
”I Played This Better At Home” 
by Daniel Roest 
 
“I played this better at home!” my student said. “No worries, I’m sure you did,” I 
replied. “Let’s slow down a bit.” 
 
If I had a nickel for every time I've heard this at a lesson... well, it's a very common 
remark. It’s the universal feeling of frustration one gets after practicing a piece and 
underperforming at the lesson. What can we do about it? Having felt this myself when I 
was taking lessons and at masterclasses I performed in, I can relate. But after teaching 
and watching a parade of students expressing this same experience, I have a few 
thoughts about why it happens and what we can do about it. 
 

Welcome to the Hot Seat 
 
If you think about it, you can't really expect your student playing for you will be the 
same as your student practicing at home, right? But they do. There they are at home, 
on their own turf, in their comfortable and familiar surroundings, playing at the tempo 
they feel like and calling the shots. They get multiple takes on their music, warming up 
and up on the tune with each pass. Then they get to the lesson, and you count off a 
measure for them to come in on the downbeat. For the student, there's an immediate 
disconnect.  
 
Here the student has come for your wisdom and tips for great guitar playing, and his or 
her fingers stumble like a drunk in a sobriety test. They’re disappointed in themselves, 
and they need your encouragement. They could also use a bit of understanding about 
the process of performing. After all, if they hope to perform for the public, they need to 
get a grip on this. 
 

What Just Happened? 
 
Perhaps they already know it at some level, but you need to say it once to make it 
official. First, it’s okay that they don’t play “perfectly” like they did at home the first time 
at their lesson. Second, you need to explain the distinction between home and your 
studio. 
 
I tell them, “You know, it’s pretty different here than at your house. At home, you're 
alone, on your own. At your lesson, you're being observed and evaluated. At home, 
you’re alone. At the lesson, you're being given directions. At home you rune the show – 
you play through it a few times and if there’s a rough spot, you work on it as much as 
you want. Here, if we can’t get through it easily enough, I assign it again. So it’s not 
likely to feel the same or come out exactly the same when you’re here.” 
 
That’s the main message to give them – Things are different away from your practice 
room – here or on stage. You might have to over-practice something to make it work 
well enough away from home. 
 
Now it’s time to give them tips for success, and this is an open-ended topic – it’s why 
they come to you. Give them your tricks of the trade, pearls of wisdom, encouragement 
and musical inspiration. 
 

Answer Time 
 



Item one, of course, is to slow down. “It's better to play well a little slower than to 
make mistakes trying to play faster. Of course you want to play it as fast as you hear it 
in your head, but you mustn't play faster than you can play cold and in good rhythm.” 
 
Then there’s teaching them coping skills. If they’re playing along to a track that they 
can’t completely keep up with, they need to get through it without falling apart and 
abandoning the rest of the piece. One of the best things they can do is to keep track of 
time no matter what, whether it’s smooth sailing or a bumpy patch. They mustn’t 
overload and lose track of where they are in the chart if they can’t catch all of the notes 
or come up with a good improvisation. 
 
Like shooting targets in an arcade game, they can’t get every one, and they can’t always 
get all the notes that go flying by. They don’t quit in the arcade halfway through, and 
they need to hang in with the tune the same way. So they have to keep going, no 
matter what, and just do their best. 
 
Another skill to keep developing is concentration. Sometimes I just have to tell a 
student to focus, because their mind is somewhere else or they don’t know how to keep 
tracking and processing the music without getting distracted or confused. Your skills as a 
teacher are very important here, since you are directing the workload for your student.  
 
There can be a number of reasons why your student can’t maintain focus and play well 
for you, and your experience will help you guess the reasons. They could be tired, 
hungry, unable to relax enough to play, underprepared for the lesson, blanking on 
where to play a note and getting stuck on that so they can’t keep the flow, or many 
other reasons. Again, if the tempo is just too fast for them, slow it down. I’ve told them, 
”You know how if you’re driving on a windy mountain road there’s a speed where it’s too 
fast, and the road seems narrow and dangerous, but if you slow down a lot, it all gets 
wider and way easier to drive? Let’s slow it down.” 
 
You have to be sensitive to your student’s mood and stress level. Some like to be 
pushed, others don’t – you get to know them and their moods pretty quickly, but you 
have to find that balance between giving them a challenge they can handle and 
overloading them. Some will overload because of their own reaction to small mistakes, 
while others don’t sweat the small stuff. That’s the big advantage of private teaching 
over class teaching – you can tailor the pace to the student. The thing is, you have to 
pay attention to that aspect of your lessons. Is your student a happy camper? Or is he 
or she thinking, “I don’t need this much stress – this isn’t what I hoped lessons would be 
like.” I often ask the student, “What speed would you like to play this at?” or “What 
speed have you been practicing this at?” instead of just assuming they’re cool with a 
speed of my choosing. That way, at least they get that I care what they are comfortable 
with. 
 

Make it Fun 
 
Students often view their lessons as tests, like school exams, hoping to get an A and 
pass on to the next tune. It would be encouraging for them to gain every advantage so 
that they do feel successful. They will be more successful at nailing the notes if they are 
relaxed and having a good time. Besides setting comfortable tempos, your familiarity 
with them and their personalities plays a big part in setting them at ease. 
 
The more you teach, the more you learn how to strike the right balance of fun, 
realization, challenge and progress. You will always learn more as long you keep trying 
to be a better teacher. Definitely watch for and avoid teacher burnout from working too 
much for too long, as you will become apathetic enough for your students to pick it up. 



 
To sum up, you can improve student confidence and satisfaction with their lessons by:  
 

• setting the right tempo 
• telling them not to expect it to be just like it was at home 
• helping them relax 
• helping them focus 
• aiming to give them a good time with enough fun in the lesson to balance all the 

hard work. 
 
If you have students who are practicing enough between lessons but not doing well at 
their lessons, they could be having performance anxiety. The more you know about that 
topic, the more you can help them. Student performance anxiety is a complicated issue 
that deserves thoughtful study and discussion. We’ll pick up that part of the issue in the 
next column month – until then, happy teaching! 
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