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ith the proliferation 

of technology, finding 

something to practice 

is seldom an issue. In-

stead, most students discover so many 

things to work on that they never com-

pletely master one thing before moving 

on to the next “chop du jour.” Working on 

one particular groove or lick is fine. How-

ever, a consistent diet of one-offs leaves 

students unfocused with limited resourc-

es to pull from when they find themselves 

in a demanding gig situation. These scat-

tered and incomplete studies often lead to 

frustration and, in performance, an over-

all lack of musical depth. In my teaching 

practice, I have found that until tradition-

al methodology is incorporated, students 

remain untethered from the foundational 

vocabulary used by the master musicians 

they often try to emulate.

	 Traditional methods have consistent-

ly proven themselves to produce their 

intended results and are as relevant to-

day as when they were first introduced. 

These methods have become works of art 

that have furthered our understanding 

and enjoyment of our discipline. Instead 

of providing a singular groove or lick, 

these great books strengthen our overall 

vocabulary providing a strong foundation 

that we need in order to be successful, 

working musicians. All that being said, 

I do not disavow newer methods. We 

should always be striving for good, new 

ideas; these are necessary to advance our 

art form. However, I am a firm believer 

that any new pathway must be steeped 

in tradition. You can only build an addi-

tion to an existing house that has a solid 

foundation. Furthermore, new ideas only 

survive long term if they are comprised 

of foundational substance.

	 Most classic texts were written to 
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focus on particular needs that at one time 

were not otherwise addressed. Naturally, 

the explanations and exercises in these 

books speak appropriately to students, and 

professionals, needing this information, 

and good ideas generally produce good 

results. If a student needs basic technique 

and reading, a great place to start would be 

Stick Control by George Lawrence Stone. 

Someone needing help with fundamental 

jazz independence may want to work out 

of Advanced Techniques for the Modern 

Drummer by Jim Chapin. Funky Primer by 

Charles Dowd is an excellent method for 

those wanting to improve their command 

of backbeat-oriented grooves. For a student 

who may need help interpreting music for 

concert snare drum, a good place to start 

would be Modern School for Snare Drum by 

Morris Goldenberg. Each of the aforemen-

tioned methods is either the first of its kind 

or was the first to effectively capsulize the 

concepts addressed.

	 We also find value in these definitive 

books from the many successful musicians 

who praise their usefulness. It doesn’t 

take many interviews to discover that the 

vast majority of our favorite players have 

studied (and currently teach) from these 

long-established methods. When you find 

that great players as radically different as 

Tony Williams and Jason Bittner have 

worked from many of the same books, you 

are forced to acknowledge that there must 

be something special found in those pag-

es. In addition, we have many “celebrity” 

teachers who regularly discuss the impor-

tance and continued use of these tried-and 

true-methods. These legacy users reassure 

the integrity of these authoritative meth-

ods.

	 As students, we seek instructors who 

will give us access to information that we 

can’t discover or expediently learn on our 

own. Like any other service, we look for 

teachers who possess a track record of 

success with prior students and who are 

known for their ability to communicate 

precisely. That being said, our drumming 

language is built upon vocabulary that has 

been created by the methods we learn. 

Thus, it’s vitally important as a student to 

be familiar with these terms, not only from 

conversational practicality but also as a po-

tential future teacher. It is consistently im-

pressed upon my students that no matter 

where your travels take you, these conven-

tional methods are likely familiar to other 

drummers and competent instructors.

	 Another invaluable aspect of these 

great texts is their clarity in mission. As 

students, this unambiguous and objective 

style of study is one of the essential parts 

of your education. Having a clear objective 

that is not mitigated by opinion should 

be of paramount importance. Don’t be 

concerned about the focus of these books 

limiting your creativity; they won’t. Re-

member that we call artistic endeavors 

“disciplines” for a reason. These concepts 

may indeed narrow your focus temporar-

ily. However, upon completion, the knowl-

edge you have gained will open new doors 

of creativity that you never knew existed. 

These definitive methods have clear, uni-

versally accepted concepts that are a part 

of our percussion lexicon. Over decades of 

use, these books are no longer opinions, but 

rather are the standard-bearers for truth in 

our educational journey.

	 Many of these older methods seem 

somewhat dry compared to new books and 

videos that are currently being produced. 

Almost all of the modern material comes 

with CDs, DVDs, and companion websites. 

All of that is helpful for sure. However, it 

is critical to compare the subject matter. In 

virtually every instance, you’ll discover 
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one of two things: either the new approach 

is a rehash or it’s an advanced extension of 

the original method. My philosophy would 

suggest the student consult the traditional 

source first; the authors of the new litera-

ture certainly did! In so many ways, the lat-

er books are de facto citations of the canon-

ical texts. That fact alone is a great indicator 

of the importance of the original book. If a 

new method is a written restatement, it 

only makes sense to learn the information 

first-hand from its predecessor. In other 

words, would you rather see a great classic 

rock band or a classic rock tribute band? 

If a new book is presenting progressive 

concepts based on the older edition, you’d 

want to master the original in order to un-

derstand and absorb the more advanced 

information in the newer book. Time and 

time again, I discover that knowing the bi-

bles of drumming often provides an under-

standing of other methods that might seem 

unrelated. What we quickly find is that 

this timeless information is in the DNA of 

everything we do as percussionists. These 

enduring books are a portal into what 

makes us what we are, and they connect us 

through their omnipotence.

	 Ultimately, there are many different 

and valuable aspects of learning our disci-

pline’s standard teaching methods. The un-

derlying principle is that the information 

found in these books is undeniably true 

and has been repeatedly used with success. 

Regardless of whether you are the teacher 

or student, the truth is what we should all 

be striving to discover, learn, and pass on to 

the next generation.
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