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Tips for Team Members: How To Practice Effectively 
YOUR GOAL 

Practice is personal. Rehearsal is relational. Practice is our personal preparation to prepare for rehearsal. Rehearsal is where we put all 
the pieces together and to create a musical experience. If you don't spend time practicing your part before rehearsal, you steal time and 
energy from your team members during rehearsal.  

Learning vs. Knowing 

� Learning a song is conscious competence. That is, we can play the song competently, but we're thinking about the notes, the timing, 
the lyrics*, the form, etc… 

� Knowing a song takes us to unconscious competence. We can play it competently (or better) without even thinking about it. You should 
strive to “know” all of the songs in your regular rotation to the place of unconscious competence by the Sunday you're playing 
them. (This is also one of the reasons your worship leader should have a smaller active catalog of songs.) 

� Best Use of Time: For a song that you will only play once (special music, sermon themed song, etc.), practicing it to the place of 
unconscious competence may not be the best use of your time. It might be "good enough" to be consciously competent. It's the law of 
diminishing returns at work.  
* Lyrics—Yes, you should be thinking about what you're singing, but as an expression of worship to God, not as in "what's the next line?!"  

 

YOUR PRACTICE SESSIONS 

Pre-Practice 

� Schedule your practice times. If it's a priority, it deserves a place on your calendar. 
� Listen to your songs whenever you can (in the car, while doing busy work, in place of that one TV show that you've been thinking you 

probably shouldn't be wasting your time on). 
� Gather your tools before start. See the "Your Tools" section below.  

Space/Place 

� As much as possible, find a place that's quiet and free from distraction. 
� Don't multi-task. You'll accomplish much more in less time if your focus is entirely on practicing.  
� Keep your phone around only if it contains practice tools like a metronome or a timer. Put it in Do Not Disturb or Airplane Mode to avoid 

getting calls during this time.  

Time 

� Plan an amount of time and stick to it.  
� Practicing more often for a shorter amount of time is better than one marathon practice. Two 30-minute sessions on two different days 

will be more effective than a single one-hour session. 
� If you are going to practice for longer periods of time, take a five-minute break every 20 minutes or so. 

Listen 

� For familiar songs 
o Play along with the recording. This will show you what areas you need to work on and remind you of important details.  
o If you know the song really well, just play through the entire piece once before rehearsal. Otherwise, focus on problem areas 

and other songs that you don't know as well. 
� For new or less familiar songs 

o Listening actively to the song is an important part of learning the song. Here’s what to listen for: 
 The form—to know the song, you need to know how it's put together (intro, v, ch, v, ch, b, ch, ch, outro). 
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 Your part—listen for what your part is doing, when it changes, and how it’s being played/sung (tone, dynamics, etc.). 
 Places you're NOT playing: In every well-arranged song, most every voice and instrument will lay out at some point.  

Practice 

� Isolate the problem/challenge areas and work on those. 
� Run through the whole song without stopping. Isolate again as you find problem areas.  
� Practice backwards. For particularly complicated songs, consider practicing the song section-by-section, beginning at the end and 

working towards the intro. We often play songs beautifully in the beginning and have near train-wrecks at the end. 

Preparing for Rehearsal 

� Almost memorized. Your goal for rehearsal should be to have the songs somewhere between "learned" and "known." That is, you can 
play the songs competently, and you're partway to having them memorized.  

� 24-hour Rule. Reserve time to play through all the songs at least one time within 24 hours before the rehearsal. 

Preparing for the worship service 

� Memorized. Your goal should be to move the songs from “learned” to “known.” That is, you can play these songs without thinking 
about the mechanics, form etc… They will essentially be memorized at this point. 

� 24-hour Rule. Reserve time to play through all the songs at least one time within 24 hours before the service. 
 

YOUR TOOLS 

� Music. Make sure you have all your charts and recordings ready to go. Don't stop your practice session to print or download a chart. 
� Metronome. Always practice with a click or metronome. When you first start, realize your timing will NOT be awesome. With some 

practice, you will become proficient. After much practice, you'll have a KILLER timing. 
� Tuner. Practice in tune. Always. It helps to train your ear. 
� Pencil. Always have a pencil ready to mark your music. 
� Playback device. You'll want a device to play the recordings of the song you're learning: computer, phone, iPod, boom box (if you're a 

child of the 80s, or older). 
� Recording device. Nothing says, "Wow, this still needs work," like a recording of yourself in practice. In the moment, your playing may 

sound OK, but the recording won't lie. 

ROOKIE MISTAKES 

� Believing that playing equals practicing. Just because you’re playing your instrument doesn’t mean you’re truly preparing.  
� Thinking that practice makes perfect. It doesn't. It makes permanent. So make sure you're making the RIGHT stuff permanent. 
� Getting it right once and calling it good enough. If you can get it right one time in practice, that doesn't mean it's ready to play 

with a band in front of people. You need to work on having your part down pat when you're by yourself with artificial conditions. This 
leads to the next rookie mistake... 

� Not putting real elements into your practice. If you stand while playing on Sunday, stand during your run-throughs. Use a click to 
emulate playing with a drummer. Don’t let yourself stop.  

� Cramming. Trying to learn a song an hour before rehearsal (or even a worship service). 
� Trying to “muscle through.” You need to take a break when a tough part gets particularly frustrating. You need space to clear your 

head. 
 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

The more you prepare, the more free you will be to…enjoy playing the songs…worship freely…and lead others in 
worship. In addition to this freedom, you will also inspire your team members to step up their preparation, too. 


