Staying Motivated and Productive in the Summer Months

Most people see the summer months negatively in terms of maintaining playing ability and motivation, but this does not have to be the case.  But in fact, it can be a great opportunity to really improve your musicians “skill set”.
When approaching an issue like the “summer blues”, I ask myself one simple question, “Why?”  Why do we have such a hard time staying motivated for those 4 months?  To answer this I think that it is important to look at what makes these months so different from the other 8 of the year.  
First of all, most people do not continue getting weekly lessons. This is the biggest reason, in my opinion, why we find it hard to continue improving during the summer months.  Without someone checking up on bad habits or assigning pesky studies that we all love to hate, it is extremely hard to feel like there is anything to practice, or that practice sessions are actually getting you anywhere.  So why aren’t you taking a weekly or at least a bi-weekly lesson?  When you are in school, lessons are included in your tuition and it feels like they are costing nothing at all, but in reality you are paying for them, so why not pay for them all year round, and reap the benefits?  If you pay for extra lessons during the summer months then this would eliminate this part of the issue completely.
Going home or moving elsewhere for the summer months can make it difficult to continue studying with your standard teacher.  Some people worry about taking lessons with different people, as this could upset the current path that your teacher has you on.  But in fact playing for someone new can be great opportunity.  Playing for different people can be very enlightening as they will no doubt have different opinions, ideas, and ways of verbalizing their advice.  In addition to these potentially eye opening experiences, you are also introducing yourself to someone who could potentially be calling you for a gig.  Asking other people for lessons lets them know that you respect them as a musician and a teacher, which creates a positive connection with them.  Furthermore, they now know your playing capabilities and will be more inclined to give you work.  Along the same lines, why not take a lesson with someone who plays a different instrument then you do.  It is amazing how a teacher who is unaware of the technical limitations of your instrument will suggest different and interesting phrasing or musical ideas that someone who plays a similar instrument might not have thought of.
Another solution to partially fill in hole left by the absence of weekly lessons is to attend a summer festival.  These can be a great opportunity to meet other musicians, improve your chops, and get some inspiration.  The National Youth Orchestra, Domaine Forget, and the Banff Centre are just a few examples of these types of programs, and some of these programs even include private lessons.
Another contributing factor to the summer issue is that you aren’t playing in ensembles, and therefore aren’t playing with other musicians.  This is a very hard situation, as you can only play all by yourself for so long without feeling like your musicianship, ability to blend, and intonation are slowly slipping away.  An easy fix for this is to form a chamber ensemble.  Quartets, quintets, trios, duos or even larger groups are a great way to fill the ensemble void.  They create an opportunity to play with others, and usually involve repertoire that is more challenging than the average large ensemble pieces (especially for brass players).  On top of this you are creating more employment opportunities here as well.  Not only can this ensemble be hired for the gigs, but the people playing in your ensemble are more likely to call you or recommend you to others for gigs.  These other gigs also increase the amount that you are playing, which in turn exponentially increases your gigging chances and networking ability.  It is a great positive spiral effect that can be initiated by you!
So you are sitting at home sitting by the phone and it’s not ringing.  You took my advice and started a smoking hot brass quintet.  You get together once a week and really work on some great material, and you are ready for the world to hear you, but still no one calls.  Well, ask yourself this, “How do people know that I exist, and what I sound like?”  If your answer was, “They don’t” then we have a problem, and yet again there is a relatively easy solution.  Put on your own show.  This show could be a solo recital, a joint recital, a chamber music show, or even a house party.  It really does not matter where or what you are playing, just as long as you are playing what you like and that people are listening to it.  This gives a chance for you to be heard, and it also gives you something to work towards.
I use the summer months to play in groups and genres that stretch my musical boundaries.  For instance I played with a ska/reggae band that had a weekly coffee shop gig, and played house parties and private events such as weddings.  It was a great experience to get my playing by ear and improvising more comfortable, and I also used it to improve my playing on a different horn.  
Now that we have discussed a few of the things that you can do to keep your summers as productive as possible, by filling in the gaps that being out of school creates, let’s talk about something that you cannot change.  It’s nice outside.  Most places in Canada don’t have beautiful warm and sunny days all year round, and when they finally come we like to enjoy them.  Spending some time out in the sun is totally fine and can be a very much needed reenergizer for your brain.  The important thing is to realize that if you want to do all of the above mentioned gigs then you still have to practice.  Make sure that you are completely honest with yourself when planning your day and that you know exactly how much and when you are going to practice.  I know that if a friend calls on a beautiful sunny day and asks me to go rock climbing that I am going to have a hard time saying no.  I also know that no matter how much I try and tell myself that if I do go out with them then I’m not going to practice after I come home.  So this means that I need to make sure that I get a good practice session in before I go anywhere.  This also means that if I do not receive a phone call later that I can practice that much more later on in the day, or I can go out and enjoy it on my own without feeling guilty.  When I go out to enjoy the sun I personally like to multitask as much possible.  I take my laptop or a note pad and write down ideas for recitals or shows I would like to put on, arrangements or compositions I would like to do, and even playing issues I would like to tackle.  It is amazing how inspirational sitting in the sun with a beautiful view of the mountains and/or ocean can be for a brainstorming session.
The last issue I would like to discuss is money (every student and musicians favourite topic).  Getting a summer job is one of the things that can really put a serious kink in your practice time.  I know how hard it is to convince yourself to practice after working an 8 hour shift, and all you want to do is plop down on the couch.  There are a few potential ways to combat this nagging issue.  The best way to deal with this problem is by getting a job which requires you to play.  I know that that sounds obvious, but it is baffles me how many people do not even apply for these types of jobs.  Some options are the National Academy Orchestra, which pays $400.00 a week and you get a taste of how a professional orchestra functions.  You do have to figure out your own room and board, but it is usually fairly easy to find an inexpensive place in Hamilton.  For wind players there is the Ceremonial Guard.  The pay is great and all of your expenses (excluding alcohol) are covered, but you do have to be a member of the armed forces, and do basic training.  There are other orchestras and bands all over the world, so just do some digging and get your audition tapes ready.
I would like to leave you with one parting thought.  If you are not being forced to attend weekly rehearsals and lessons, and you do not have to perform in weekly concerts, then this is an extraordinary opportunity to fix all of those nasty habits that have been bugging you.  Take the time to rebuild your embouchure, or really slow down you lip slurs and make sure that they are perfect.  Go back to the basics and make sure that your fundamentals are solid.  Finally suck up your ego and sound worse for a while!  When you come back to school you will have all of your basics where they need to be, and you can really start to get some repertoire under your fingers.
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