How to Create the Perfect Practice Session for your Child
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It is easy for anyone to craft a great practice session. You don’t need a musical
background to succeed at this. If parents spend a minimal amount of time helping their
child out in the beginning stages of their musical instruction, there is a great chance that
the child will continue playing throughout their school life and reap all the amazing
benefits music education has to offer.
Here’s how parents can help create a perfect practice session for their child:
1. Designate a practice spot in the home. Ideally, parents should carve out a
semi-quiet area with a chair and a sturdy music stand. There should be proper
lighting and a place to store extra strings, rosin, music, pencils, markers, notebook
and a metronome. There should be minimal distractions such as TV, radio, other
children, pets or telephone. My kids’ practice spot is right in our living room.
2. Figure out your child’s “perfect practice time.” If your child feels freshest in
the morning, early morning practice may be the way to go. If their energy peaks in
the afternoon or at night, have them practice then. Whatever time you choose, be
consistent and try to have your child practice at the same time five or six days a
week.
3. Write down goals for the practice session. Let’s say two students practice
every night for the same amount of time. Student 1 practices with the intention of
“getting better”, while student 2 begins practicing with specific goals and a time
frame for achieving the goals in mind. It’s pretty obvious which student has a
better chance of improving! Goals can be written down in a practice log or on a
napkin — it doesn’t matter, at first. A sample goal could be “I will play the first 2
measures of Go Tell Aunt Rhody three times without mistakes”, or “I am going to
learn to play two new notes”.
4. Use the “10 Minute Rule.” 10 minutes of practice a day is better than nothing,
and 99% of the time 10 minutes turns into 20 minutes! As long as your school
music teacher gives clear assignments, ten minutes will extend to a half an hour
easily without your child even realizing it.
5. Practice Deliberately. The sooner a child learns how to practice, the better!
Without guidance, most people tend to practice one of two ways:
 The Loop Method. This is where we simply repeat the same thing over and
over. It might sound like practice, but it is simply mindless repetition — and it
doesn’t work.



Autopilot Method: This is where we activate our autopilot system and coast.
A student runs through a piece from beginning to end — wash, rinse, repeat —
and nothing is learned.

Deliberate practice is a systematic and highly structured activity. Instead of
mindless trial and error, it is an active and thoughtful process where we seek solutions
to clearly defined problems.
Deliberate practice is often slow, and involves repetition of small and very specific
sections of a skill instead of just playing through. For example, instead of playing an
entire 8 measure exercise beginning to end, the child would practice the first four notes
in order to make sure that they are in rhythm and sound beautiful. They can then
practice the next four notes in this (or another) practice session, then connect all eight
notes together.
This may sound like a lot of work, but it does not need to be. Children who spend 10
minutes a day thinking like this are the ones who find success in all of their subjects. To
stop, analyze what went wrong, why it happened, and how they can produce different
results the next time is an amazing skill to have — and anyone can learn to think and
practice this way.
Some other practice tips:
1. Use a metronome. Buy one or download a metronome app immediately!
Students should set the metronome at a slow tempo at first, then gradually increase
the pulse until they arrive at the final tempo over the course of the week.
2. Use a pencil. Students should make good use of pencil and markers to indicate
places where they keep making the same mistake. When a mistake is made, a mark
needs to be written in pencil on the music in order for your child to remember to
pay attention to that spot.
3. Record your practice session. A digital recorder or phone is a great tool to use
when practicing. Students can record themselves playing so they can hear
problems, particularly regarding to rhythm and notes. This is a lot of fun for them
to do, so encourage it!
Practice sessions should end by playing a piece that the student knows well and
has fun playing — or anything they want, really. Always end a session on a
positive note, so to speak.
If parents pay close attention to creating a “perfect practice session” for the first month
their child begins studying an instrument, they will be surprised to see how selfmotivated and independent their child becomes. They will soon develop their own good
practice habits without needing much guidance. Meanwhile, it’s the parent’s job to
ensure practice happens daily — at least 5 days a week. In our culture of immediate
gratification, it’s important that students have the tools to quickly improve on their
instruments so they don’t become frustrated or bored and choose to quit. Practicing
smart — not long — is a skill that is transferable to any subject in school, and music
instruction is the best vehicle to teach this.

