
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Now is a time to look forward to the future of VASTA!  
 
In just a few weeks time Susanna Klein will take the reigns as VASTA’s 
President and I will begin serving as Past-President. I look forward to con-
tinuing my service to VASTA in this capacity, and have been thankful for 
the opportunity to serve VASTA in it’s highest office.  
 
But wait, there’s more! As a result of the most recent elections by our 
membership we will welcome two new Board Members:  

Laura Kobayashi will join us as Secretary, and Sandy Goldie 
will join us as President-Elect!  
 

I wish them each a warm congratulations and I look forward to serving 
with them for the next two years!  
 
I have had a wonderful time serving as VASTA’s President and have con-
sidered it a great honor to meet, as part of my duties, so many wonderful, 
exciting and passionate string teachers from around the state. I look for-
ward to seeing all my new friends again soon, and making more in the up-
coming years.  
 
A hearty VASTA welcome to Susanna Klein, Sandy Goldie and Laura Ko-
bayashi in 2016! 
 
Yours in Strings,  
 
Dr. Donovan Stokes  
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Susanna Klein 
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Member at Large:  
Western Region 
Lisa Maynard 
maynarlm@jmu.edu 
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Instrument Forums 
If  you have a topic you would like covered 

or an article to submit, please contact the 

following Instrument Forum editors: 

Violin Forum 

Lynne Denig 

violynne@cox.net 

 

Viola Forum 
Alice Lindsay 

violalady@cox.net 

 

Cello Forum 

Carl Donakowski 

donakocp@jmu.edu 

 

Bass Forum 

VASTA needs a new Bass Forum editor.  

If  interested, please contact Donovan 

Stokes at vastapresident@gmail.com. 

 

Harp Form 

Elizabeth Blakeslee 

elizabethblakeslee@gmail.com 

 

Guitar Form 
Sean Beavers 

sbeavers@liberty.edu 
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Motivation, Feedback, Progress, Community 
 

New ASTACAP Site up in May, in Floyd, Virginia 
ASTACAP is growing and thriving at the local and state levels in Vir-
ginia thanks to strong support from both the VASTA and ASTA boards 
combined with the great enthusiasm of ASTACAP participants who love 
the benefits of the program. VASTA is running three exams sites this 
May (including a new site in Floyd). Teachers, students, examiners and 
volunteers are poised to take part, including many newcomers alongside 
longstanding ASTACAP participants. For exam locations and dates visit 
VASTAWeb.org 
 

Want Big Results? Start Small. 
If there is no ASTACAP in your area, you can easily begin the program 
(in your home, studio or a room in a community center or school) with 
just a few participants and see for yourself how it works. Most programs 

have grown from just this sort of beginning, when participants spread the word of the many benefits they 
observed first hand. Grow into a format the works well for your locale. 
Fall 2016 is an excellent time to start to plan an event in your area. The finalized ASTACAP Handbook with 
be released at that time, Carol Stone will be available in person at the VMEA Conference at the Homestead 
in November to meet with you and guide you through the process of starting a new exam site. The 
ASTACAP Mentoring Committee will also help you get started at any time.  
Email: mentor.astacap@astaweb.com 
 

 
Why do we care? ASTACAP has helped us and benefitted our  students in a 

fundamental, productive and healthy manner. 
Comments from Teachers: 
“Students compete only with themselves” 
     “The Handbook is an incredible resource for curriculum development” 
              “It is great to see other teachers at the yearly exam event” 
Comments from Students: 
“I practice scales and etudes more” 
     “It helps having a deadline and specific goals”  
          “I like hearing the examiners comments” 
 

New to the Program? What is ASTACAP? 
 

For those of you new to ASTACAP, the ASTA Certificate Advancement Program is a popular multifaceted 
project developed and refined by studio teachers for the benefit of string students and their teachers through-
out the United States and, now, internationally. The program encourages breadth and depth of study, includ-

http://www.vastaweb.org
mailto:mentor.astacap@astaweb.com
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Upcoming Events 
 

May 7 & 14 : All-Virginia Guitar Ensemble  
Auditions 
 
http://vmea.com/index.php/avge-page.html  

 
 

May 7 : ASTACAP EXAM  - Northern  VA 

 
Organizer: Carol Stone 
Application due April 8, 2016  

 

May 14 : ASTACAP EXAM - Blacksburg 

 
Blacksburg VA - Exam  
Organizer: Mike Mitchell 
Application due April 15, 2016  

 

May 14 : Main Street Music Studios pre-
sents Violin Master Class with Dr. Timothy Shiu 
 
11 AM to 1 PM 
Fairfax Presbyterian Church—Choir Room 
10723 Main Street 
Fairfax, VA 22030 

 
May  15 : Main Street Music Studios  
Chamber Music Concert 
 
4:00 PM  
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Fairfax 
2709 Hunter Mill Road 
Oakton, Virginia 22124  
 

May 16 : Washington Metropolitan  Youth & 
Concert Orchestras  Auditions 

4:30 - 9:00 pm 
Immanuel Church On The Hill 
3606 Seminary Rd 
Alexandria, VA 22304 

May 17, 4:30-9:00 pm 
Glasgow Middle School 
4101 Fairfax Parkway  
Lincolnia, VA 22312 

ing scales, arpeggios, etudes and pieces, at 11 
levels of accomplishment. The ASTACAP Hand-
book is a free resource for ASTA members and 
the “Instrument Specific Guidelines and Require-
ments” and “Repertoire” sections of the Hand-
book provide invaluable, flexible support to 
teachers in developing personalized student cur-
ricula for bowed strings (including double bass) 
and also harp and soon, guitar. In addition, non-
competitive ASTACAP performance examina-
tions, evaluated by highly respected clinicians, 
are carefully designed to provide feedback, en-
couragement and inspiration to all hard-working 
participants. In-person exams are offered yearly 
in Virginia and currently are available also 
through an online submission format. For more 
information go to VASTAweb.org -- Certificate 
Program or look for ASTACAP on the ASTA 
website under Member Resources. 
 

Carol Stone is the ASTACAP Chair for Virginia, 
Chief Editor of the 2015-16 ASTCAP Handbook, 
and ASTACAP National Committee Mentoring 
Lead. She organizes the ASTACAP Performance 
Exams in Northern Virginia, is a Nationally Reg-
istered ASTACAP Examiner, and serves as a lo-
cal examiner in Virginia. In 2016 she received 
the VASTA Distinguished Service Award for her 
work on behalf of ASTACAP.  

http://www.vastaweb.org/calendar.php
http://vmea.com/index.php/avge-page.html
mailto:carolstone@mac.com
mailto:floydmusicschool@gmail.com
vastaweb.org
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The HeartStrings After School Strings Program 

The HeartStrings ensembles, Mozart 1st year and Beethoven 2nd year, are not just another urban success 
story of bringing communities together, rather, more about learning to be a contributor thus, giving our 
young musicians a sense of value and self -worth inside and outside of their immediate community. 
Ability and talent, as we know, are not bias. It is the environment surrounding that determines if the 
abilities are recognized and nurtured to offer opportunities. It is a movement from the micro to the mac-
ro levels of contributing steps toward success for our youth.   
 

The HeartStrings after school strings program is now entering its second year of success. We currently 
offer violin instruction for two ensemble levels and are in the process of expanding to add a full string 
orchestra next year! This program is funded and offered at The Salvation Army Kroc Center in Norfolk, 
Virginia. The philosophical and pedagogical approach is based on the El Sistema method with a twist. 
This program is supported by many contributors understanding the value of their investment to reach all 
children in their surrounding community. Norfolk Public Schools provides weekly transportation and 
promotion, the Virginia Symphony Orchestra violinists provide monthly individual coaching and ex-
tended public performing opportunities, and The Salvation Army oversees and operates the entire pro-
gram providing the rehearsal facility, a hot dinner, and homework help for the orchestra members three 
days a week! Of course, the parents’ desire and support for their child to aspire brings the largest contri-
bution of all. Parents influence other parents.   
Students taking advantage of this program have made significant improvements in their academic per-
formance and earning leadership roles in their respective schools. There are numerous foundations, local 
businesses, and volunteers who have generously donated or awarded grants to this program. To name 

one, Angelico Violins donat-
ed all the violins and acces-
sories for our rising orches-
tra this year. We have high 
school and university music 
students regularly volunteer 
to assist or coach. The col-
laboration and spark these 
ensembles have generated in 
the community is over-
whelming and inspiring to 
all involved. 
 
As lead instructor of the pro-
gram, I saw the need to pref-
ace every instruction and 
rehearsal with community 
agreements to emphasize 
and reinforce the importance 
of students taking ownership 
of their behaviors and the 
part they play in the ensem 



 
ble. Community agreements can be decided upon depending on the growth need for a particular commu-
nity and kept basic enough to be able to expand with student growth. I have chosen three fundamental 
community agreements of respect, listening, and cooperation. These have been expanded to trust, hones-
ty, dedication, responsibility, reliability, and many more to assist students in understanding how these 
agreements matter towards developing sound musicianship skills as well as building character skills of 
life achievement through music.   
 

Our Beethoven Ensemble (the inaugural ensemble) has entered year two and can play a two octave G 
Major scale, slurs, ties, hooked, staccato, 2-4 part harmony and rhythms, dynamics,  identify composers, 
time eras, key signatures, tempo markings, follow multiple conducting patterns, and our year is not over 
yet! They have performed at Chrysler Hall, Wilder Hall, and at the Salvation Army’s annual Gala for 
guest Hall of Famer Emmitt Smith III of the Dallas Cowboys in attendance. What a thrill for these kids 
to have these experiences and influences on others. They made a real impression on Emmitt Smith III 
and attending guests while expanding everyone’s idea of positive and inspirational acts of contribution 
in their community at large. 
 

The HeartStrings story is less about bridging the gap between the haves and the have nots and more 
about providing equal opportunity to access quality music training with an aim towards camaraderie re-
lationships in the community and success for life quality. These programs take effort, vision, and belief 
that every child can succeed when given the resources to do so. I look forward more to learning how 
these young musicians become great influential minds than how great a musician they become.  From 
what I have observed, one follows the other! 
 

Charlotte Dettwiler, M.Ed. 
Lead Instructor, HeartStrings 
NPS Orchestra Director, Academy for Discovery at Lakewood and Crossroads 
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Summer Programs  

Stephanie Flack Violin Studio and Brobst Violin 
Shop are pleased to sponsor a Violin and Cello Student Workshop 

and String Teacher Workshop at Convergence Arts 
Initiative (www.ourconvergence.org) in Alexandria, Virginia on May 
20-21, 2016. 
 

Student Workshop  
Beginners age 9 and up (Suzuki book 1-book 3 level)—cello or violin 

Advanced age 9 and up (Suzuki book 4 level and beyond)—cello or violin 
 
*Each student will have Saturday group classes on May 21 with Gabe Bolkosky and Avi Friedlander 
with the option of adding a master class lesson on Friday, May 20 during the  
afternoon/evening.  The cello workshop is non-repertoire specific and the violin workshop will use Su-
zuki repertoire (list will be sent to registered students and teachers).  
 

String Teacher Workshop 
Three Saturday sessions:  improv/“Something Else” with Avi Friedlander (bring your instruments!) 
Bach Unaccompanied Teaching Observation—Advanced Students Coached by Gabe Bolkosky 
Practice and the Definition of Progress—presented by Gabe Bolkosky 
 
SAGWA member teachers receive discounted tuition for the workshop (www.sagwa.org)—ASTA 
member teachers may also register for the discounted teacher rate! 
 

Register here! 

http://www.ourconvergence.org/
C:/Users/Rachel/Documents/Bluetooth Folder
http://stephanieflackviolin.com/index.php/registration-workshop-for-violin-and-cello-students-and-teachers
http://www.wmpamusic.org/
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Summer Programs, cont. 
 

SUMMER: STRINGS CAMP  
(AGES 8-13) 

 
Join us for a week filled with musical discoveries! Now in its 24th season, Levine’s Strings Camp is a 
great opportunity for violinists, violists and cellists to make music in a fun environment.  

Designed to broaden a student’s musical experience and reinforce individual development, the camp 
provides students with the opportunity to work with some of the area’s leading professional musicians. 
All participants perform in a closing concert on Friday afternoon. 

Daily Activities Include: 

Chamber Music Coaching 

Master Classes 

String Orchestra 

Theory 

Guest Artists and Demonstrations 

Solo Recitals 

 
 

 
 

SUMMER: STRINGS PLUS  
(AGES 12-18) 

 

This weeklong camp is both an extension and expansion of Strings Camp. Open to advanced string 
players and pianists, it concentrates on developing chamber music skills, performance techniques and 
repertoire. 

Now in their 24th season, Strings Plus give students a chance to work with some of the area’s leading 
professional musicians. All participants will perform in a closing concert on Friday afternoon.  
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Summer Programs, cont. 
 

Each participant will be assigned to two ensembles and all chamber music groups will perform on the 
closing concert. 

Daily Activities Include: 

Chamber Music Coaching 
Practice Periods 
Sight Reading 
Stretching for Musicians 

 

Strings Plus is for traditional and Suzuki violin, viola, cello and piano students ages 
12-18. 

August 15 - 19, 2016 
10:00 AM - 4:30 PM 
Levine's NW DC Campus 
 
 
 
Students should be taking private les-
sons and be studying concerto litera-
ture and three-octave major and minor 
scales. Students should have at least 
one year of chamber music or orches-
tral experience. 
Students should prepare one move-
ment of a concerto or two contrasting 
excerpts from current repertoire, a 
three-octave major scale, and a three-
octave minor scale. In-person auditions will also include sight reading. String participants must play at 
the Bach/Vivaldi concerto level or above, and pianists must play at the Mozart/Haydn sonata level or 
above.  
 

Audition date: 
May 14, 2016 
 
If you are unable to audition in person you may submit an audition file online. An audition is required.  

http://www.levinemusic.org/about/newsroom/1-general/330-dc-campus-nw
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Summer Programs, cont. 
 

The Annandale Orchestras is thrilled to bring back our hugely successful Future Music Edu-
cators Camp.  The camp is only $200 for two full weeks of instruction (July 11 – 22nd).  This 
camp will give students one week of instruction on lesson planning, teaching, classroom management, 
and peer teaching.  The second week includes a practicum in which students are placed with local ele-
mentary/middle school camps where they can get real experiences.   

  
Want to be a MUSIC TEACHER?? 
·      Rising 10th – 12th graders 
·      Study with Virginia Orchestra Director of the Year, Angela Ammerman 
·      Future band, orchestra, choir, and elementary general music teachers!  
 
Week 1:  
Lesson Planning, Classroom Management, Peer Instruction, and Conducting 
Week 2: 
       Observations, Sectionals, and Teaching Experiences with Elementary/Middle School  students. 
 

Register here! 

The Annandale Orchestras is bringing back our Annandale Summer String 
Camp again!  This camp is for students between 4th and 8th grade and has been a huge success in 

the past.  The camp is only $100 for the entire week and features three different ensembles depend-
ing on student grade level.  This year, we will even have a special Chamber Ensemble for advanced 
players.   
 

 
·    July 18 - 22 
·    Rising 4th Grade – 8th Grade 
·    Beginning – Advanced String Players 
·    Work with the Virginia Orchestra Director of the Year, Angela Ammerman 
·    EPIC performance with campers and select musicians from the Award-Winning Annandale High 
 School Orchestra program! 
·     Price includes an Annandale String Camp T-Shirt 
 
 

Register here! 

http://www.annandaleorchestras.org/summer-camp.php
http://www.annandaleorchestras.org/summer-camp.php
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Summer Programs, cont. 

Violin Bootcamp is a one-to-two-week-long program for intermediate and advanced violinists 
who want to improve their technical skills in a rigorous and supportive atmosphere.  This year, it will 
take place August 15 – 19 and August 22-26 from 9 am to 4 pm each day. Hosted at George Mason Uni-
versity’s Potomac Arts Academy in Fairfax, Virginia, this program focuses on the basics of violin play-
ing and on improving the overall skill of a violinist through meticulous attention to the technical founda-
tion. The program is co-directed by Claire Allen, Rachel McAleer, Matt Richardson, and Erynn Spen-
cer. 
 
Students should be age 8 or older and at a Suzuki Book 2 (or equivalent) playing level. Last year, stu-
dents ranged in age from 8 to 17 and repertoire ranged from Minuet No. 2 to the Mozart Violin Concerto 
in G Major.  
 
A student’s experience at Violin Bootcamp includes 4 private lessons, daily practice sessions, group 
classes on different topics (including fundamentals, scales, shifting, vibrato, and music theory), rehears-
al with a professional collaborative pianist, masterclasses with Potomac Arts Academy Violin Teaching 
Artists, and a final recital or mock audition.  Students will be divided into technique groups based on 
age and level prior to the workshop.   
 
Violin Bootcamp is timed perfectly for students preparing for Senior Regional Orchestra auditions, 
school orchestra auditions, and students who want to jump-start their playing for the school year. Stu-
dents can sign up for either or both weeks. Visit www.PotomacAcademy.org for more information and 
to register. 

 
 
 

The Rolland String Pedagogy Workshop is an exciting, internationally-acclaimed pro-
gram for innovative string teachers, players and serious college/high school students. This year’s event 
Mason will focus on violin/viola left hand technique in an intensive 3-day schedule. Learn the lauded, 
ground-breaking playing and teaching principles and techniques of the iconic Paul Rolland from re-
nowned pedagogues who studied with him, collaborated with him in numerous workshops, and who 
bring Alexander Technique-informed expertise to Rolland Pedagogy. Paul Rolland (1911–1978), former 
Professor of Violin and String Pedagogy at University of Illinois, is recognized around the globe for em-
phasizing efficient, effective movement patterns and playing that is free from excessive tension. Our 
program builds on that legacy. Paul Rolland’s teachings come to life as his revolutionary text and video 
series The Teaching of Action in String Playing  is thoroughly explored, demonstrated, and applied. In 
these three days, you will learn proven teaching tools and strategies that work wonders in the classroom 
and private studio.  

Dates:  June 24 – 26, 2016 
Times:  9:00 a.m. – 5:30 p.m. (plus evening activities) 
Location:  Mason Fairfax Campus 
Visit www.PotomacAcademy.org for more information and to register. 

http://www.PotomacAcademy.org
http://www.PotomacAcademy.org


Virginia Commonwealth University 
ORCHESTRA PROJECT STRING ODYSSEY 

 

June 19-25 
 

This program welcomes middle and high school students who have been playing their instruments for a 
minimum of one year and are ready to advance their skills by working with professional musicians. A 
good mix of music and summertime fun is the hallmark of String Odyssey.  Students do not have to au-
dition to register for String Odyssey. 
 
Day and Resident camp.   
Info: http://orchestraprojectrva.com/camps/string-odyssey/  
 
 
 

 
Eastern Mennonite University 
RED WING FIDDLE CAMP 
 

June 27 - 30 
 
1-3 p.m. daily 
 
• For pre-college violin/fiddle students of all levels (no beginners, please) 
• Students will learn several tunes during the week with Preparatory Music teachers and special guest, 
Eric Brubaker, The Steel Wheels’ fiddle player. 
• Students will play the tunes they have learned with The Steel Wheels at the end-of-camp performance 
on Thursday afternoon. 
• On Friday, July 8, students will participate in an on-site Jam Session and Performance on stage with 
The Steel Wheels at Red Wing Roots Music Festival. Admission to the Festival on July 8 and a T-shirt 
are included for participating students. Parents are offered a reduced-priceFriday Day Pass to the Festi-
val. 
 
Online: www.emu.edu/musiclessons  
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Summer Programs, cont. 

http://link.gigmailz.com/c/443/cf63646b4610d68d9f18eb95afaca8f1af37c564815f0cafbb306bf7c110d647
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Summer Programs, cont. 

Philadelphia International Music Festival 
For study with principal players and other members of the Philadelphia Orchestra 

June 18 – July or July 16 – 29 for one or two weeks in each session 
Some SCHOLARSHIPS still available for pre – college students, ages 8 – 19 

Free: Kono Violin Giveaway compliments of David Michie Luthier 
 Free: Kurzweil Digital Piano Givaway compliments of Cunningham Piano Company  

Go to www.pimf.org to complete the free raffle 
For complete details Contact Dr. Alice Lindsay 

Director of Outreach and Community Partnerships  
Alindsay.pimf@cox.net / 757-761-5542 

Adult Division 
 The coveted Music House Division of the Philadelphia International Music Festival provides total 

immersion classes taught by principal players and other members of the Philadelphia Orchestra to 

young artists, ages 18 to 35, from across the globe. Offerings include multiple private lessons, cham-

ber music, master classes, recital opportunities, and competitions, concerts by the Philadelphia Or-

chestra faculty and students, orchestra reading sessions, rehearsals, concerts, and mock auditions. 
Maestro Cristian Macelaru, resident conductor of the Philadelphia Orchestra and conductor of the Mu-

sic House Division orchestra at PIMF is pleased to schedule one – on - one meetings with each 

young artist who is enrolled in the Music House Division. He will listen to, assess, and recommend a 

course of action to prepare each player to succeed when taking orchestra auditions. 

http://www.potomacacademy.gmu.edu/
http://www.privatemusicstudio.com/
http://www.pimf.org
mailto:Alindsay.pimf@cox.net%20/%20757-761-5542
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Violin Forum   

Signs of “Too Hard” 
A Rant by a Seasoned Teacher 

By Lynne Denig 
 

This has been a landmark year for my studio and for me.  After teaching for nearly 45 
years, I’m finally learning the signs of “too hard”, that is; when a student has been given 
something that is too difficult to learn in a reasonable amount of time.  And sometimes, the 
piece or task put before the student is not my own doing.  Often, it’s an audition require-
ment that causes complete tailspins in my studio.  In yours?  What can be done about these 
situations?  As string teachers, are we not to have expectations of our students that are tai-
lored to them and not to us and what we “need”? 
 
The most recent case in point was four middle school students who were required to play 
three-octave scales through three sharps and three flats in order to get into the next highest 

group at school or even to stay in the one they are in.  That’s ten scales with at least six different finger patterns for 
students who have played mostly one and two-octave scales so far.  Admittedly, my students are on a graded 
course of scale and arpeggio playing through ASTA CAP.  First the students are introduced to scale playing only 
through fifth position- and those scales are learned thoroughly.  Later, the scales are three octaves, and much later, 
the scales include F major and F# minor (and imagine for the poor violists; Bb major and B minor!)  One of the 
signs that that scale requirement is too difficult for these students is that it takes three lessons to get them through 
all ten scales without physically hurting themselves.  And this is three lessons out of normal studio instruction that 
must be taken.  My blood pressure gets higher when I learn that the teacher at school does not give the students 
fingerings for these scales.  It’s up to the private teachers!  And what about the students who have no private 
teacher?  And when audition day does come, how can this teacher be sane at the end of listening to scale chaos?  
In the end, what has the student learned? 
 
I’ve also run into the requirement that all middle school students in a particular level of ensemble must audition for 
Junior District Orchestra.  I’m sorry, but several of these students have no business working on those advanced 
parts when they barely have an understanding of third position.  The result in the studio is again, physical pain and 
soured relationships between student and teacher as we force our way through these unchartered waters. 
Then, there is Senior Regional auditions and All State auditions.  OK.  Advanced students benefit from the chal-
lenge, but regularly, half of my students are overwhelmed by these materials.  And yes; there is always Senior Dis-
trict auditions, but by the time those students finish flailing at SRO auditions, their whole demeanor has suffered, 
and the learning process and enthusiasm flag. 
 
I’m all for students giving something a good try, but colleagues, may we find healthier challenges for our mutual 
students?  Would one solution be to preselect students for certain challenges?  For instance, middle school students 
must be at least ASTA CAP level 5 in order to audition for JDO.  And the same for SDO.  And for SRO, even AS-
TA CAP level 8 might not be high enough.  And please, may we lose the piano approach to which scales are 
asked?  Three sharps and three flats are fine for pianists, but not for maturing muscles and tendons of young string 
players.  Do we not learn as much about whether a student can play in tune and have mastered scale playing by 
asking lower-position scales?   
 
And I understand that we are all dealing with parental expectations.  But I think parents expect of us that we are 
their children’s best advocates in musical matters.  Do we know our students well enough and can we risk initial 
disappointment to waylay the disappointment and physical injuries of realizing materials are just too hard?  Happy 
to hear from you. 



 

P A G E  1 6  W W W . V A S T A W E B . O R G  

Viola Forum by Michael Strauss 

METATECHNICAL SYSTEMS IN ACTION:  
MY DAY OF  

APPLYING A NEW LEARNING TECHNOLOGY AT THE WILLIAMSBURG 
VIOLA INSTITUTE 

 
 
“The strength of our method is that it’s hypothesis-neutral,” Dr. McDermott said. “We just present a 
bunch of sounds and let the data do the talking.” NY Times…the Music Room in the Brain… 
 
 

PREFACE 
On February 18th, 2016, I spent a busy day as master teacher at the Williamsburg Viola Institute, a gather-
ing place for violists of all ages and developmental levels. There were more than twenty participants, all 
motivated to improve. I was given the opportunity by Dr. Alice Lindsay to apply a new learning methodol-
ogy in the following areas: leading an ensemble, a lecture on early learning, and a combined master class/
lecture.   
 
This article is a description of how I applied MetaTechnical Systems (MTS) to solving problems in: 
 To perform together in an ad hoc ensemble.  
 Early learners   
 A masterclass/workshop on Metatechnical Systems. 
 
 

MetaTechnique refers to technique about technique, or the technique of technique. The goal of Me-
taTechnique is to create a language that makes it possible for students of different technical systems to 
communicate with each other productively.  Every individual can then discover his own unique path to 
easy and beautiful play. Why is it important for students and teachers to understand the MetaTechnique of 
violin inputs?  Because without a MetaTechnical understanding of different techniques, a student can fall 
victim to crippling confusion, and a teacher may find it difficult to help a student from a different technical 
background. However, no person can use MetaTechnique to play anything; only technique, or know-how, 
can accomplish that. The Metalevel is a place to go where you can gather data in a place free from stress, 
disorder, or disagreement. The moment you enter a conflict, you are not at the Metalevel any longer.  

 
 

ENSEMBLE 
 
The day began with a ensemble rehearsal, and I mentioned that I would be applying MTS to all of 

our music making. Then, without explaining further, we began to rehearse. Many people use MetaTech-
nical ideas without realizing that they have entered the Metalevel. Conversely, it is not so good to drift into 
a place of stress and conflict. My goal was to keep us all at the Metalevel, regardless of results. People 
need to be left alone; the brain needs to process data without interference from outer sources, like well-
meaning conductors and teachers.  An essential element of MTS is to be permeable, incomplete, and open 
to all ideas, while respecting the learning style of each individual.  

A brief note on the performance: the strings director at the high school, a violinist, sat in with the 



4th viola part of the Telemann Concerto for Four Violas. After the dress rehearsal, she suggested that we 
not perform it, because in the final run-through, it still did not hold together. Well, in the performance, it 
did hold together.  It’s an old saw: bad dress means good performance. In this case, I was not surprised. 
The players had had just enough time to process the data and produce a good result. At no time did I ex-
press any doubt. It’s all just data, and we “let the data do the talking.” 

 
 

EARLY LEARNERS 
 

In a presentation on early learners, I told the story of MetaTechnical principles as they developed 
in the Cedar Rapids Symphony 3rd grade strings program. The focus was on the importance of exercises. 
Don’t tell; don’t show; early learners learn by conditioning. When I used the curriculum as presented to 
me, not only did very few students learn the song, but most couldn’t even remember how to hold the 
bow. Well…small wonder, when the bowhold isn’t even introduced until the third lesson.  

 
I stressed three important elements when working with early learners: 

1. Use vivid imagery. 
2. Create exercises that allow maximum repetitions. 
3. Let them play as much as possible: they learn by doing. 
 

My experiments were “hypothesis neutral.” I never had any preconceived notion of what would or 
would not work. I divided classes into three teams, with one team performing and the other two as audi-
ence. Secondly, they held bows in the first lesson, when I began to develop a unique bow exercise which 
operated on metatechnical principles.  

 
The bow exercise is called “Catching Ants.” After the child learned to hold the bow, the sequence was as 
follows: 

Catch an Ant (Tip to the Toes) 
Ant on your Nose (Tip to the Nose) 
Let the Ant crawl onto the Frog  (Frog to the Nose) 
Shake the Ant into your hair (Shake the bow Above your Head) 
Squish the Ant (Twist the frog onto your head) 

One teacher asked if they perfected the bow hold. Of course not, I said. But when encountering Twinkle-
in-Ten students as many as four years after their classes, I discovered that many of them could still pick 
up the violin and play Twinkle! The reason is that they repeated their new directions, the magic words, 
many many times in every class. Also, as I demonstrated with a seven year old viola student then and 
there, when they traded violins and bows, they each had an opportunity to help their classmates. The 
trade: new team stands in front of playing team, both facing forward. First, players pass bows forward, 
making certain that the new team players hold their bows correctly. Then, they slide the violins from rest 
position forward into rest position of the new team. My young assistant had lots of fun demonstrating 
how easy and fun it was. 

 
MASTER CLASS 

 
The MetaTechnique Master Class, which filled a ninety minute time slot, was the cornerstone of the day. 
Two players of vastly different skills performed the first movements of the Telemann and Stamitz con-
certi. The entire class used the first line of See Saw Swings as a text to experiment with MetaTechnique. 
(See Saw Swings is a book of exercises that I composed, designed to improve tone, technique, note read-
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ing, and intonation.) 
 
The class began with a brief lecture on the development of MetaTechnique. It grew out of a fifteen 
year study of Alexander Technique with the inestimable Marjorie Barstow, one of the few living 
teachers who had studied with F. M. Alexander himself. Alexander Technique, in its essence, is a 
study of habit, with the aim of replacing habit with technique. Habit and technique form a staircase. 
Habit is a step in which you perform without knowing what you’re doing. It is impossible to improve 
your bow arm when you are only bowing out of an 
unconscious habit. The moment you think about that 
habit is the moment you disarm it. You then replace 
the habit with a new technique (the riser of the stair) 
which you consciously apply until it becomes a new 
habit. This sequence of habit/technique is a process of 
continual refinement, in which the new habits become 
more durable while the new techniques are always 
more focused and delicate. (This of course is a de-
scription of the learning curve, with a new awareness 
that the curve is never an actual line, but a sequence of 
steps, which eventually become so small that it ap-
pears to be a line. It is never a line. It is always the 
steps of habit/technique rising in an ever-more-
delicate staircase). 
 
Everything can be reduced to data, which we then 
compute on our violas. The viola is a feedback mecha-
nism: Garbage In, Garbage Out, as they say in com-
puterese.  Data can be described in three ways: words, 
numbers, or action. I stressed that in MTS, I always 
use exercises (actions!) which lead students to their 
own feelings. An essential element of Alexander 
Technique is that nobody can teach a feeling, because 
no two people ever feel anything the same way.  
The third MetaTechnicale element was the bow SMILE:  Symmetry/Momentum/Inertia/ Leverage/
Energy. The principle is that no matter what your bowing system, you have to harness these five dis-
crete forces. We had the most fun experiencing the problem of inertia. I had my young assistant 
demonstrate by walking back and forth, changing direction on command. As the command to turn ac-
celerated, she became more confused and had more fun. It was a concrete demonstration of the basic 
problem of turning a down bow into an up bow. 
 
The student playing Telemann struggled to make a decent sound, but I did not address the problem 
head on. Instead, it was an opportunity to introduce her to the Bead, which is my practical name for 
Helmholz motion. She decided on a spot closer to the bridge, let the bow hair stick to the string, and 
then let the string slip off as she began her stroke. Without changing anything in her actual bow arm 
(which was trapped in a really bad habit), she instantly improved her tone. Then I told the class that 
she, like all of us, has a shoulder, an elbow, a wrist, pronators, fifteen joints in her hand, and the op-



tion of turning every fingertip into a joint. I 
said, “She has the option of spreading the 
load any way she wants to.” What a pleasure 
to see and hear when she decided to stop 
overloading her wrist. Everyone saw and 
heard the improvement. 
 
Using the See Saw melody, I then took the 
class through three exercises, each designed 
to isolate a different aspect of movement. 
First, everyone stretched into Warrior pose, 
from Yoga, holding their bows and balancing 
their violas on their arms. They stayed until 
they felt quite stressed. When we bent our 
elbows, brought our instruments to playing 
position, and played, they all heard that their 
sound had improved. Then, I showed the stu-
dents how to raise their bow arms one joint at 
a time, eventually bringing their hands above 
their heads. When we played the tune, it 
sounded even better. Finally, we practiced 
standing and sitting using a delicate observa-
tion developed by Mr. Alexander. As we 

stood and sat, stood and sat, each participant was reminded that they had a choice of how they moved 
their heads. This head-body relationship is the essence of Mr. Alexander’s discovery. Using this essence, 
without a hypothesis, is how I developed the MTS concept that different “techniques” are irrelevant to 
the actual production of sound. The quality of movement determines the quality of performance, not the 
placement of fingers on the stick, etc. 
 
When we played the tune one last time, it sounded warm, rich, easy, full and expressive. I believe that 
everyone felt as surprised as I was, because no matter how many times I demonstrate this, it always 
seems inexplicable. Why? Because there is nothing visibly dramatic to look at. It just happens. And 
when it happens, everyone knows it, and wants to do it again. 
 
We finished the class with an advanced student performing the first few lines of the Stamitz Concerto. 
He had a beautiful sound in a consistent forte. He learned to apply MTS concepts of the bow and strings 
to his performance. When crossing strings, regardless of whether you use the shoulder, elbow, or wrist, 
the bow itself has four zones (C/G/D/A).  When crossing, you always had best go from one zone to the 
next, though there is a tendency to alter the bowspeed and interfere. The clarity of his chords improved 
immediately, just by applying this discrete piece of data. But the first chord was still too loud. That was 
because every string has a unique weight; if you apply a soft C string dynamic to your A string, the A 
string will sound loud. Again, an easy fix. The third problem he tackled was the octaves. He had been 
using a trick fingering with a harmonic to avoid having to shift the octaves, but I told him that Heifitz 
would never use such a fingering.  He tried the Dounis technique of practicing octaves by using a glis-
sando.  He also applied the SMILE to his shifting technique: SYMMETRICALLY, his fingers grew 
closer together as he upshifted. He used the MOMENTUM of his arm to help aid the shift. He con-
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sciously moved his whole arm to overcome INERTIA as he began the shift. By applying light force in 
his shoulder mechanism, he used LEVERAGE to maximize speed. And finally, he chose to apply as lit-
tle ENERGY as necessary. The passage improved dramatically. 
 
I then introduced a MTS concept for developing musical expression. Without specifically telling him 
where to use rubato, or change dynamic, he learned that there are only four modalities that any musician 
can use to create expression: Timbre, pitch, dynamic and time. How the artist spreads the load between 
tone colors, vibrato/sliding/intonation affects, crescendo/diminuendo, and ritardando/accelerando/
fermata affects is absolutely idiosyncratic. The important thing is to decide how you wish to spread the 
load between these four modalities. And I may have told the story of how I said to my friend, violist/
composer James Bergin, that there were only three modalities. He responded, “What about timbre?” And 
I replied, “That makes four.” Which implies that there may be a fifth, and because MetaTechnique is 
both incomplete and permeable, all new data is welcomed. (The essential problem always remains: How 
to differentiate between data and noise.) 
 

 
SUMMARY 

 
I wanted every participant to leave with three useful things from MetaTechnical Systems that they might 
remember and apply. Of course, I had applied the teaching technique of throwing many many things up 
against a wall, fitting everything together with the awareness that no-one could possible remember more 
than 10 percent of what had happened.  
 
Here is a list of several different three item possibilities. 
1) Everything can be reduced to data./The viola is like a computer./Data is best processed by taking ac-
tion, and not getting tangled up in words or numbers, or other kinds of noise. 
2) Habit and technique form a staircase./ Thinking disarms the habit./ Every new technique eventually 
becomes a habit, which then needs to be replaced by a more refined technique. (Because if it is not get-
ting better, it is slowly getting worse!) 
3) The bow SMILE is fun and easy to remember./ The SMILE can be applied to the left arm as well as 
the right./ When you apply the SMILE, you will be able to improve your performance without interfer-
ing with any of your prior teaching. 
4) MetaTechnical principles can be used to activate the student’s thinking./ When the student thought-
fully applies data, she has a good chance of improving quickly and without stress./Therefore, when 
teaching, do not interfere with the student’s unique process of thinking and feeling. 
5) MetaTechnique is a place to gather data./ Only technique can be used to play the viola./The data ex-
plored in MTS  is “hypothesis neutral:” “We just present a bunch of sounds and let the data do the talk-
ing.” 
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Guitar Forum 
 How to Supercharge Your Guitar Speed - #4 Will Surprise You 

By Dr. Sean Beavers 

How do you play fast? Not just a little fast. Really fast! 

This is the question that many guitar students have asked me 

over the years. Why do they want to play fast? To impress peo-

ple. To turn heads. To win the duel in the guitar store. 
 

I think it’s worth exploring how to play fast. And I can give you several tried 

and true approaches that will help you increase your speed. But let me start by 

examining why we play fast in the first place. 

Speed is not a goal; it’s a tool. Making music allows us to express emotion. To create a mood. Making 

more expressive music involves heightening contrast, and speed can help you do that.  

When I listen to some of the best guitar players in the world, they play the fast passages faster than ex-

pected and the slow passages slower than expected. Contrast is heightened. The intermediate player, on 

the other hand, will tend to play the fast passages slower and the slow passages faster. Contrast is dimin-

ished. 

It is important to note, however, that playing fast all the time does not heighten contrast. Non-stop fast 

playing can be entertaining and impressive, but it does not communicate depth of emotion.  

Okay, you say, I understand all that. But how do I play fast? Here are some best ways to develop fast 

guitar playing: 

 

1. Speed Bursts – I got this idea from Scott Tennant of the Los Angeles Guitar Quartet. Scott is ridicu-

lously fast, so I’m always interested in what he says about speed development. In his excellent 

book, Pumping Nylon, the Classical Guitarist’s Technique Handbook, he lays out the speed burst ap-

proach, which I have found very useful. It involves alternating several slow notes with a burst of fast 

notes. So, for example, play three beats of eighth notes followed by one beat of sixteenth notes.  

http://www.amazon.com/Pumping-Nylon-Classical-Guitarists-Technique/dp/088284721X
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Then return to three beats of eighth notes before playing the next group of sixteenth notes. This allows 

you to compare the clarity and control you have in playing the eighth notes with the clarity and control 

you have in playing the sixteenths. Your goal is to play the sixteenths as well as you play the eighths. 

When this is achieved, you can either gradually lengthen the burst (play two beats of eighths and two 

beats of sixteenths as seen below) or simply increase the overall tempo. 

 

 

2. Gradual Tempo Increase with Metronome– This is probably the most obvious approach to speed 

development. But it is also one of the best. Start slow, and gradually increase the tempo with the metro-

nome. At this point, you are probably saying, “Duh!” But there is a nuance here that should not be 

missed. 

 

When you reach a tempo where you lose accuracy and control, reduce the tempo to just below that 

point. Repeat the passage with accuracy several times. Then increase the tempo again and see if you can 

now play faster with accuracy. If so, repeat the passage with accuracy several times at the newly 

achieved tempo before moving to the next faster tempo. If not, go back to the previous tempo, and re-

peat the passage with accuracy several times before attempting to increase tempo.  

3. Successively Longer Fragments – This is another approach recommended by Scott Tennant, who 

calls it “evolution of a scale”. At a fast tempo, you play the first five notes of the scale, then the first 

nine notes, etc. You play increasingly longer sections of the scale until you can do the whole thing.  

http://www.seanbeavers.us/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Example-1.jpg
http://www.seanbeavers.us/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Example-2.jpg
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4. Start Fast and Get Slower – This counterintuitive idea was introduced to me by Stephen 

Aron in one of his blog posts. In this approach, you start with a metronome marking much faster 

than you normally play. You visualize playing a short bursts of four sixteenths at this very fast 

tempo. Then you use the speed burst approach to play at that tempo. You gradually reduce 

speed until you reach a tempo where you can play accurately. I do not use this as my main 

strategy for speed development, but I find it can be helpful to do this occasionally to overcome 

psychological barriers to playing fast. 

 

5. Let it Happen – A challenge associated with the strategies above is that they can lead to ten-

sion. If you are becoming tense and stressed by trying to play fast, it may be time to step back 

and approach speed development organically. Practice for a few days without thinking about 

speed. If you are practicing accurately and effectively, you will usually increase your ability to 

play faster without even thinking about it. 

 

You can rotate among these different approaches. All of these have yielded great results for me 

at various points in my guitar playing life. Give them a try, and you will soon be shredding. 

Have fun. 

This article first appeared on the Mentoring Musicians blog, www.seanbeavers.us.  

http://stephenaronstudio.blogspot.com/2014/03/velocity-fast-i-m-alternation-now.html?q=fast+and+get+slower
http://www.seanbeavers.us
http://www.seanbeavers.us/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Example-3b.jpg

