CT ABRSM Plus: Written Assignments and Projects

	Name 
	Michelle Ming Yan Chan

	Instrument/voice
	Piano

	Name of Mentor
	Paul Jane

	Date sent to mentor
	03/06/2013

	CT ABRSM Regional Centre
	Hong Kong

	Assignment number/Project
	WA3

	Title
	Strategies on Piano Practice 





Please insert your assignment text (1,500 – 2,000 words) here, followed by your self-evaluation


Introduction	

	Learning to play the piano can be enjoyable and piano practice doesn’t really have to be boring and tedious. The saying that “practice makes perfect” holds true only if the practice involves careful thought and planning. As teachers, we all understand that piano playing is a skill that requires attention to details and the use of many abilities and senses at the same time. Therefore, without practice it is almost impossible for students to continually improve on the instrument, but should be carefully planned before each practicing session. Since practice is extremely important for every piano student on the road to improvement, it is necessary to structure each practice session with a solid, realistic goal and a proven method. However there is an acute shortage of relevant research in music about how the skills used in musical performance develop. As a result, my goal in this assignment is to suggest varies ways to develop an effective practice routine that can be accomplished in our busy daily lives and can make your work at the piano to be more productive. 

1. Make a day

	Plan your practice thoroughly includes setting a time every day and try to be consistent. Ideally each student should practice once a day for at least 30 minutes. It sounds logical on the surface but the problem is that most students really don’t have 30 minutes to devote on their practice in a day. Thus, I suggest students should take at least 20 minutes as a session to work on a specific piece/part each time and do a few sessions each day. These 20 minutes do not need to be consecutive or if you have limited time on a particular day. So you have two choices. The first one is that you only have to work on one whole session and forget about it until the practicing session in the next day. On the other hand, you can split it in lots of blocks of 20 minutes in a day. However, the most important prerequisite for this method is to work consistently every day. Researches show that it takes approximately 21 days to develop a new habit. Therefore, students will need to commit to this consistency for more than 21 days before it turns into become their daily habit. Moreover, aiming for once a day usually ensures enough practice throughout the week.

2. Assembling Practice Tools:

After scheduling a day and a time, the next step is to create an inventory basic materials that will need to use during the practice sessions, for instance an acoustic or digital piano in good condition, a metronome and a tape recorder are the three essential tools for effective practicing. Other additional tools like pencils to mark on the scores for places that need more attention and a notebook to keep a personal practice journal. It helps you to remember your weaknesses and the places where you need to focus on for more intensive drilling. It also helps refreshing your memory when you are not practicing daily or practicing not in consecutive days and it allows you to review your progress over a period of time. And thus it helps you to permanently remember your weaknesses, the points that you should note and the places where should be focused on during practicing. In addition, many of my most successful students use a timer to make sure that they have got enough practices. You can find a silent timer and set it at the proper length of time during practice session. This is a great way to add value to each practicing session and it help students to keep a tight schedule during the session. Finally, Student will then need to set up a convenient place to keep themselves away from their personal/family issues and any other distractions during the practice sessions. Make sure the condition in the practice room such lighting and the temperature is good enough for you to stay for at least 30mins. 

3. Make a plan

	Never practice by sitting at the piano to play whatever you feel like or ripple them over and over again randomly. The best way is to have a clear aim about the daily practice objectives and to focus on one specific task at a time, for example, concentrate on the areas which need more practice than others or parts where they are technically more demanding etc. Meanwhile, always discipline yourself to complete each practice goal before moving on to the next. By planning your practice thoughtfully, it helps to determine your needs in the allotted time and it makes the practice session become more effective rather than being spontaneous. Students may need to keep a music journal where briefly record where you worked to and what is the next steps, so you will know what to do in the following days. 

4. Stay focus and Warm Up

	Practice with full concentration is the fundamental rule for practicing. Since piano practice is a highly intensive mental work, it demands enormous reserves of concentration and energy. The mind must be active at all times because you need to read and hear the music in your mind before you play. You will also need to analyze the structure and harmony of the music and simplify them into meaningful segments of short phrases that are easier to memorize. When you start getting tired after practicing with full attention, remember to stop and take a break. Do not return to practice when you are fresh again. 

	Properly warmed-up hands will allow you to accomplish the physical tasks demanded by difficult repertoire with great ease. Scales and arpeggios exercises made for the best warm-up. They are helpful for concentration and good to get your mindset ready for the practice. Teachers and students may also make up their own technical exercises for warm ups, such as short rhythmic/pitch-chunking drills or five finger exercises that aim at strengthening different proposes. For more advanced students may like to start with some Hanon finger exercises or Czerny Studies. I always suggest different Czerny exercises for my students in different grade and short exercises always works the best in my experience. A good 5 minutes warm up will help your practice session goes smoother. 

5. Chunking and Repeating

	When learning a music piece, our brain has to process a lot of information at the same time. By only focusing on one piece of information at a time may help to speed up the process and the learning could be more successful. Therefore, the better way to practice is to divide new music into shorter units or break them into a particular pattern/layer after analysis. Practice extremely careful and thoroughly only on one passage in each practice session and so the brain absorbs mush more readily when it is not overwhelmed by quantity. This makes for far more efficient piano practice in the long run. “Chunking practice” is the term that we used for the method of taking a part of a piece and working them out individually. Students determine the chunks/parts of a piece that needed to work on and learn the same section respectively by “repetitions” before combining chunks into a whole piece. 

	Repetition is one of the most effective ways of learning as the brain start committing things to memory unconsciously after repeating something three or more times. While doing chunking practice, students are required to play it slowly and accurately. Since psycho-physiological fact states that the brain cannot absorb musical information in detail when playing fast, it is essential to work slowly and carefully in the first stage of practice. Keep playing in a steady tempo so that the slow pace will not distort the piece’s rhythm. Playing in fast speed too early increases the chances of making mistakes and it will easily lead to fatigue of both the brain and the muscles. It is useful to play slowly with the help of the metronome. Practice in separate hand may help to secure the accuracy of a piece but it will actually take much longer to learn the piece. Therefore, students can solve the difficulties in certain section of practicing each hand separately before putting them together and gradually increase their speed. 

6. Practice for Perfection and Listen

	Once all the small sections are perfectly played, students can combine them together and try playing in a larger section. There are different levels of perfection and students can try to obtain one different element in each level, such as adding dynamics, phrasing, pedaling etc. Creativity and imagination helps creating music from the piece after the segments were put together. Students can try playing the piece in different timbres or articulations by observing and shaping the phrases in the piece. This will give more variety to your practice, as well as giving you a series of practical, small goals to aim for you to achieve in your daily practice. Always listen carefully to the sounds that you are aiming to achieve and learn to evaluate what has just been played. One of the best ways for students to objectively hear is by recording their own performances. By doing this, students are learning how to criticize their own performance and designate what and how to practice next. This stage of evaluation is a major key in helping students to make progress. 

7. Study away from the piano

	Some of the most efficient piano practice can be accomplished without a piano. Mental study such as analyzing the piece, researching for background and correct interpretation of the piece, sing the melody to discover thematic relations and harmonies subtleties or listening to good recordings of the piece and etc. that can integrate your motor skills in piano practice as a whole. This will give students a picture of what and how to do before sitting at the piano. It also helps the players to transform the idea from their brain to actual playing of fingers and thus project the scene in their mind to the listener. 

Conclusion

	Practice is the key to developing piano skills and techniques though it takes effort and it is a kind of difficult, repetitive and boring work that needs intensive focus and diligence. Furthermore, it is unfortunate but true that players are unable to develop their playing abilities further without practice. However, correct and planned practicing skills help to raise students to a level of competency and it brings exhilarating feeling when you master a difficult passage. Since good practice motivates students to learn, it is important for a teacher to teach his or her students how to practice and adopt the technique that might be appropriate at different stage. Ideally, teachers will use their knowledge and experiences to instruct their students with appropriate instructions and practice assignments. Students will then gradually get informed in the decisions about practicing specific musical skills and involves in designing their own practicing schedules. An even greater impact is students are able to further develop their skill from one piece to another and thus, produces a higher level of comprehension and practicing skills.
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Self-evaluation
All written work must be accompanied by a completed self-evaluation, which is a powerful step towards moving forward in your teaching. You are required to write a self-evaluation of all written work PRIOR to handing it over to your mentor for assessment. 
Your critique should be constructive, demonstrating your ability to recognise the virtues and limitations of the piece of work you have completed.

Guidelines to students for self-evaluation of written work

Identify and record:
· The positive aspects of the work.
· The limitations of your work.
· The relevance of this assignment to your work as a teacher.
· How and where you might apply the insights you have gained from this assignment.
· Your learning from the assignment in terms of the process (e.g., time management;
planning; collecting and collating relevant material, the action you took to complete the assignment - for example, who you talked to about the assignment).
· How you will apply the above learning to subsequent pieces of written work.
· How you reacted to completing this assignment.

This is not an exhaustive list and you are invited to be creative in adding any other issues which you believe will help you with your own professional development throughout the course.


Self-evaluation

	Though many of the suggestions that are stated above clearly give students different approaches to achieve higher goals. Teachers still have to keep in their mind that students do learn in different ways, as some may be more physically active and others may learn best in a quiet environment. The aspect of different learning styles may be investigated in a greater level, so teachers can provide their students with a more versatile learning style. This ultimately leads to a more beneficial way of learning for both the students and teachers. As many teachers, it may find listening to students playing pieces repetitively, different learning activities may also enlighten the teacher to different teaching methods. Another limitation from the ideas presented would be the lack of information of how a teacher may prepare for this. Before students take on the role of practicing, teachers may need to provide structured lessons beforehand to give students direction and knowledge of what should be expected. Before this practice routine is implanted onto students, the teacher must have an understanding of the student’s personality. As students may accept different techniques of teaching, one single way may work best for one may not work for the others. Therefore more thoughts could be put into the area of accomplishing a plan for a wide range of students. 
	
	Another factor that could be put into consideration would be the age of the students. This is due to the different occupation one may have depending on their age, which would determine how much time is available for them to dedicate their practice. As this factor may influence on the time that would be giving towards their practice, it may also influence their attitude to certain learning styles. For example a child would be more easily persuaded into practicing 20 minutes a day, as they aren’t burdened as much by other social distractions. On the other hand many teenagers may not be willing to give up time with their peers in order to practice for perfection. There is also another age group that should be included, which would be adults. As adults are required to have a job, they wouldn’t have much time compared to children or teenagers. Hence the need of refining the model in order to fit different ages with different schedules. 

	The essay provides a structured step-by-step instruction plan for the teachers and students to ensure that they understand it before they start. This is the strength of my essay as it makes it more comprehensible and allows not only teachers, but also students to follow through. Although this may vary for different individuals as they all have unique personalities, and by restricting them with only one way may be difficult. However, the model is only a basic plan provided for teachers and students to follow, future improvements may increase the credibility of this model, as it may be altered to fit different ages and personalities. It would be very interesting to investigate this issue furthermore as I believe that there is no end to ones learning and our knowledge will expand as days past allowing us to achieve higher goals. 






Assessment criteria for written assignments 2, 3, and project 2.
Mentors and Course Leaders will use the following criteria when assessing students’ written assignments and projects.

[Note that the assessment criteria for Written Assignment 1 and Project 1 are to be found elsewhere in the Handbook]

	Excellent
	· Excellent grasp of subject matter demonstrated through cogent well presented written discussion
· Use of relevant and appropriate material, drawing on a wide range of books and resources 
· Outstanding ability to draw from personal experience providing illustrative material
· Clearly linking theory to effective teaching practice
· Critical relevant awareness of teaching strategies and learning styles 

	Pass
	(i)
	· Very good grasp of subject matter with well presented written discussion
· Use of relevant and appropriate material drawing on a range of resources
· Personal experience provides an effective link between theory and practise
· Awareness of teaching strategies and learning styles which goes well beyond a perfunctory understanding

	
	(ii)
	· A grasp of subject matter with a structured written discussion
· Use of some relevant literature and teaching material
· Ability to draw from personal experience 
· Linking theory to teaching practice
· Some awareness of teaching strategies and learning styles

	Working Towards
	· Limited grasp and understanding of subject matter; lack of structure in discussion and presentation
· Insufficient use of relevant material
· Failure to draw on personal experience; inappropriate illustrative material
· No attempt made to link theory to teaching practice
· Poor awareness of teaching strategies and learning styles



Mentor Evaluation
Note to Mentors: the following grid may be helpful to you when evaluating students’ written and project work. 

	
	Excellent
	Pass
[use (i) or(ii) ]
	Working towards

	Structure and readability
	
	P1
	

	Illustrative material
	
	P1
	

	Theoretical insight
	
	P1
	

	Link between theory and practice
	
	P1
	

	Critical/Questioning approach
	
	P1
	

	Creative/original ideas
	
	P1
	

	Level of self-awareness
	
	P1
	



Mentor Comments

Mentors: please insert your text here
Thanks for your assignment. You have shown some good practical approaches to practice, with a good general theoretical understanding supporting your ideas. It is good that you mentioned the need for aspects such as listening and self-evaluation to be present in addition to the purely ‘mechanical’ act of playing and repeating etc. 
You could have gone further with the following to give a more complete picture of the topic from your point of view as a teacher:
· Show more awareness of motivational aspects, particularly, as you say, practice can be difficult, repetitive and boring (though it needn’t be so!)
· Show more awareness of how approaches need to be adapted for pupils of different age groups and possibly learning styles
· Show more how you help to instil good practice habits through your teaching in the lessons- it is a very important aspect of their learning to understand what to do at home during the week
· Refer in the text to your sources- there is a long list of texts and articles, but it isn’t clear how these have helped you.
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