10 Top Tips To Improve Your Scales

1. At the start of each scale practice session make sure your shoulders are down, and every part of your upper torso feels relaxed. The wrong kind of tension kills playing at speed. Allow the fingers to work freely supported by arm weight.  
2. To play scales fluently and accurately, both hands need to be working equally well. So finger strength is paramount. The left hand must not be dragging behind the right! This common problem is best dealt with by practising separate hands at very slow speeds using a full tone, then lighten the tone to reveal even scales. 
3. Practice two octave scales, only elongating to three or four octaves when you have really grasped the patterns; the left hand will probably need more attention than the right regarding fingerings and hand positions. Focus on the number of accidentals (depending on the key) and the shape or pattern of each scale before starting.
4. Once you have learnt the key, make sure fingers are working thoroughly (preferably on the tips, without any ‘collapsing’ finger joints or knuckles). Active fingers can easily play crisp, articulated note patterns, and employing a relaxed rotational wrist motion will help the thumb successfully negotiate each turn (particularly important in arpeggios). 
5. Evenness is also crucial with regards to rhythm and tone. This can be addressed by working at achieving flexibility; implementing free movement as mentioned above, ensuring fingers are working efficiently whilst listening to every note, grading sound.
6. Think about articulation (or touch); staccato passagework needs a completely different approach to legato. Start by using a whole arm motion one each note, then you will gradually use more finger strength and finger staccato (and less arm motion) as you build up speed. You may want to think about implementing all of the following: legato, staccato, non-legato, marcato and leggiero.  
7. Fingering is vital in scales and arpeggios. Ensure you know where the fourth finger occurs in every scale, and once this has become a habit, you will rarely make fingering errors. 
8. There are several ways to achieve perfect co-ordination, but accentuation is probably one of the best; practice different rhythmic groups, such as triplets, dotted passage-work etc. Working two octaves apart can also help, as careful listening is required. 
9. Musicianship. Once learnt, experiment with various dynamics and phrasing. 
10. Establish a scale rota; it will be challenging to find enough time to practice every scale and arpeggio every day, so find a way of playing all keys and permutations effectively from week to week; two or three keys per day is a good way of achieving this goal, and always practice them in a different order to that in the scale manual. 
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