
Module 5

Finding Your Voice 

Here it is - the topic of this video, to me, is the point of this entire course. Finding your 

voice. I cannot tell you how many conversations I’ve had with players, with 

professionals of all levels, with the beginner to the master, professor, to the 

professional, it doesn’t matter. So many of those conversations have gone late into the 

night, they’ve happened over email, text messages. It is all about finding our voice, 

defining our voice, refining our voice. I’m constantly talking about it with people, I’m 

trying to constantly make myself clearer when I’m communicating on this instrument. Is 

what is coming out truly me or am I just regurgitating something that I heard somewhere 

and copped off of someone?  

Now, mimicking is something that we should do, it is something that great jazz artists 

talk about all the time. But just recycling those same old licks, those same old lines, and 

never making them your own - that’s a problem. So, the point of this whole course of 

getting your practice time together, getting organized progress, understanding how the 

brain works, deliberate practice, scheduling, all of those things. Are so you can find who 

you are on this instrument because we are just trying to communicate our view of the 

world through this inanimate object. We are trying to let people see how we see the 

world and our view point. Thelonious Monk, he’s got some crazy stuff, I love it. Charles 

Ives is one of my favorite classical composers, I love what he does. I love what they do, 

it is out there. But it is their view of the world, it is a glimpse into them. It’s kind of like 

reading a good book, you get to see how they view things because everyone views it 

differently.  

You know the books I hate reading? The ones that have no original stamp on them. 

Even if I don’t quite understand the book I’m like, “this book is…”. I had one the other 

day, it won all kind of awards and is on the best 100 “must read before you die” and I 

got it and I’m like, “yeah I don’t like this.” I got around 100 pages in and I just didn’t like 

his writing style. Does that mean I didn’t appreciate his view point? No, absolutely not. I 
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actually liked seeing how he viewed things, I just didn’t get it, it didn’t vibe with me. 

That’s ok, it’s not going to vibe with everybody. But I enjoyed the originality of his voice. I 

can always accept and appreciate that.  

So the cool down is your key to finding where your voice is because in the work time, 

we are going through those exercises and the scheduling time you schedule and set 

goals for things you feel you need to work on based upon where you want to go with 

your playing. So, if you are doing all of those things it is going to lead us to this natural 

end and the cool down is our way of assessing that, reviewing and finding out where my 

voice is. Is it coming out how I want it to? So it is our time to review things, it is our time 

to re-work things. It is our time to edit, remember me talking about that? Editing is such 

a huge part of finding your voice. It is our time to find our strengths and our weaknesses 

and to be very honest with ourselves when we are doing this, ok? It’s not an easy task, 

it takes great maturity to find your voice and constantly stay the path of that.  

If you read Miles Davis’ biography he talks about finding his voice. He talks about the 

conflicts he had whenever he was coming out with Dizzy, Byrd, then Coltrane. They 

were doing these flurry of notes that he didn’t hear them, he could do them but he didn’t 

feel they were ‘him’. He said so many times, “I was on a different path.” And he knew 

when he came across other artists that he’s like, “ok that resonates with me that’s when 

I want to do.” He was more into space, he was more into the whole vibe of the thing. He 

was more into allowing the music to breathe a little bit more. That’s neither good or bad, 

it is just a different voice. So, he was very vocal about wanting to do something different. 

I didn’t want to play what they were playing, I was attracted to it and sometimes I felt like 

I should play it but that wasn’t me and I was trying to do my thing. I felt like that was 

going to be the most important thing. So it is really important for us to do that. 

So here’s some questions I want you to begin asking yourself during your cool down. 

What are your strengths? Just sit there and go, “ok what are my strengths?” Get out a 

piece of paper, this is the part of your cool down and it is going to be like your 
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scheduling time. You are going to take some time in a notebook. The cool down doesn’t 

all have to happen at your instrument. The cool down can happen later when you are 

having coffee, it can happen before you go to bed, it can happen the next morning 

before you go to work. You can discharge and go, “ok this is what I feel like happened.” 

So, what are your strengths? What are the strengths you are finding in your playing? 

What are your weaknesses? List them out there and go, “to be honest with you.” A 

weakness is anything that you feel you are not great at even though you’ve worked at it, 

you are not motivated. The first thing we need for deliberate practice is motivation, you 

aren’t motivated for it. It is one thing if it is something you need to be good at, like a 

basic core skill. But if it’s something you just wanted to learn and you are like, “I just 

don’t like it.” That can be a weakness, something you don’t like. That’s ok, it is all part of 

the editing phase.  

So, what are the weaknesses that you are finding that you just not attracted to or they 

are true weaknesses? When you find that weakness, is it something that you need to 

develop to make look like a strength? Or is it something that you are just going to ignore 

and avoid because it is superficial, not super important, not part of your voice? Let me 

emphasize, if it is a core skill and it is a weakness, you have to work on it. Period. If it is 

a core technical skill it has to be worked on. But other things, maybe or maybe not.  

What do you naturally play? When you are playing, notice some of the things that 

naturally come out. This comes from recording and being able to hear what you are 

doing. I remember recording myself for a while and everybody has their ‘things’ they do, 

listen to any player and…the greats you name them. They regurgitate their own lines all 

the time. They have their own voice, they aren’t playing all new things all the time. They 

are reinventing. Beauty is about simplicity and the variation there of. Finding the beauty 

is about finding something so simple but it is so beautiful because it is so varied in so 

many ways while still being so simple. So that’s going to be part of your goal, what are 

you naturally playing?  
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I found that I naturally was doing something and it was coming at the end of every two 

or four bars whenever I was first starting out. That was something I looked at and went, 

“I don’t like that.” It is just something I’m putting in there and not thinking about it, but I 

began to think about it and taking it out because it was a weakness. It was something 

that was coming up and I didn’t want it in my voice. It is kind of like saying “um” all the 

time and not realizing it.  

I was in a class called Social Sciences (or something I don’t remember what it was 

super boring) and I remember it was already going to be a boring class and something I 

just had to take. This professor he said “um” like 115 times the first 10 minutes and I 

was like (claps), “I’m out.” I walked out of class and was like ‘I can’t do this’ not from this 

guy. I have to take it, but I’m not taking it from this guy. I’ll take it from someone who can 

talk.  

So noticing you do those things, listening to yourself. Do you like how it sounds? That’s 

another question you want to ask yourself. When you play that thing you’ve been 

working on and you finally incorporate it, do you like how it sounds? I have some things 

I’ve worked on and I finally get to the end of it and go, “you know, I’m glad I worked 

through that and did there work there, I can see benefits in other areas.” But the overall 

thing I was working on, I don’t like how it sounds. I don’t really dig that. So I’ll either 

rephrase the voicing or leave it all together and be like, “it’s not for me.” Sometimes later 

I’ll find it crop back up in my playing and I will have, after I digest it for a while, find a use 

for it.  

So this leads me back to - I exposed one of my weaknesses. It was gospel drumming. 

For years I was learning the licks and I could do it and I hear these guys and loved it 

when they played it but when I played it I think it sounded like a cheap imitation. I was 

doing the same things in the same time but it didn’t sound like ‘me’. I grew up playing in 

churches, so I played in many African American churches, I played that style. But when I 

played it, I would do different things if I was true to myself and it still sounded good. I still 
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would get compliments on it, but it wasn’t that “gospel thing”. I was doing it and 

approaching it from my own world view and my own view point and that added 

something. So, one night I was with a good buddy of mine, we spent a lot of time 

together, he is a professional drummer now and we were walking across campus and 

heard drums out of nowhere and I was like, “where are these drums coming from?” So 

we found it and it was one of those huge class rooms that will seat 8,000 people, one of 

the big lecture halls and in it some guys down at the front had set up drum sets and 

were doing a Gospel drum off. Someone would get on and had all these skills and I was 

loving it just watching up by the door. We were both going, “wow look at what that guy is 

doing, he’s crazy.” None of them were actually percussion players they were all just 

guys that were playing. They were flying around the kit and I’m like, “man that is crazy.” I 

looked at my friend and said, “man I can’t do that.” He said, “really?” I said, “man no, 

I’ve tried it and I just don’t like it when I do it.” I said, “I can do those notes but it doesn’t 

feel like me.” At that time I was really struggling with this and I just said, “it’s not me.” I 

see the value of it and I can do it, I guess, but I don’t feel like it’s really me whenever it 

comes out.  

So we stood there and were both quiet and then I looked at him and said, “but I have 4 

gigs this weekend so I have to practice.” That wasn’t my way of saying, “but I’m better 

than them because…” it wasn’t that at all. It was, in my mind, going, “but you know 

what, my voice is valid because people are hiring me for my voice.” I’m booked solid 

this weekend, so that is ok that I don’t know that stuff. It was more of a moment of me 

being like, “is this something I just need to.” It wasn’t. It’s not something I need to do, it’s 

not part of my voice. I love learning that and taking concepts from it, but those guys I’ll 

sit there and listen to all do. But it’s not me. And knowing that helped me to assess that 

in that situation and work through that in my own way.  

You have to begin to find your voice and to know your tendencies, know what you like, 

what you don’t. Remember, all we are trying to do in all of this is communicate our view 

of the world to others. We are trying to communicate emotions, these things we can’t 
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touch. I’m trying to communicate a feeling to you. The greatest compliment you can give 

me is, not that, “man those drums sounded great.” It’s, “man that song sounded great.” 

Man the way it made me feel. Man when you play it feels. That’s what I want to hear is 

the feeling that you got from that because me as a musician that is what I want. I want 

to give you an experience you wouldn’t have otherwise had unless you came in contact 

with the music we were playing. That’s what I want. A new experience for everyone 

involved, alright? That’s what I want to happen. 

So, make this something that you really sit down and think about. You really take a 

piece of paper and go, “what are my strengths?” What are my weaknesses? What do I 

naturally play when I’m jamming? What do I like how it sounds? What do I not like how it 

sounds? What weaknesses do I need to make look like my strengths because I need to 

make them better? What weaknesses are just superficial? I’m ok with that being a 

weakness and someone else being better at that than me. Ok?  

The greatest of the greats, they are not the greatest of the greats and didn’t get to 

where they were because they were good at everything. They were good at their thing. 

Being at their thing is what is important. Because the only way to move music forward is 

if we have your voice, on your instrument. We have to, otherwise music stays the same. 

Otherwise it doesn’t go anywhere. So you’re the one that has to push it forward and the 

only way you do that is by finding your voice and that’s going to be what pushes music 

to the next level. We can’t do it without you.  

So, are you beginning to find your voice? Are you beginning to see where your 

tendencies are? Put that down in the comment section, let me know how things are 

going. This can be one of those touchy feely type things but I want to lay it out there. 

Let’s talk about it and let’s get down to finding who you are on your instrument.

� !6


