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TEN TIPS FOR FABULOUS 
SNARE DRUM FUNDAMENTALS

 

by Emily Tannert Patterson

1. The stick should be held about 1/3 of the way up from the butt end, primarily between the thumb and forefinger; 
the end joint of the thumb should align with the second joint on the forefinger, and the top of the thumb 
with the side of the first finger.  This forms the fulcrum.  The remaining fingers (“back fingers”) should wrap 
gently around the stick.   
 
TIP: Watch the thumb position - mistakes here can disrupt all aspects of playing. 

2. The hand can be in either an open-palm (“open”) or closed-palm (“closed”) position. In the former, the stick will 
touch the fulcrum and back fingers only; in the latter, the stick should touch the palm as well, along the ridge 
of the hand.  The position of the stick inside the palm should not change, regardless of technique, stick 
height, volume, etc., and the fulcrum and back fingers should always touch the stick. 
 
TIP: Students should never hold the stick so tightly that their knuckles turn white!   

3. The drum should be set at a height about 3-4”, or about a hand’s span, below a student’s belly button.   
 
TIP: Have students put their hands flat on their stomachs, fingers together and thumb over the belly button, and 
walk up to the drum/pad to make sure it is the correct height – don’t let them ‘eyeball’ it.  

4. The elbows should be relaxed, creating about a 110 degree angle between the upper arm and forearm.  This 
allows the wrist full extension without creating tension.   
 
TIP: Tell students to make their forearms into “ski slopes!” 
  

5. Students’ wrists should be about 1” above the height of the drum, such that the sticks are parallel to the floor if 
the tips are 1” above the head; the sticks will have a very slight downward angle when the tip hits the drum.  
 
TIP: Wrists that are too high will create too steep an angle when the stick hits the drum, leading to a loss in 
momentum, resulting in poor sound quality and reduced rebound.  
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6. The student’s body should be at least 6-12” away from the drum.  
 
TIP: To judge a student’s distance from the drum, have the student put the tip of the stick in the center of the 
drum, and the butt end at their body.  This will generally place them the correct distance from the drum.   

7. The shoulders should be relaxed, and the elbows even with and about 3” away from the upper body. The 
feet should be shoulder width apart and weight evenly distributed.  Students may want to place one foot slightly 
forward in order to tap the beat; this is fine as long as the student is stable and standing up straight and  
centered behind the drum.  
 
TIP: Look at the elbows - if they are ahead or behind the upper body, the student is the wrong distance from the 
drum.  

8. When standing behind the drum, the palms should be nearly flat (parallel to the floor).  The tips of the sticks 
will form a 60-90 degree angle.  An angle that is too large or small indicates that the student’s arms are too 
close or too far away from the body, which will create tension that hinders playing.  Because bodies come in 
all shapes and sizes, look for relaxation as an indicator of correct position.  If something looks strange or 
unusual, it’s probably incorrect.  
 
TIP: The elbows should be about a fist’s length away from the body.  An easy way to visualize this is that there 
should be room for an extra set of arms between the elbow and the body.  Students love thinking about having 
‘alien arms’! 

9. If a student is standing correctly (feet shoulder width apart, arms 2-3” away from the torso, about 12” away from 
the drum) and has the tips of the sticks in a correct position about 1” above the head (wrists and hands mostly 
flat, sticks at a 90 degree angle), the sticks and the student’s arms and torso should form the shape of a  
baseball/softball home plate.  
 
TIP: Have students bringing their sticks into “ready position” away from the drum or pad to help them learn t 
o come to the right position, regardless of the height of the drum (which can be adjusted!). Be sure they’re  
standing with their backs to the drum, or they’ll subconsciously reference the drum/pad when practicing! 

10. The stick should be primarily moved by the wrist.  The wrist should move up and down in a manner similar 
to knocking on a door.  While the arm and elbow may occasionally move as a result of a relaxed and natural 
stroke, in general the upper body and arm should be relaxed and still.  The fingers will eventually assist in 
movement and rebound in quick passages, but should not be used to the move the stick outside of quick  
rebound work. 
 
TIP: Knocking on a table or drum pad without the sticks in hand can be a great way to show kids this motion!
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