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by Steve Oare

Practice Education
Teaching Instrumentalists
to Practice Effectively
Abstract: To practice effectively, one must first know how to practice. The practice process is
affected by one’s ability to set goals, design strategies, self-assess, and to have an aural image of
the music being learned. The author proposes a model reflecting the factors involved in practice
and proposes a number of strategies that can be used to progressively teach students how to
practice effectively.
Keywords: practice strategies, aural imagery, goal-setting, assessment, literacy, supervision,
motivation

A

s a middle school band teacher, I
often wondered what it would be like
if I were a fly on the wall watching my
students practice their instruments. Too many
times my students had told me that they practiced their music, but the results of their efforts
were less than acceptable. Finally, as part of a
research project, I was able to become that fly
on the wall as I videotaped a number of students while they practiced and talked about
their decision-making processes.
Nick, a seventh-grade saxophonist, began
his practice session by playing a B-flat-major
scale in quarter notes. He had difficulty getting the notes to speak, and he made three
fingering mistakes, but did not stop to correct himself. Instead, he immediately began
playing his E-flat-major scale, committing the
same type of mistakes and ignoring them.
As soon as he finished playing through the
scale, Nick turned through the pages of his
band book and began playing through the
line that Mrs. Zielke, his teacher, had assigned
the previous day. More fingering mistakes,
more missed attacks, and more inconsistent
rhythms ensued, but Nick ignored them all.
By the end of his twenty-minute “practice”
session, Nick had played through seventeen

exercises and songs! At no time did Nick stop
to correct or repeat a section of the music
that needed work. Nick’s first comment as he
reflected on the practice session was, “Well, I
wish I had more music to play. . . . I’ll bring
more music next time, because I ran out.”
One month later, I videotaped Nick’s practice again. He played many of the same songs
and, not surprising, no progress was evident.
A key goal for music teachers is to develop
literate musicians who no longer need us. For
this to occur, they must become independent
learners. These are learners who can
•
•
•
•
•
•

set clear, measurable, timely goals;
plan and create effective strategies;
self-monitor and adjust;
structure optimal learning environments;
seek out advice and information; and
display consistent effort and persistence.

These students are self-aware, report high
levels of self-confidence, and attribute their
growth more to their effort more than to outside influences.1
Although success in musical performance is dependent upon the effectiveness of
one’s self-regulated practice, Gary McPherson
states, “Despite the importance for children
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You can help your
students get more
out of their practice
time by using simple
techniques that put
them in charge.
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to develop an armory of task-appropriate
strategies to aid their performance, evidence suggests that school teachers do
not sufficiently emphasize this in their
teaching, particularly during the early
years of schooling.”2 This article suggests
a number of ways teachers can help students develop these self-regulated skills.

FIGURE 1
Self-Regulated Practice Model

Considering a Model for
Teaching Efficient Practice
As I analyzed the data from my study of
the practice behaviors of middle school
band students, a model for teaching
music practice to novice students began
to emerge (see Figure 1).3 This model
contains four major interrelated components: motivation, goals, strategy choice,
and assessment, all influenced by supervision and aural image. By systematically
addressing the factors within each of these
components, teachers can begin to help
students learn to practice more effectively.

Supervision
Structured practice has been found to be
a key component in practice effectiveness.4 Through structure and supervision,
students are led to set goals, develop
a repertoire of practice strategies, and
assess progress, all of which lead to
higher levels of achievement.
Because practice is usually undertaken at home, an open line of communication between parents and teachers is
vital, beginning with initial parent meetings for beginning students and continuing throughout the students’ education.
Young musicians need their parents’ help
to set a regular practice schedule and to
remind them to practice because they have
not yet developed the capacity to remind
themselves.5 Parents need to be reminded
of their influence and need guidance in
how they can help their children. Communication between teacher and parents by
including information on student practice
sheets, providing information at concerts,
or using regularly updated class websites
can provide direction regarding what
should be practiced at home.
Teachers also enjoy a certain amount
of influence over their students even
42

when they are apart. Students practice
music that is assigned to them when they
know they will be held accountable for
improvement. Practice tends to be more
goal-oriented when teachers set clear
daily assignments with defined criteria.6
Specific targets and consistent assessment
provide guidance for students even when
they are away from their teacher.

Aural Image
Scott, a seventh-grade trombonist, stated,
“Last year, our books had the CDs in
them, so you could listen to the line and
get it in your head.”
Matthew, an eighth-grade saxophonist, said, “It helps to know what it’s supposed to sound like. Because that way if
you play it wrong, you hear it more than
if you don’t know at all what it’s supposed
to sound like.”
Students need to have an aural image
of the music they play before they play
it.7 The quality of this aural image is a
key component in meeting practice goals
for multiple reasons. Scott used an aural
image to help give him an understanding
of the notes on the page, and Matthew was
able to self-assess when he knew what his
music should sound like. Amy refused to
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practice her band music until she knew
how her part sounded. The students used
mental imagery to emulate characteristic
tone quality and to improve their musical accuracy and expression. As a teacher,
I found that practice can be improved
when I provided models of appropriate
practice strategies, and gave assignments
reinforcing their independent use. I also
provided models of the thought processes
that must be used when one practices.
As I demonstrated appropriate practice
behaviors, students learned to identify
goals and then of choose effective strategies to reach the goals.8
Novice musicians also need a strong
aural image of the musical syntax associated with the genre of music they are
playing. As students listen to recordings
and live performances of bands and
orchestras, they begin to develop an aural
image of characteristic tone and style.
Increased exposure to instrumental music
also facilitates anticipation of musical
events, which allows students to process
larger amounts of musical information.9
Because many students listen primarily
to popular music, they often lack a strong
aural image of the music played by their
instrumental ensembles. Teachers can
help their students by providing regular
Music Educators Journal March 2011

guided listening lessons that focus student attention on tone quality and recognition of stylistic tendencies. As students
are led to identify rhythmic, harmonic,
melodic, and formal patterns, they can
develop a sense of the musical syntax of
the genre they are studying and transfer
their understandings to new pieces.
There are two additional reasons for
teachers to teach songs for which students
already have an aural image. First, when a
student can audiate the music before it is
played, she or he can allot more attention
to technical aspects of playing. Second,
students can be led to associate audiated
patterns with the notation they see, much
like the sound-before-sight process used in
elementary music methodologies such as
Kodály, Suzuki, and music learning theory.
As I talked with Scott about the recordings that went with his method book, he
mentioned that he did not know the songs
he found there. I was surprised, because
the songs were common folk and classical songs that I grew up with and assumed
that everyone knew. It could be that our
students no longer know the songs that
authors have used in band books for many
decades. Although these songs were originally chosen because of their familiarity,
contemporary students are less familiar
with this repertoire. Many students now
must learn to audiate the songs at the same
time they are learning to read them. Teachers may be able to provide a strong aural
image for their students by teaching songs
that can already be audiated by their students. This can be done by coordinating
repertoire with general music teachers or
by choosing popular songs heard on radio
and television.

Motivation
Amy was a seventh-grade flutist. Before I
videotaped her, I asked her how much she
practiced each day. Her answer was, “Half
an hour or forty-five, or fifteen [minutes], or
an hour. It just matters if I fill up the week
and that I practice more than three days.”
In effect, her motivation to practice was to
put in the time required by her teacher to
receive an A on her practice sheet.
Although the accumulation of practice
time has been shown to be a key factor in
www.menc.org

FIGURE 2
The focus is on goal-setting with assessment and reflection.

musical development, the use of practice
time as a motivator for practice may be
detrimental to students’ growth as musicians.10 Since their goal is to put in time,
they are less likely to set goals related to
improvement. Instead, they tend to play
through songs for the required number of
minutes and neglect to identify and correct mistakes. Students must learn to strive
for improvement rather than to simply put
in the time. Once again, the provision of
daily assignments, along with guided selfassessment, can help guide young instrumentalists to practice for results.
Motivation is also affected by a student’s aural image of the music to be

played.11 If one cannot hear “how the
song goes” internally, and does not have
the skills to sound it out independently,
that student is much less likely to practice a given assignment. Teachers can
alleviate this by providing recordings of
songs that are beyond their reading level
but within their technical reach, or by
requiring them to use specific strategies
(counting, singing) as they learn assignments that they are capable of reading
on their own.
Various types of practice sheets
and practice assignments can be used
to help students develop intrinsic selfmotivation (see Figures 2, 3, and 4).
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teaching students to set aside time in
their practice for creative play.

FIGURE 3
This is directed practice, focusing on repetition.

Goals

FIGURE 4
This practice sheet can be used to help students set a routine, create
goals, and self-assess using a simple plus (goal met), check (improved),
and minus (no improvement) system.

Teachers can provide opportunities
for students to set their own goals by
requiring them to write daily or weekly
goals as part of their practice. To help
students develop high self-efficacy,
students must see that they can be successful. Practice assignments that ask
students to self-assess progress toward
44

challenging, but attainable, goals can
effectively encourage confidence in
their practice ability. Finally, student
interest can be encouraged when students are allowed to make choices
about what or how they practice. Other
strategies include providing a menu of
activities or goals to choose from and
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Scott’s strategy for goal-setting was to
pick “whatever’s farther forward in my
folder. I just grab it and practice it for
however long I want and I need to.” The
process of setting goals is a key component of independent practice, but young
students often do not set goals or know
how to set goals. Students who do not set
goals are less likely to develop effective
practice strategies; tend to attribute performance failures to uncontrollable personal sources, such as low ability; and fail
to perceive their chances for future success. They accomplish more and enjoy
practice more when they work to accomplish goals rather than practice for a
required amount of time. Also, by setting
goals and the intermediate tasks needed
to reach the desired outcomes, students
engage in meta-cognition, which aids
in planning, monitoring, and assessing
learning.
Goal-setting and motivation are
strongly interconnected.12 When teachers
instruct their students to set clear, challenging, and proximal goals, students
become empowered to learn on their
own. We can begin by modeling goalsetting and providing opportunities for
student practice in class. Many teachers
already write their goals for the day on
the chalkboard. The next step is simply
to clarify each goal for the students by
describing exactly what should be accomplished, what steps must be taken to
reach the goal, and how they will know
when they have achieved it.
Practice sheets, check-off sheets (e.g.,
Figure 3), and performance rubrics are
especially useful for teaching these skills.
Instead of grading practice solely on the
number of minutes or the number of days
practiced on a practice sheet, it may be
beneficial to ask students to write goals
for their practice and to describe the
intermediate goals needed to meet their
desired outcomes. Teachers and students
both can choose to list specific songs and
études on check-off sheets that emphasize
repetition as a means of improvement.
Music Educators Journal March 2011

I used rubrics to clearly describe the
targeted goals (see Figure 5). I have also
found it beneficial to post long-term goals
on the music room wall and then check
off subgoals once they were achieved
(see Figure 6).

FIGURE 5
Sample Performance Rubric

Strategies
During my study, I asked Nick to tell me
what he did when he noticed a mistake.
His reply was that he would “keep going,
because I’m not going to stop . . . I’m
not going to stop and do the whole thing
again. I’ll just remember to fix it next
time.”
I asked Sarah, an eighth-grade flutist, whether her teachers had ever taught
her the strategy of learning music in small
chunks and then putting the chunks back
together. She stated, “Well, they probably have, but I don’t usually do it. I don’t
think it really works.”
Although teachers often demonstrate
practice strategies for their students, the
students seem to disregard some of the
advice. Students who do choose to use
strategies, such as repetition or slowing down difficult passages, often use
these techniques inappropriately. For
example, students may repeat sections
of music that they missed, but play it correctly only one time before moving on
rather that playing it correctly multiple
times in a row. Other students play sections of music with inconsistent tempi
because they abruptly slow down each
time they encounter technically difficult
spots, losing fluency and musicality in
the process.
I found that when I taught my students about how they learn on the basis
of research and best professional practices rather than my opinion, they seemed
to listen to the information and use it to
enhance their learning. By understanding how information is retained and how
motor skills become automatic, my students chose appropriate practice strategies for given tasks. I reinforced this by
creating practice strategies posters for
the music room wall and asking students
to record the strategies they used on their
practice sheets (see Figures 7 and 8).
As time progressed, students began to
www.menc.org

FIGURE 6
This poster helps students see the goals that need to be met as they
prepare a new concert piece. Each ring is a different section of the
concert piece. Once a section of the target is met, it is colored in.
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build a “toolbox” of strategies to use on
their own.

FIGURE 7
Poster of Practice Strategies

Assessment

FIGURE 8
This poster helps students use the scientific method in an authentic and
meaningful way, and helps students transfer knowledge to a new situation.

Self-assessment is a key component of
independent learning because it provides
students with feedback that spurs new
goals.13 Novices who have not yet developed a sense of strong aural imagery are
often unaware of their own errors, while
more capable musicians are more aware
of their strengths and weaknesses.14 I
found that novices tend to focus first on
pitch as they assessed themselves, followed by rhythm and other technical
aspects of playing, but that they tended to
neglect their tone, even though an inconsistent tone was often the root cause of
many of their difficulties.15
To develop self-assessment skills,
students need to be taught what to
attend to and need to be given guidedpractice opportunities to assess themselves and others. By providing a
performance rubric (see Figure 8) and
directing student attention to only one or
two dimensions of the rubric at a time,
teachers can guide student attention
toward key aspects of performance that
may normally be neglected. Teachers
can also utilize peer assessment in conjunction with self-assessment to provide
an additional means of feedback. Finally,
teachers can encourage their students
to assess themselves during their home
practice by asking them to record their
practice goals and self-assessments on
their practice sheets.

A New Paradigm for Practice
Sheets
Renate Caine and her colleagues
emphasize that learning is developmental.16 Students gradually develop
new performance skills as they build
upon previous learning. The same is
true as they learn practice skills. The
more effective we are in helping them
gradually develop their practice skills,
the more students will become self-regulated learners.
46
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The model presented in this article suggests that teachers can become
more intentional in their teaching of
practice skills by (1) informing students
about goals, (2) empowering students
to achieve these goals, (3) modeling for
students, and (4) using practice assignments wisely. The traditional purpose
of practice sheets is to encourage practice time, but time is only one factor in
the practice puzzle. Practice sheets can
also be used to encourage distributed
practice, goal-setting, strategy use, and
self-assessment. Other types of practice
records, like reflective journals, can
be used to enhance reflective thinking
and self-efficacy.
I have talked with music teachers
who use the same practice sheets with
the same grading policies week after
week, month after month, and year after
year. Few, if any, other subjects-area educators use the same assignment week
after week. Instead, we need to consider
student needs and developmental levels
when creating practice assignments that
methodically lead our students toward
becoming self-regulated learners. By
being as intentional about practice education as we are with other aspects of music
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education, we can teach students to practice more effectively.
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