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Learning the first book of Suzuki repertoire is fundamental to developing various musical skills.  Some would say that 90% of all techniques are learned in book 1 (or even that 90% of techniques are learned in the Twinkle variations, and 95% by the end of book 1).  These early stages are crucial to learning to produce beautiful tone and to play musically.
In this article, originally inspired by a presentation by Graham Rix, I summarise the observation, listening, musicianship and other life skills that learning book 1 introduces.
Observation and listening skills
Initially children listen daily to high quality recordings of the music they will learn.  This is passive listening – in the background – like babies hearing language spoken around them.  Children hear how the pieces sound; some will sing along to the music.  They will also observe early lessons of other pupils, so they and their parents see how the teacher works in detail in the lesson – they see the pupil’s general behaviour; they see the pupil’s focused work.
Once children start their own lessons, listening becomes more active.  In the lesson, the teacher will direct them to listen for specifics, for example to the sound of an individual note, to the connection between two notes, or to the rhythm of three notes.  The teacher demonstrates different ways of playing, the child sees and hears, and then repeats and feels the sounds and movements.  Meanwhile the parent is observing and understanding the teacher’s explanation.
From the very beginning, the teacher focuses on one point at a time.  Each lesson, or at least each piece, will focus on one technical or musical point.  The teacher shows WHAT is the point to be worked on, HOW to work on the point, and WHY the point needs to be studied.  The parent makes notes and/or videos this part of the lesson, and this guides the daily practice.  Through observing other children’s lessons, pupils and parents gain a wider perspective for ideas on how to practice.
Children absorb sounds through a process of osmosis – constantly listening to recordings of their repertoire as well as listening in lessons.  They absorb the shape, the dynamics, the rhythms, as well as the character and style of the music.  They develop a sense of comfort and security with the repertoire.  They also learn how to observe the world around them, and therefore learn better.
Musicianship skills
Children develop musicianship skills alongside technical skills.  They are constantly encouraged to listen for beautiful sounds.  To create good tone, we need a balanced posture, a comfortable and natural use of the body, arms, wrists, hands and fingers, and an ability to listen.  Appropriate use of the body is refined in every lesson.
Some aspect of the Twinkle variations is used in every bar of music that we play, in the same way that vowels are crucial to form words.  Children will continue to improve their Twinkles as they progress through the repertoire.  Technical and musical skills are developed also as children maintain their review – old pieces are continually revised and polished until these skills become a natural part of the way the child plays.
Good tone involves creating line (one note leading into the next) and longer phrases and structures, understanding different articulations (including legato, staccato and slurs), feeling vital rhythm (and pulse and beat) and an appreciation of colour and dynamic range.  Many skills are interwoven here, including understanding how to shape phrases, inner rhythm skills, and an ability to maintain pulse and to subdivide beats.  Essential qualities include inner listening skills, ability to concentrate and absorb, and learning to imitate sound and gestures.  Observing more advanced students, and playing together with others – listening to each other – are invaluable.
Other essential skills include preparing mentally and physically before playing the first note of a piece, which involves using one’s inner hearing to imagine the sounds and rhythms to be produced before starting.  Security of notes and rhythms are, of course, crucial – in the early stages, children play much more fluently when the piece has been listened to frequently.  And, of course, performing from memory from the very beginning means that even teenagers feel comfortable performing without the score.  Further skills worth developing are those of playing by ear and of improvising.
Many would claim that most skills are 90% graft and craft and 10% artistry.  So it is essential teachers nurture parents in order to guide their children in the early stages of their musical development.
Life skills
How is the character of a Suzuki child formed by the way in which they learn to play a musical instrument?  Listening and observation skills are invaluable for all learning.  Good posture, whether sitting or standing, means these youngsters will command respect from others.  They have learned to concentrate in lesson and practice; they have learned how to practise efficiently in order to improve; they have learned that correct repetition is required; their memory is well developed.
Suzuki children are used to overcoming obstacles.  They encounter challenges.  Together with their teacher they work out how to practise to overcome the difficulty, by breaking each problem into smaller parts and mastering each component, step-by-step.  They persevere in their practice until they succeed, and this builds their confidence.  They have developed grit.  They are used to performing to others, whether informally in individual lessons, in group lessons, in intimate concerts, or in larger and more formal concerts.  This should help them feel confident when making a presentation to a group of friends or colleagues.
In group lessons, children learn from their peers as well as from their teacher.  They learn when to lead and when to follow.  Empathy, respect, kindness and other social skills are developed.  Body intelligence (awareness and use of body) and emotional intelligence (understanding and developing emotions) are important elements of human development.  Having a skill for life, a hobby which may provide social enjoyment, opens up each child’s potential – everything becomes possible.


