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Why don’t some pupils practise? Choose a specific age range (primary school, 

secondary school or adult) and describe and discuss teaching strategies most 

likely to inspire pupils to practise productively. Your answer should include 

reference to The PTC Guiding Principles, and be related to your own teaching 

experience. 

 

Implicit in the essay title is the notion that pupils will only practise if they are 

sufficiently inspired by the lesson.  Additionally, they will need to have been well-

prepared in the art of practice techniques engendered by performers, pedagogues 

and academics. While acknowledging Macmillan, J. advice ‘One of the key tasks in a 

music lesson is to help pupils practise at home between lessons.’(p11) we might also 

consider that even the most enthusiastic primary school pupil will only gain ground if 

common obstacles are removed at the outset.  So this essay will first investigate the 

challenges around ’why don’t some primary school pupils practice?’.  The second 

part of the essay will consider the most appropriate strategies for inspiring 

enthusiasm to practice effectively.   

What are the key issues around non-practice?  The Cathcart, S. lecture (27/10/18) 

straw-polled thirty piano teachers for their opinions on the principal causes, the 

following points emerged and are discussed below. 

 

1. Piano keyboard is badly located 

As teachers, we often hear of difficulties in practising due to distractions such as 

noise from game stations, television, younger siblings trying to take over.   In the 

same way as school advocates a good homework environment so professional piano 
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teachers will promote the importance of room preparation for daily practice.  The 

guiding principles of the Piano Teachers Course (PTC) promotes good teacher 

facilitation ‘Organise a professionally welcoming, suitably equipped and hazard-free 

teaching room.’ By showcasing this set-up for lessons the teacher can communicate 

the benefits of providing a similar environment for piano practice.  And the simple 

message is that your child will gain ground faster if the right learning conditions are 

provided at home. 

 

2. Pressure of school leads to the piano practice being relegated to the bottom 

of the pile 

At first sight, this kind of issue is perhaps more relevant to the older pupil except that 

primary year six pupils aged ten and eleven years will be preparing the SATs exams.  

So good facilitation encourages the professional piano teacher to follow the PTC 

principle of ‘Adjusting teaching in response to pupils’ needs and behaviour.’  In 

essence, the teacher will need to communicate with pupil and parent and ensure that 

piano exams and performances are scheduled realistically around school exams.  

Further, we might also turn this threat into an opportunity by encouraging the pupil to 

play for pleasure and light relief.  So Tayama, M. (25.11.18) lectures on the 

importance of encouraging pupils to explore and be inspired by the vast repertoire 

for the piano as this encourages intrinsic motivation at any age.  If the pupil is 

motivated to learn the latest pop tune this is the perfect moment in time. 

 

3. A chaotic home life makes practising difficult 

Mackworth-Young, L. (26.10.18) recommends that while it is important to support 

and encourage practice, if it cannot be done, due to problems at home, then the 
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teacher’s job is to ensure that lesson times are as fun and as engaging as possible. 

The PTC advocates that 'teachers involve, encourage and support pupils’ so that 

they are keen to continue playing.  The teaching will need to be adjusted in response 

to pupils’ needs and may promote activities requiring little or no preparation on the 

part of the pupil.  For example, learning by rote and improvisation techniques and 

sight reading duets.  Essentially we can still ensure that meaningful music making is 

at the heart of the lesson, rather than negatively focussing on unlearned exercises 

and pieces.  A positive outcome will result in a pupil who is still enthusiastic about 

attending piano lessons and will in time return to practice once order is restored. 

 

4. Lack of inspirational repertoire and fun pieces 

All of the challenges above allude to the obvious importance of using appealing 

music to encourage the primary school pupil to practice. Cathcart, S. lectures 

(27.10.18) that  if pupils are simply following traditional tutor books and using exam 

syllabus as a basis for curriculum then they will soon tire of practice.  This point 

invites further attention and we will consider repertoire as a source of inspiration in 

the second part of the essay. 

 

5. Some parents have the wrong expectations about practice 

It is not uncommon for parents to readily volunteer that their child has not practised, 

so absolving themselves of any responsibility. But it is fairly commonplace and at the 

heart of the renowned Suzuki philosophy that the parent is one of the key success 

factors in the teacher/pupil/parent relationship, where the parents is expected to 

supervise practice.  Parents  are expected to attend lessons and take notes or 

record excerpts for helping with practice.  While many parents will not have the time 
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to dedicate to this approach a balance needs to be reached where the adult is 

involved as much as possible and provides a good learning space at home. 

 

6. Some pupils don’t think that they need to practice 

In a school setting, when a child takes up an instrument, the music partnership 

acting behalf of the education authority will expect parent and pupil to agree to terms 

and conditions.  For example, Music Partnership North edicts ’pupils are expected to 

practise regularly and turn up to their lesson ready to learn.’  The PTC also advises a 

similar approach where the professional piano teacher enters into an agreement with 

the parent and pupil making a clear statement that the pupil parent and teacher will 

work together to ensure that the child’s experience of learning the piano is enjoyable 

and educational.  The main point is that the pupil has to be aware of the need to 

practice if they take up a musical instrument and this has to be agreed to at the 

beginning of the relationship. 

 

7. Over-scheduled with after-school and weekend activities 

As above, an up-front agreement or, as advised by the PTC, a professional 

statement of intent and philosophy that parents are introduced to from day one, 

should overcome the need to explain that sufficient time is put aside for practice.  

Ideally, If the teacher is able to inspire and encourage the pupil and he/she is making 

good progress then the teacher has good reason to insist the pupil dedicate more of 

their leisure time to piano practice. 

 

8. A lack of Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
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Macmillan, J. purports that by using practice time efficiently, pupils will make rapid 

progress.  And when those pupils find that they make progress, they will enjoy their 

practice. So they will be motivated to practise more and make further progress.   This 

makes absolute sense and having considered some of the of the key challenges of 

‘non-practice’, and establishing foundations for the best chance of success, the last 

point leads into the second part of the essay.    

 

Now we can focus in more depth on seven key strategies to help the teacher capture 

hearts and minds of younger pupils.  Firstly, to get the younger pupil into the practice 

room and secondly to ensure that they know how to use the practice time to get the 

best results. 

 

1. The value of practice tools with the younger beginner 

In his book ‘Practising the Piano’ Fitch, G (p45) believes that younger players can be 

given important practice tools such as The Three S’s (Slowly, Separately, Sections), 

provided they are shown how to use them and encouraged to do so.  So as pupils 

are learning a new piece that they really want to be able to play, they can be 

encouraged in the lesson to learn it with the teacher in sections.   Fitch advises that 

we look through the score with the child and help them to mark it up, this can be in 

four bar sections or whatever is most appropriate for the form.  We can draw in the 

pupil by questioning:  where does the first phrase end?  Is this a good place to stop?  

Can you see the patterns repeating? Then help the pupil to learn separately first one 

hand slowly then the other hand then hands together.  Point out to the pupil how little 

time it has taken to learn so much.  Ask them to estimate how long it has taken and 

then ask them to calculate how long it will take to learn the rest of the piece.  Follow-
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on By helping the pupil to write out the practice schedule.  Fitch advises on 

‘providing a three column approach with titles: - To do; goal; completed.  This time-

proven method can have such fruitful results that the pupil will feel a sense of 

satisfaction and be motivated to continue practising using this method.   

 

2. Explore repertoire, allow the pupil to lead on the choice of repertoire and 

encourage practising a piece they want to be able to perform 

The primary school pupil enjoys being able to play a piece that is instantly 

recognisable; a nursery rhyme or a lullaby or a christmas carol or a film theme tune. 

Additionally, Humphrey refers to ‘hidden tunes’ in songs that children will find 

inspiring.  And they will of course make an instant musical connection with friends 

and family when ‘Happy Birthday’ or ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas!” is instantly 

recognisable.   Furthermore, Toyka (28/10/18) proposes a six point plan to explore 

inspiration through repertoire. Firstly, she suggests, as a teacher be sure to make a 

note of the ‘inspiration’ so that you are minded to follow it up.  Next, find a recording 

or learn to play it yourself. Then either listen to the recording together or play the 

piece for the pupil in the lesson.  For a beginner it will be important to make up 

reduced version of the tune to teach the pupil and let them join in.  Finally, give the 

pupil the ‘real’ sheet music, no matter how hard it may be, and tell them that one day 

they will be able to play it.  You can extend the discovery process by naming the 

composer and helping the pupil find further compositions.  The PTC guides us to put 

the pupil at the centre of the music-making and this is a highly effective way of 

tapping into a child’s inner motivation. 

 

3. Inspiring younger pupils to develop a practice mentality  
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So once the pupil is minded to play ‘Happy Birthday’ Let the child write down the 

checklist of what they need to do over the course of the week in order to achieve that 

goal.  This is a signal to the child that they are in charge of their own practice time, 

they are making a note to themselves about what needs to be done.   It’s useful to 

talk through with the younger people when they are going to practise getting them to 

think ahead about what time they have available and how they will be able to 

manage to do it, for example, while mum and dad are putting the baby and toddler to 

bed I can put the earphones on and do my practice.    Ask them to tell you when they 

think they will be able to practice identifying times that are good and bad so they can 

plan the practice time in.  Question them, does your Grandma have a piano?  Can 

you take your books when you are there and play your pieces for her?  Encourage 

writing down when they practise and for long and also what they practice.  

 

4. Primary school students need to have lots of fun music-making while 

working on their practice  

The lessons will need to be fun and engaging.  In the early stages the pupils will be 

learning technical skills such as good posture, correct hand and wrist height, 

independence of fingers and hands.  Renowned pedagogue, Pitkevica, is able to 

drive the message home by appealing to the pupil’s imagination creating powerful 

images that will be lodged in the pupil’s memory after leaving the lesson. For curved 

fingers she proposes ’imagine a rainbow’ and for maintaining the arch ‘imagine a 

squirrel’s home’.  Similarly with learning note length and values the teacher can 

introduce concepts such as running for quavers and walking for crotchets and 

striding for minims.  Running, walking and striding round a room to different rhythms 

is not only a lot of fun but also reinforces a multi-sensory approach, we are tapping 
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into an innate sense of rhythm.   Such imaginative and fun lessons will ensure the 

pupil is engaged and gains ground faster than simply being told how to do 

something. 

 

5. Practise towards a known goal so that the pupil can show-off their new 

found skills  

Westney, W. (2003) writes that performance is ‘the crucial culminating step of the 

learning process, the capstone experience that pulls it all together’ (p. 139). So while 

performance is a crucial part of the learning process  for the beginner we can use 

pupil concerts at home help to motivate the primary school pupil. Playing in these 

informal concerts provides students with a goal to work towards and maintains 

enthusiasm and helps to overcome frustrations. The concerts are held at home and 

different students are invited to perform. By mixing the students it encourages and 

motivates the younger students to learn from the more advanced ones.  Pupils of 

mine take music on holiday and perform for other guests in the hotel lobby.  Another 

student visited a concert venue with an upright piano in the cafe so that she could 

‘perform’ her carols at the SAGE Gateshead for her family.   Macmillan underlines 

the importance of receiving appreciation which leads to satisfaction and motivation. 

 

6. Taking a pupil-centred approach to practising 

Mackworth-Young, L.(27.1.19) tells us ‘The conventional style of piano lesson is 

highly teacher-directed’ but developments within psychology of education on pupil-

directed learning suggest that if we can empower the children to take the lead they 

will develop faster.  In his book ‘Practising the Piano’ Fitch, G. (2013) gives us a 

compelling and imaginative example of putting the pupil in charge ‘I once taught a 
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young boy who was more into sports than practising the piano. One day, I hit upon 

the idea of helping him to summon up his inner coach by imagining that his ten 

fingers were the players in the football team and he was the manager. He loved this 

and even volunteered his right foot as the eleventh member of the team - the goalie! 

As soon as he realised he was in charge of every movement his players made and 

every position they needed to adopt, his mindset changed. He called the shots, and 

he soon realised that without his leadership he didn’t have a team.’(p. 26) The 

teacher has given the pupil the inspiration and power to influence change in the 

practice room and has placed him right at the centre of the learning experience. 

 

7. Use parents to  encourage the practice process  

Parents play a vital role in particular in nurturing the success of a piano student. 

Hallam and Burns note that ‘Families play a crucial role in supporting young 

musicians, particularly in the initial stages of learning. As young people become 

more independent they continue to need practical support to actively engage with 

making music.’ So if the pupil is to stay enthused by the instrument the parent has to 

support using practice time well.   If a pupil is learning newer methods such as 

learning by rote, the parent can video the session so that they can play it back to the 

pupil.  If the child has composition as homework then again the parent will need to 

record the initial inspiration piece or rhythm so that this can be recalled during 

practice.   While the onus is on the teacher to provide the methodology and the 

inspiration and the desire to practise well, it is up to the parent to ensure that they 

are encouraging and making time for the child to sit down and listen to them 

practising.   Additionally, grandparents and wider family can play a big role in 

encouraging pupils and sharing new learning opportunities.  As advised by the 
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findings of psychologist Vygotsky,' L. sensitive intervention by adults when a child is 

on the edge of learning a new task,  such as clapping along to the music to feel the 

rhythm, can help children learn the task effectively.   

 

Conclusion 

There are multifarious reasons why primary school pupils don’t practice as outlined 

at the beginning of the essay.  If the piano teacher hopes to run a service where 

pupils make good progress, the teacher will need to identify the problems, devise 

strategies to overcome the difficulties and ensure they communicate well with parent 

and pupil from the outset.  But this alone is not enough, professional piano teachers 

need to think creatively about how to inject fun into their lessons and inspire 

enthusiasm and motivate.  Once the foundations have been laid, as defined above, 

only then can the teacher hope to implement the tools that lead to productive 

practice.  As attested by Macmillan, J (P13) “Once they find themselves making 

progress the pupil will enjoy their practice.  And in doing so will be motivated to 

practise more and make further progress’.  

 

REFERENCES  

 

Piano Teachers Course Lectures 

Cathcart, S. (26. 10. 18) Working with Beginners 

Cathcart, S. (27.10.18) Beginners’ repertoire moving to the grades 

Cathcart, S (27.1.19) Pupil Engagement and Body language 

Fitch, G. (27.10.18) Effective Practising 

Fitch, G. (27.10.18) The Practice Tools 



 11 

Humphrey, G. (27.10.18) Duets 

Pitkevica, I. (26.10.18) Developing Pianistic Skills and Practice Strategies in the 

early stages 

Tayama, M. (25.11.18) Working with Intermediate Pupils 

Toyka, B. (28.10.18) Motivating Pupils 

Mackworth-Young, L. (26/27.10.18) Practical Psychology for Teaching and Learning 

Mackworth-Young, L. (27.1.18) Promoting Positive Behaviour  

 

Books 

Harris, P. (2006) Improve your Teaching! Faber Music 

Kozulin & Vygotsky, L. (2012)Thought and Language. Cambridge, Mass.  MIT Press  

Macmillan, J. (2010) Successful Practising.  Jenny Macmillan Publications  

Westney, W. (2003) The Perfect Wrong Note. USA: Amadeus Press.  

Williams, A. (2017) The Piano Teacher’s Survival Guide. Faber Music. 

 

E-books  

Fitch, G. (2013) Practising the Piano Parts 1,2 and 3. [Online] London: Erudition 

Digital.  

 

Journals & Magazine Articles 

Cathcart, S. (August 2013) The UK Piano Teacher in the Twenty-First Century, 

Institute of Education University of London, Thesis 

Hallam, S. & Burns, S. (September 2017) Progression in instrumental music making 

for learners from disadvantaged communities A literature review, Department for 

Education 



 12 

Macmillan, J. (April 2018) Ten Strategies for teachers to help their pupils practise, 

Piano Professional, EPTA UK Issue 47, (p11-13). 

McLachlan, M. (April 2018) Symposium: parental involvement in the piano lesson, 

Piano Professional, EPTA UK Issue 47, (p28-30). 

 

Videos 

SPARKLE - The 7 secrets every music teacher should know about helping students 

to read music Curious Piano Teachers, (9.4.18) 

 

 

Websites 

http://www.music.northumberland.gov.uk 

http://internationalsuzuki.org/index.html 

http://www.pianoteacherscourse.org 

 

Word Count - 3130 

 

 

 

 

 

 


