CHAPTER 10
UNDERSTANDING NEGATIVISM

One of the strangest, and most prevalent, attitudes I have met—and in students from two continents—is the stance of negativism.  I have puzzled for years over just why students, especially at the first lesson, make statements of warning, explanation, confession, justification, etc. about their weaknesses, handicaps, or lacks:  “I have a poor sense of rhythm.” “I have a bad reach.” “I’m bad at playing hands together.” “My left hand is weak.” “My ring finger doesn’t work well.”  These and other similar remarks occur in many students I have dealt with.  Moreover, they tend to recur in the same student over and over.  At our first meeting, the student seems eager to get these facts on the table, even before the “problem” has shown itself.   (Occasionally one meets a student who never makes such statements about himself!)
The following points seem to characterize the nature of this ‘negative stance’ phenomenon:  

1.  The weakness or problem alluded to is deemed to be actual, a fact about himself, by the student.

2.  Each student seems to have his own degree of negativity, which is constant.  Negative “facts” about the student’s “nature” are released at a pace which seems unique for that particular student.

3.  Students who make negative statements about themselves or their problems, never make positive statements about themselves, never mention things they are “good at.”
4.  The actual problem or weakness alluded to is often present, though seldom in the degree perceived by the student. 
WHY MAKE STATEMENTS ABOUT WEAKNESSES?

I myself recall meeting up at the lesson, prepared with comments planned from a vague dissatisfaction with myself, or from a challenge in some or another musical situation.  By a strange logic I thought I would feel better about my weakness if I declared it.  (And I did feel better…)
I was also motivated by the desire to please my teacher, and sensing that I might fail at this, I had my reasons ready.  I sense too with the “confessions” of my students, certain discomfort and dissatisfaction, and also an urgency to tell forth.  

Perhaps some of these situations come from wanting to be truthful.  Our society smiles on the ethic of truthfulness, and parents teach it to their children.  Note here however, that we have not admitted to the actual truth, if there is any, of the verbal expressions uttered by the student.  
And we know that in the private lesson context, the focus of attention is likely felt by the student, as being on him.  After all, there are just two of us, and a hidden “pecking order” may already be assumed by the student.  Perhaps it comforts his self-respect to have good 
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reasons for why he can’t do this or that well.  

WHATEVER…
Enough musing about reasons.  More important is the fact that the moment it is spoken, it is also heard. Yes, by me the teacher.  But more importantly, by the student himself. Herein lies the lurking danger.  When a person re-registers his spoken words as incoming information—hears what he himself has just said—these words impact with more consequence than when they were just a thought.  The words spoken originate in one area of the brain, and when heard, are also registered in another area of the brain.  

Even more insidious in this sequence is the fact that one feels better, having voiced his belief.  I believe that this feeling of relief, with its mildly pleasurable edge, functions as a reward, thus positively reinforcing the act of verbalizing, and perhaps also the behavior alluded to.  Furthermore I contend that the statement’s new weight is enough to alter the student’s self concept—his belief about how he is and what he can do.  
Repeat instances of the negative statement, I have observed, occur almost every time the student meets a situation dealing with that particular “weakness.”   I am convinced we are thus dealing with a vicious, and destructive, circle.

WHAT TO DO
The teacher should realize that there are really two problems—one psychological, and one physical.  We should confront both: if the left hand is described as “clumsy,” give the student a LH exercise to work with, or, if in a specific area of a piece, construct an exercise from that part.  But begin also the process of extinguishing the student’s habitual use of negative descriptions of himself, no matter how much truth they may contain.  I tell many of my students directly that I don’t want them to say anything negative about themselves, or their abilities regarding piano, at the lesson, and also not at home.  They are free to think what they like—just don’t say it out loud.  

I teach my students to reformulate their negative outbursts into positively oriented affirmations.  Instead of “My RH is always uneven (possibly true) in that scale passage,” I substitute for the student: “My RH is continually becoming more even in scale passages.”   No matter that we may seem to be lying: time will show that our statement was actually close to the truth: My RH did turn out to bge getting more and more even in scale passages.  For, “I can’t keep a decent beat,” one can substitute, “I am constantly becoming more precise with keeping the beat.”
Psychology teaches that negative words must be avoided in our reformulations. Avoid for example: ‘never,’ ‘not,’ ‘won’t,’ ‘don’t,’ ‘difficult,’ ‘less,’ ‘avoid,’ ‘remove,’ ‘eliminate,’ ‘stop,’ and the like.  Try to have your affirmation tell about something you will do, not something you won’t do.  Best is a short (at most,10-12 words) sentence, formulated in active voice, “I am etc. etc.”  Or, “My _____ is constantly becoming more accurate.”  Try to get at the wish prompting your original negative statement.  If possible, use some of the same words.
Write the reformulation you choose on the student’s assignment sheet, and have him say the sentence 2 or 3 times a day.  Or more if he likes.  The best times, we are told, are just 
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upon awakening, and just before falling asleep, where our brain wave frequency is slower

(“Alpha” level).

We must not become impatient for these improvements to show themselves, although in some cases results are almost immediate.  If you as the encouraging and watchful teacher again and again reformulate, and ask the student to repeat the reformulation,  before long you may notice that the mood of the lesson becomes more positive, more optimistic.  

My students get used to my regular outbursts, “Repeat after me, ‘I am getting better and better at _________.’ Sometimes 5 or 6 times in a lesson.  Eventually I ask the student himself to create a short positive reformulation for one of his own negative statements.  

Aside from the fact that these affirmations really do have a way of becoming realized, the business of reformulating the negative to positive gives a real sense of relief—the relief one was trying to attain by saying the negative in the first place.  Moreover a positive affirmation is an excellent way to consciously focus the mind—a mental spotlight, if you will.  

AREAS OF SUCCESS
From the beginning the teacher should be on the look-out for the sorts of things the student is “good” at.  With one of my high schools students, this area is scales.  In pieces, he struggles with the (for him) complicated visual process of reading the notes and placing his fingers.  Rhythms and articulations require more concentration than he is able to give at this point in his development.  Sports are his big interest.  Somehow I got him started on scale routines early and complimented his evenness.  This promptly improved even more the next lesson, and he was proud to receive yet another compliment.  Now he reminds me if I seem to be forgetting his scales.  

But perhaps more important than his success area—scales—is the kernel of confidence now growing within him.  As you might imagine, his success concept is spreading to other areas of his technique and musicality, and other sorts of victories have been forthcoming.  
I am reminded of a comment by one of my teachers—in grad school—Jonathan Sack, a prominent Israeli pianist.  I was working on Chopin’s Ballade in Gm.  Almost in passing one day, Jonathan mentioned he didn’t see why I shouldn’t be able to play this as well as Rubenstein.  From that moment on, my self-concept was lifted immeasurably, and my playing followed quickly after, on the same path.  That moment is etched in my memory, and I have tried to provide similar moments for my students.
OTHER EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE AFFIRMATIONS
GENERAL: 

“Each day in every way I am getting better and better.”  

“I am relaxed, at ease and in control.”
MORE SPECIFIC:

“My eyes easily follow the written page.”  (For difficulty keeping your place on
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the page.)

“I play with adequate and appropriate muscle tension.” (For improving instances of unnecessary or habitual tension or tightness.)

“I am becoming more and more aware of dynamic markings.” 

“I am becoming more and more accurate in my timing.”

“I sit with balance and readiness at the piano.” (Habitual poor posture.)
“I speak positively about myself and my abilities.”  
“I develop good practice habits at the piano.”
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