “Why did you decide to play the dulcimer?”  and  
“Who are you doing this for?”

Hopefully you chose to play the dulcimer because you love the way it sounds and it brings joy to your life. 
Hopefully you are trying to improve for yourself and not in an effort to gain approval from someone else.

If it all gets to be too much, just take a deep breath, go do something else, and when you return, don’t worry 
about the metronome or the ear training, or the scales and arpeggios.  Play some music that you like to play 
and that makes you happy. None of these things are worth doing if they make you want to give up all together.

Have Fun! 

If you’ve gotten this far, chances are you are pretty committed to improving at this crazy instrument. As hokey 
as it sounds, try and remember to have fun!

In your mission to improve as a musician and dulcimer player, never forget the reason you play the instru-
ment to begin with. Hopefully the goals you set support your original motivation for playing music. Everyone 
gets something different out of the dulcimer, but no matter what, if you’re not having fun, you might consider 
reassessing your mission.

No matter what it is you want to get better at, or who you want to impress, don’t lose sight of the goals you set 
and the reasons why you set them in the first place. 

The only person you need to be good enough for is yourself.

Visit www.katiemoritz.com/planning-to-improve for a downloadable version of this hand-out, as well as 
downloadable sheet music for the excercise and the corresponding audio files.

As you move forward with your music, don’t hesitate to contact me with any questions or for a referral to an-
other qualified musician.  I’d love to hear about your progress, and get feedback (the honest kind, I can handle 
it) about these strategies and tips.

Katie Moritz
katiemoritz.com
katiemoritz1@gmail.com
815-280-8276
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Here’s a Helpful Exercise
Right Hand Only

Left Hand Only

Both Hands
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