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DIFFERENT STROKES:  NEW WAYS TO APPROACH YOUR DAILY PRACTICE 
 
Everyone wants to get better.  Everyone wants to see the fruits of their labor…and trust that the time spent 
working is paying off.  With regards to productive practice, I know what works for me…and will continue to 
model that method ---- grounded in organization, consistency, and patience.  Ultimately, though, we are all 
different people --- with different aspirations and motivations.    Here are a few ideas of how to approach your 
practicing from a different perspective ---- in the hopes of keeping things moving in a forward direction: 
 
                
 
BLOCKED vs. RANDOM PRACTICE: 

• Blocked Practice: 
o Involves a healthy dose of repetition 
o Sports analogy --- “must hit 15 fastballs before moving to 15 curveballs, etc.”  
o Resembles the way most musicians practice --- especially with developing technique 
o Sometimes – the positive results of today don’t translate to tomorrow 

 
• Random practice: 

o Take blocks of practice on a particular task and break down into smaller segments 
o Sports analogy ---- “must hit 15 pitches, but the style varies --- fast ball, changeup, curve” 
o Interspersed schedule --- keep restarting different tasks 
o More challenging (the constant mix) --- but that is why it’s productive:  more mental activity 

 
Rather than spending long uninterrupted periods of time woodshedding each excerpt or section of a piece, pick 
a few passages you would like to work on and alternate between them. If you want to spend a total of 30 
minutes on a particular excerpt, practice in shorter segments, continually returning to this excerpt until you 
have achieved your 30-minute goal. Experiment with lengths of time. If you are practicing excerpts that are 
very short, you may be able to switch between them at a faster pace than would be required for longer 
sections. You can use a small alarm clock to time specific intervals or switch after each repetition. 

 
Length   Material to Practice 
3 minutes  Excerpt A 
3 minutes  Excerpt B 
3 minutes  Excerpt C 
3 minutes  Excerpt A 
3 minutes  Excerpt B 
3 minutes  Excerpt C 

 
PRACTICING vs. PLAYING: 
Playing and practicing are two different things when it comes to learning your instrument. For sure both are 
very valuable and there is some overlap between the two. You can certainly get some of the benefits of 
practicing while playing and vice versa. 
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The common conception is that practice is boring and focuses on things that you don’t enjoy, whereas playing 
is something we do for fun. Here are some of the key points which I think define practice or playing. 
 

• Practice: 
o Critical Playing 
o Playing something repetitively until you have mastered it. 
o Analyzing the finer details of your performance. 
o Competition with yourself ---- working for small (or large) improvements 

 
• Playing: 

o Zero “competition” ---- just for the love of the game 
o Requires little critical analysis (otherwise – it’s practice) 
o Generally – involves material that is already pretty comfortable 

 
MAKING PRACTICE A BETTER PART OF YOUR DAY: 

• It’s misleading to expect that all practice should be enjoyable ---- it is work 
• But --- can feel cleansing and cathartic.  Very much like manual labor --- a job well done 
• Shut out all other concerns --- and just pick up the axe and go to work for a little bit 

 
• Does NOT need to be so isolating ---- creating a social network of people that you practice with 
• Allows for more interaction --- taking breaks: 

o Listening to each other ---- giving positive feedback 
o Duets and other chamber music  
o Bounce ideas off one another ---- what works for you/what works for me 
o Iron sharpening iron.  

 
THE PROBLEM WITH PERFECT PRACTICE: 

• “Perfect” is misleading – and comes with a ton of bad associations 
• Deliberate is a better goal --- making deliberate decisions in the practice room 
• Recognizing difference between DELIBERATE and AUTOPILOT  
• Doesn’t mean “avoid” taking chances or making a mistake --- that’s defensive position 
• Being on the offensive ---- with a DELIBERATE goal in mind (micro and macro level) 
• Mindless practice is useless, boring, and can actually make you less confident  

 
A FEW IDEAS TO USE IN THE PRACTICE ROOM: 

• Chaining:  
o Let’s say you have a phrase that is too difficult for you to play all in one fell swoop. Chaining 

would involve starting with the first bit that you can play, and once you get the hang of it, adding 
additional little bits to it, until eventually you’re playing the phrase in its entirety. 

 
• Whole-part-whole:  

o Let’s say you’re having trouble with a section of music, and there’s one part in particular that’s 
particularly troublesome. Whole-part-whole would involve working on that little trouble spot in 
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isolation, but then playing the larger section again to make sure you can nail that tricky bit in 
context. 

 
• Goal-selection ---- BE A PROBLEM SOLVER: 

o Rather than simply diving in and getting stuck in the mindless loop of playing things over and 
over until they sound better, take a moment to do the following: 

▪  (a) make a note of the key areas that need work  
▪ (b) create a plan for how  

You’re going to solve these issues before you even get started. And prioritize them in some 
meaningful order – like working on the more basic, foundational things first, then moving to 
more advanced, higher-level issues. Or even in terms of difficulty – from most to least difficult. 

 
• Self-evaluation:  

o Rather than practicing until you can’t take it anymore, take a quick break every so often to take 
stock of your focus level during practice sessions, spending a moment to ask yourself whether 
you’re still practicing effectively or if you’re distracted and zoned out and should probably take 
an honest-to-goodness break to recharge. Kind of like the 20-20-20 rule that some optometrists 
recommend:  (take a 20 second break every 20 minutes to rest your eyes by looking at least 20 
feet away). This could also mean checking in with yourself to do a self-evaluation of how 
effectively your current practice strategy is working – and moving onto a new section, or trying a 
different strategy if what you’re doing isn’t really getting you anywhere.  Helps avoid spinning 
your wheels.   

 
SUGGESTIONS TO PREVENT “RAGE QUITTING” ON THOSE TOUGH PRACTICE DAYS: 

• Mindset adjustment 
o It’s easy to jump to the conclusion that you’ve finally reached the edges of your ability, and you 

won’t be able to get to the other side. But remind yourself that you’ve already solved plenty of 
frustrating, mystifying challenges in the past, and this is no different.   And yes, you have 
reached an edge – but of knowledge, not of ability. Like finally getting past the end-of-level boss 
in a tricky video game, once you do, you’ll be better prepared to tackle even bigger challenges in 
the next level. 

 
• Don’t rely on autocorrect 

o So the most important thing to do is avoid mindlessly hammering away at the passage, hoping 
that sheer force of will and repetition alone will enable your fingers to intuit a solution. 
Videotape it. Listen. Look. Identify the problem and brainstorm some specific, concrete 
solutions. In other words, make sure you’re engaging in deliberate practice.    

 
But there are a few other hacks that might be helpful too: 
 

• Set a time limit 
o Manu Kapur is head of the Learning Sciences Lab at the National Institute of Education of 

Singapore. He has conducted studies on a learning technique called “productive failure” which 
flips the way students are typically taught new math concepts.   Instead of teaching the concept, 
the procedures, and then giving students problems to solve, this approach starts by having 
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students struggle with problems they’re not equipped to solve, and then teaches the concept 
and procedures. Why? He argues that this way, the students have a much clearer idea of what 
they know, what they don’t know, and what they need to know. 
 
So if you stumble across a problem that has you stumped, set a time (10 minutes? 15? 20?) to 
struggle with it and seek a solution. But if you haven’t solved it by the time the timer ends, just 
move on and plan to come back to it later (or ask a colleague, friend, or teacher for some input), 
before you get all rage-y. Because even though you may not have solved the problem, you got a 
lot more out of the struggle than you probably realize. 

 
• Get a few wins first 

o One of the challenges in video game design is making things difficult enough to be fun and 
challenging – but not so hard that it becomes discouraging and frustrating.    We could look at 
practice in the same way. Where the goal is to keep motivation high enough that we keep 
practicing, solve problems, and build confidence. Not wreck our motivation by unproductively 
beating our head against a wall.   So if you’ve tried to solve a tricky problem, but come up empty 
when the timer hits zero, don’t go straight to a problem that’s equally frustrating. Try build up 
some confidence and positive momentum first by working on a few easier problems – like a 
fingering or bowing issue on your list that you know you can totally figure out. 

 
• Take a chuckle break to reset your mood 

o If you feel like you’re starting to morph from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde, watch a funny video to 
reset your mood.  Sounds a little silly, but an Australian study looked at how a funny video might 
affect persistence on a challenging task among 74 undergraduate students.    

 
After watching a neutral video about management, a relaxing video of dolphins swimming in the 
ocean off of a beautiful beach, or a funny video, participants were then asked to complete a 
task, that unbeknownst to them, was impossible to solve.   While those who watched the neutral 
or relaxing videos gave up within about 7 minutes, those who watched the funny video persisted 
past the 10-minute mark, almost 3.5 minutes longer. In addition, they made almost twice as 
many guesses on the impossible task as those who watched the neutral or relaxing video. 

 
Though watching funny videos might seem like a distraction (and can be if one video leads to 
getting sucked down the rabbit hole), researchers found that the emotion of amusement seems 
to facilitate greater persistence. 

 
Something to keep in mind in practice sessions, lessons, and ensemble rehearsals too perhaps… 

A LOT OF THIS INFORMATION CAN BE FOUND AT:  www.bulletproofmusician.com 

http://www.bulletproofmusician.com/

