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Time-Keepers

 Introduction

Every person on this planet has rhythm. That is a fact. If you want proof, just put your right hand over your heart 
and feel and listen to it beat. Rhythm is inside all of us and it can be expressed in many ways, from dance and 
music to paint and poetry. I’ve never met anyone who “doesn’t have rhythm”, yet I hear people say that about 
themselves all the time. It is just one of the many things we all have in common despite our differences in race, 
gender or age. 

Anyone, regardless of their age, can learn to play the drums if they really want to. All it takes is some patience 
and the discipline to devote a little time to practicing on a regular basis. To some people, drumming may come 
naturally and they may learn quickly while others may require more time, repetition and patience to learn. In the 
end, all that matters is that you enjoy learning and that you find joy in playing the drums and learning to play the 
music you love.
 
Time Keepers is a an instructional series that offers a step-by-step approach designed to teach the fundamentals 
of drumming to anyone. No prior drumming or musical experience is required. Every lesson is presented in a way 
that gives you an understanding of rhythm, common musical concepts and how they apply to the drummer. The 
exercises included offer a wide vocabulary of grooves and fills to play and examples of their applications, to help 
you develop an understanding of how to practice them effectively. In addition, every lesson in this book contains 
a section called “Musical Practice Ideas”. This section is intended to get you listening to the drumming in music 
you hear day-to-day and to help you learn how to identify the lesson material in music. Each lesson ends with a 
section called “Tips From The Teacher” which addresses technique, commonly made mistakes and tips to further 
break down the material. These tips will provide great insight for you to understand what you are playing and 
to observe yourself in your own practice. Remember that self-observation and patience really are the keys to 
improvement and progress.  

 For The Teacher Or Parent

Not every skilled musician is a skilled teacher. Having a wealth of knowledge and experience can sometimes make 
it difficult to know where to begin or how to guide a student step-by-step. There is a fine line between effectively 
challenging a student in an enjoyable way or frustrating them with too much information, resulting in minimal 
understanding. 
 
If you are a teacher or a parent, you are essentially a guide to help your student or child improve their skills, 
while fostering and growing their passion for music. There are many ways to do this. Do your best to provide 
your student with actual musical examples of the concepts they are learning. As they play each exercise, listen 
to the steadiness of their time, help them correct repeatedly made mistakes, observe their technique and offer 
suggestions to help them improve in these areas. Set small, attainable goals for your student(s) and be sure to 
openly encourage them by recognizing their achievements on a regular basis. 

The “Tips From The Teacher” section in each lesson breaks down the exercises further and offers tips for observing 
and correcting technique. Have patience with your student(s) and encourage them in their practice. Be sure they 
understand each lesson and can apply the exercises to music before you proceed to a new lesson. Most of all, 
remember that a motivated and disciplined student is often the result of a charismatic and inspiring teacher. 
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Chapter 1: Getting Started
 Reading Drum Notation

Reading music isn’t that difficult, even if you have no experience. The notes you see below are written on 
horizontal lines known as a staff. Vertical lines separate the staff into what we call bars. Below are two bars, one 
containing cymbal notation and the other containing drum notation.

The first thing to know is that any notes played on drums are written with standard note heads while cymbals are 
written with an “x”. Each drum or cymbal is written on a specific line or space on the musical staff. Most notes are 
written with the stems pointing up, signifying they are to be played with your hands. Since the Bass Drum and Hi 
Hats can be played with the foot pedals, they will be written on the bottom of the staff with the stems pointing 
down. Below is a legend of standard drum notation on the musical staff.  

 Cymbals:

                                                     Crash             Hi Hats            Ride          Hi Hats
          Cymbal          w/ Stick         Cymbal        w/ Foot
                           (CR)                (HH)    (RC)                                                     

 Drums:

     

            Bass         Snare   High         Middle        Floor
           Drum          Drum            Tom           Tom            Tom 
             (BD)           (SD)     (T1)          (T2)  (FT)

 Pulse and Subdivision

The most important aspect of drumming is the Pulse. It is the steady, repetitive heartbeat that you can feel in 
most music. When you listen to a song and find your head bobbing or your foot tapping to the music or when 
you dance to music, that is your body reacting to the pulse. One of the most fundamental responsibilities of a 
drummer, in most popular music, is to provide the pulse for the band as well as the listening audience. A drummer 
should feel the pulse at all times, throughout anything they play. Each pulse is referred to as a “beat”.

Subdivision is simply learning how to break down the pulse into equal parts. In other words, it is a certain number 
of notes you can play evenly, within a beat. This is how we can define rhythms. On the following page, there is a 
breakdown of the rhythms contained in this book and how they are notated./8th Note Rhythms and Notation
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Chapter 1: Getting Started

 Sticking Techniques I

 The Starting Point

Good drumming technique begins with how you hold the sticks in your hands. 

1. Pinch the drumstick between your thumb and the side of your index finger, close to the fingertip. This is known 
as the fulcrum or pivot point and is the only point in which you squeeze the stick. 

2. Now turn your hand over, palm facing up, and let the handle of the stick rest in the center of your palm. Wrap 
your fingers around the stick comfortably, holding it with all of your fingers. Be sure to avoid holding the stick at 
the very end. Instead, leave one to two inches of the stick beyond your pinky finger. 

3. Turn your hands over again so that your palms are facing downwards and reach your arms forward. Do your 
sticks point out in a straight line from your shoulder all the way to the tip of the stick? That’s how you want to hold 
them. Think of the sticks as extensions of your arms.

    1.              2.                   3.

                 

 The Resting Position

Now sit comfortably and relaxed but with good posture. Bring the tips of the sticks to the center of the Snare 
Drum and hold them one inch above the drumhead. Allow the tips of the sticks to float an inch above the center 
of the Snare Drum. Your sticks and arms should form a triangle from the center of the Snare Drum to each elbow. 
We’ll call this the resting position. In this position, you should feel as relaxed and comfortable as you would if you 
were simply sitting in a chair. Keep in mind that your audience will eventually be in front of you so you’ll want 
your body facing forward, towards the toms and not facing towards the Hi Hats. 

Now you are ready to begin the following exercises.  
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 Striking The Drum

1. Start with your sticks down in the resting position. Remember they should form an even triangle. Next, you’ll 
learn to strike the Snare Drum with good technique, but keep in mind that with every note that you play, your 
sticks should land in this position again.

2. Lift your right stick by bending your wrist.  Make the stick point up towards the ceiling and hold it there. You 
should feel a slight “winding up” in your wrist. 

3. Without letting go of the stick with any of your fingers, release the tension in your wrist by allowing your hand 
to fall freely back to the resting position. The stick will strike the drum and should stop in the resting position 
(triangle) where you started. This should feel as though you’re lifting the stick and then simply allowing gravity to 
push it down to the drum.

   1.                              2.                   3.

       

Repeat this motion with the other hand, moving exactly the same way. Lift the stick by winding up your wrist and 
then release and allow your stick to strike the drum as it returns to the resting position.

It is important to move one stick at a time, as it allows you to observe your technique (how you play) more 
effectively. Focus on a smooth and well-timed wind-up (upstroke), so that you strike the drum (downstroke) 
naturally and with a relaxed feel. Practice this motion until you feel you can do it right without having to think 
about it. It may help you to steady your movement by saying “lift” when you begin to wind-up (upstroke) and 
saying “drop” when the stick strikes the drum (downstroke).  

Keep in mind that these exercises focus on your movement. Watch your sticks and watch the motion behind every 
note carefully but most of all, be patient. It takes time and regular practice to develop good, natural technique. 

 Warming Up Your Practice Session

Beginning every practice session with a warm-up will help you to relax and focus your mind and body in order 
to get the most out of your practice time. From this point forward, make the following two exercises your warm-
up every time you sit down to practice. If you are diligent enough to do it for a few minutes every time you 
practice, you will develop consistent control of the sticks and over time, achieve the ability to play more notes 
faster, steadier and more relaxed. Increasing your technical facility in this way is often referred to as “building your 
chops”.
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Time-Keepers Time-Keepers
Time-Keepers is a step-by-step guide designed to teach anyone a complete musical foundation 
on the drum set. No prior drumming or musical experience is required. Each lesson is presented 
in a way that gives you a complete understanding of rhythms, reading their notation, 
fundamental musical concepts and how these all apply to the drummer. Inside you’ll find a wide 
vocabulary of grooves and fills to play, as well as instructions on how to practice them effectively 
and how to apply them to the music you listen to day to day.

Volume I : The Fundamentals in 1/8th Notes
Designed for drummers at a beginner/intermediate level. This book is based entirely upon 1/8th 
notes, in order to build a solid musical foundation focused on keeping time. Even if you have no 
musical experience whatsoever, you will learn how to:

•	  Play the drums with good technique and understanding  
•	  Develop a musical vocabulary of grooves and fills
•	  Listen to music you like and learn from it
•	  Read musical notation ranging from exercises to entire songs
•	  Improvise creatively and with confidence

“This is a great book!  Meat & Potatoes.  All killer, no filler. It’s the book that every beginning student 
should have. Thanks Kevin, for giving students what they want and teachers an easy and concise way 
to give it to ‘em.” - John M. Wicks (Bruno Mars, Cee Lo Green, Fitz & The Tantrums)

“This book is hands down the best one I’ve come across  that conveys the most basic and important 
aspects of the fundamentals of drumming. A must for all.” - Jeff Luciani (The Dears)

“Time-Keepers covers all the basics in a focused and fun way. It’s also a great book for students who 
are advanced, have started to develop their drumming vocabulary but don’t know how to read music. 
I’m positive ANY drummer will have a new vocabulary and a higher confidence level after working 
through Time-Keepers.” - Flavio Cirillo (Hail The Villain, Bif Naked)

“Time-Keepers is full of practical exercises that will get you playing along to songs right away, while 
providing an understanding of the theory and concepts behind what you’re playing. A must 
have for anyone thinking about picking up some sticks!” - Mike Sleath (Alyssa Reid, Jesse Labelle)

             U.S./Canada $24.95


