The Schizophrenic High School Drummer

By Gene Markiewicz


That’s right.  You read the title correctly.  A high school drummer of this century is expected to be musically schizophrenic.  Meaning, he or she must have multiple personalities to perform in total school music programs.


Here is an example.  During marching season the drummer is instructed with cues such as, "Listen in to the center for dynamic and timing interpretation!” or  "Play like your center." Or “Keep those stick heights alike (which effect dynamics) and sticking patterns the same!” Then it’s off to jazz band rehearsal to the drum set. “You’re playing to stiff.” Or “You must relax.” Or “ Don’t listen to the soloist.” Or “ Don’t play what’s written.”  Then there is concert band, pep band, orchestra, solo and ensemble contests, and more.


I am going to address jazz band.  First of all, I what have witnessed and judged at high school jazz band contests, young drummers that a bit confused by all this.  No kidding!  Can we blame them?  Let’s look at just what young drummers jazz band experience is.  Most of them have a passion for their instrument and want to extend that passion by getting in jazz band.  Then, we expect them to play a style of music that most of them have not listened to very much.  They are then asked to play totally different than ever before without much experience.  


This is where I will stop writing negative and the fun part begins.  Most of these students are amazing and hungry to learn.  I very much enjoy my visits to high schools to have the opportunity talk about jazz to students.  I always ask them what they listen to.  They mostly answer with something that is jazz.  Then I ask them what is on their iPod/mp3 player right now. I ask them whom they listened to last.  I assure them I will not be offended if it is not jazz. When they tell me, I always respond positively.  If I have not heard of the artist mentioned, I ask them to tell me about them.  I ask what they like about them.


Why I do this is to start the conversation.  Learning jazz is a conversation.  Jazz drumming is a conversation that most students can have with comfortable guidance.  Drummers in jazz bands must learn to listen.  They must listen and make music.  Listening to jazz recordings and digging into the sounds and feel is essential.  Most young drummers have the ability to listen to and figure out what to play.  It is my opinion this is where the teaching comes into play.  Guiding the drummer on what to listen to, and what to listen for.


There are classic recordings and modern recordings that help the drummer with jazz basics.  In my opinion, the important basics are sound and time.  If students are listening, they can hear subtleties in drumming that can apply to their playing.  Listening to basic structures of blues, modal, or swing, what to and play when. How should a drummer back a soloist, or when and why to play brushes?  All these things can come from listening.  Recordings are the easiest way to get ideas, but hearing and seeing live musicians is always the best.  


This may sound self-promoting, but whenever possible, have a guest artist speak and/or play with your jazz band at a rehearsal. I remember my experience when I was in high school.  Saxophonist, Chuck Carter and drummer John Von Ohlen came to one of our rehearsals and spoke.  It was a real experience that made me play better.  They inspired me and guided me to listen and apply what I heard to my playing.


I so respect educators and young learners.  In education there is a phrase called “coding.”  That is what students are told to do when speaking.  With friends and in the neighborhood, we talk one way.  In school and work, we speak in a professional manner.  Young musicians are learning this ability musically.  Young musicians are going to be the leaders of our future.  I believe that these “schizophrenic” drummers will master abilities that will make them adaptable and the carriers of our musical heritage.

