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Suggestions from Steve:  #47

How Much Should I Practice? 

The one question I  frequently get from students is, "How much should I practice my instrument"?  There really is no 'correct' answer, but I would say that it is dependent upon the age of the student.  When a student is just beginning and is under 10 years of age, I would recommend practicing 10-15 minutes per day.  When a student is between 10-11 years of age, I would increase the practice time to 20-30 minutes per day.  Once a student is in middle school (7th and 8th grade), I recommend 20 minutes minimum per day, but would really encourage students to practice between 30-45 minutes per day.  In high school (9th-12th grades), I suggest a minimum of 30 minutes per day, but would prefer 30-60 minutes per day.  Students that are majoring in music performance in college, should practice a minimum of 1 hour a day, but I recommend between 2-5 hours of practicing per day.  For students majoring in music education or some other area of music, I recommend at least 1 hour of practicing per day.

The above practice times are my 'general' recommendations for most students, but they can and should be modified in order to accommodate the individual student.  Some music students have a natural aptitude to focus their attention for longer periods of practice time.  Moreover, they may be more self-disciplined than other students, who need constant encouragement and 'prodding' in order to practice for even a minimal amount of time.  Also, most everyone's schedule fluctuates to some degree on any given day.  Bearing that in mind, there can be inherent time constraints for practicing on certain days.  However, my practice time recommendations are based upon a 'typical' day in a student's life.

The whole concept of practice time is fairly straight forward.  Theoretically, you should make more musical progress if you practice more than other people your age.  This conclusion is predicated upon the musical aptitude of the student and his or her guidance by a skilled and knowledgeable private music instructor.  When a parent asks me why their child isn't making more musical progress, I have to be candid and tell them that their son or daughter needs to practice more in order to progress at a faster rate.  Alternatively, sometimes a parent tells me that their child doesn't practice enough and what are my recommendations to get them to practice more?  I generally suggest implementing one or more of the following suggestions in order to increase their music practice time:

1.)  Develop a regular practice time--establish a 'consistent' time when the child is expected to practice.

2.)  Take away privileges if they don't practice.  Limiting the amount of time they can play video games; watch television and videos; play with their friends and do other extra-curricular activities they want to do would be a great place to start.  They will soon learn that there are consequences for not practicing a sufficient amount of time.

3.)  Consider making the child (if old enough) pay for a portion of their private music lesson.  They will soon learn that receiving private music instruction is a privilege--and it costs money.$$$$
4.)  Reward the student for practicing more.  Perhaps that means more television time; a trip to the movies; a special activity with one or more of their friends; staying up later on the weekends; buying them something that they want; taking them out to their 'favorite' restaurant, etc.  Remember:  some kids are motivated by rewards versus a potential punishment. 

There is often a 'fine line' between what inspires/motivates a student and what demoralizes them.  The psychological "gamesmanship" regarding practicing that occurs between the parent, child and teacher is often complicated.  Often a 'united front' between the parent and teacher can result in establishing positive practice habits with the student.  I wish all parents and teachers much success in helping the child establish consistent and productive practice habits.  
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