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How To Get the Most Out of Your Metronome
Most of us use our metronomes regularly (or know we should!) and for most musicians, one of the primary uses of the
metronome is to learn how to play with a steady pulse. However, we’ve all had the experience of practicing regularly with the
metronome, only to find that we still rush or drag when we play without one. There is a good reason for this: your brain
works in a fundamentally different way when the metronome is on versus when it’s off.
In a study by Rao et al. (1997), non-musicians tapped to a metronome and then continued
tapping at the same tempo after the metronome was turned off while researchers looked at
their brain activity.1 They found that entire areas of the brain that were silent while the
metronome was on became very active when the metronome was turned off. Specifically, the
supplementary motor area (SMA), the putamen (put.), and the thalamus (thal.) are only
activated when the metronome is off (see Figure 1). These areas together make the
sensorimotor loop and are important for the internal, self-timing of movements. It makes
sense they would be active only when the metronome is off because metronome provides an
external source to help time movements.
What this means for musicians is that when we practice with the metronome, our brains are
doing something fundamentally different than they will have to do in performance when we
don’t have a metronome. So in the practice room, we have to make sure to practice what our
brains must do when we’re in a performance situation, not just what our bodies will have to
do.
Armed with this new information, here is a step-by-step guide to using your metronome to help
improve your sense of pulse.
1. Make sure you can play the passage exactly with the metronome clicking on each beat.
2. Play the passage with the metronome clicking offbeats only. To make it sound like it’s
Figure 1. S=Synchronize
clicking on the offbeat, turn on your metronome and tap offbeats with your hand. Then count
with the metronome,
out loud with your hand (NOT with the metronome). When you stop counting and tapping, it
C=Continue tapping.
should sound like the metronome is off the beat. This step makes you more responsible for
feeling the beat.
3. Have the metronome click every other beat. So, if you’re in 4/4, it should only click on 1 and 3.
4. Have the metronome click on the downbeat only.
5. Have the metronome click only on every other downbeat.
6. Continue to move the clicks further and further apart. I use the metronome app Tempo by Frozen Ape because you can
manually turn off the sound on any beats you want. So, if I put the metronome in 12/4 and turn off the sound for everything
but the downbeat, that is like it is clicking every third downbeat in 4/4 or every fourth downbeat in 3/4.
7. Use a random beat generator. There is a great app called TimeGuru in which you can tell it to randomly silence a certain
percentage of the beats. It is very challenging to play
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This process will gradually make your brain
increasingly responsible for generating the beat itself,
while still having something objective to check in with.
It’s a great challenge, a lot of fun, and will dramatically
improve your sense of pulse!
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