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Problem-Solving Practice 
Sunday 11th April 2021 – Katrina Fox 

 
 

Why Practise? 

• Goal-driven: the expectation of progress (linear and/or horizontal). 
• Process-driven: for enjoyment/satisfaction (playing the piano). 

Consider the balance of these both in your own practice and your pupils’ practice. 

 
 

Early Stages Practice Strategies 
 

Snail Speed*- young children are often unable to know exactly how slow we mean by slow. This 
provides a relatable and memorable example of a slow speed. 
 
Magic no. 3* and Practice Buddies* can be used together. A pupil will take a chosen segment 
with a specific goal. E.g. to play bars 10-2 with the correct fingering. Using their practice buddies 
to help them keep track, they move them one by one from one end of the piano to the other with 
each correct repetition. This helps with focus on a specific goal, self-assessment and mindful 
repetition. And it is fun! 
 
Count & Tap* - for focusing on tricky passages of rhythm. These often need to be made explicit, 
with a combination of tapping/clapping/drumming, as well as counting aloud (using either rhythm 
language or metrical counting as appropriate). This can also be combined with whole body 
movement such as marching the beat. 
 
Hands Separately* - an essential stage in most new pieces is to explore each hand separately. The 
length of time this needs to be done for should be specified in a flexible way. E.g. “when each 
hand can be played fluently with the correct notes, rhythms and fingerings, then you can move on 
to putting it hands together slowly in small sections.” 
 
Plus 1* - this can be one note plus one note, one bar plus one note, one bar plus one bar, one 
phrase plus one phrase etc. It enables the transitions between sections to be practised, and a 
piece built up gradually. 
 
Q-box/ Quarantine Box† – removes a small tricky section from a piece for “extra care”. I often use 
this in conjunction with Magic no. 3 and Practice Buddies. 
 
Cognitive Overload – often useful as an interim step between hands separately and hands 
together work. E.g. if the RH melody has been rhythmically challenging, playing and counting 
aloud will add another layer of cognitive demand – if this cannot be coped with, it is probably too 
soon for hands together! 
 
Divide & Conquer – teaching pupils the habit of dividing a piece into manageable sections is a 
valuable strategy. An analogy of learning spellings often helps the younger age group – they 
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wouldn’t attempt to learn 100 spellings in one go. The repetition of small units makes learning 
more efficient. 
 
Miming Practice – useful in physically experiencing differences in weight on the keys to achieve 
tonal balance. The fingers touch the notes with the correct fingers but do not make the key 
speak. This could be used with one hand playing and one miming, or one voice played and the one 
mimed within the same hand at a more advanced level.  
 
Audiation and self-scoring can be used together – with a specific goal in mind, the pupil imagines 
in clear detail exactly how they want their attempt to sound, then they play, and self-evaluate. 
This has the added benefit of leading on to “what could have been better” and “how” to make 
that happen. Even young pupils can do this – a judging panel of teddy bears can make it a fun 
experience! 
 
Stopping Practice† - playing a piece, or a section, with planned stops of a fixed number of beats, 
allows a pupil to build stamina and technical control by being able to think ahead. By keeping the 
pulse going during these breaks, continuity and focus is maintained, and tension can be released. 
 
Visualisation – from their earliest performances, visualisation is an important tool to build 
confidence in our pupils, but it needs to be practised. Before an exam or performance, ask the 
pupil to clearly imagine sitting at the piano: where are they going to place their hands? Can they 
see their starting notes in their mind’s eye? Can they visualise playing each phrase clearly? Can 
they visualise the ending? 
 

More Advanced Practice Strategies 

Running Diagnostics - if a passage is going wrong, think carefully about why. Is it due to faulty 
thinking, or faulty action? Only once this is clear can a suitable way forward be found. 

Strands Separately† - a useful strategy for pieces with more than two voices. In some cases, such 
as fugues, the process of identifying the voices it itself very useful. 

You’ve Got the Moves – part of the joy of playing is kinaesthetic gratification – the thrill we get 
from a fast passage played brilliantly, or the sensation of our fingers dancing across the keys in a 
complex formation. The movements and how they feel are important – and stopping to analyse 
the movements one is making, and how this may be helping/hindering one’s playing, is very 
useful. 

Recce Visit – before beginning work in earnest, a “Bird’s eye view” of a piece is essential so a 
pupil is aware of the challenges, the “story” of the music and can avoid certain pitfalls. For 
example, knowing that the trickiest section of a piece comes in the middle might allow a pupil to 
explore that section first, or work on a suitable technical exercise beforehand. Being aware of 
differences between repeated sections in advance can avoid careless mistakes being made an 
ingrained. 
 
Verbalising – can help make complex actions clear. Since speech comes from a different area of 
the brain, a verbal command will come from a different part of the brain than the action itself, 
strengthening learning. For example, when teaching chord legato, asking a pupil to say aloud 
“hold the pinky, release thumb, play both notes” can make sure the sequence of actions is crystal 
clear. 
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Rhythm Practice - practising in dotted rhythms, scotch snaps etc is very useful for building finger 
control in passagework. There are many resources available with examples of patterns to use. I 
recommend Graham Fitch’s Practising the Piano. 
 
 
*These strategies were named and explained by The Curious Piano Teachers in their April 2016 
Curiosity Box. 
†These strategies were named and described by Graham Fitch in his e-book Practising the Piano. 
 

 
Teaching Our Pupils How to Practise 
 

“A goal without a plan is just a wish.” 

 

 Setting goals with our pupils is important, but we need to show them how to get there. 
Practice strategies need to be taught clearly and explicitly, possibly several times. 
 

 “Show me how you practised this at home” can be a useful lesson activity.  
 

 Regularly, if not always, ask to hear the practice tasks agreed on for the week. 
 

 Having a display in your studio where they are always visible, as well as using them 
regularly, will help them be incorporated. 
 

 Encourage pupils to decide on which strategy will be most useful for solving a problem 
e.g. “Count & Tap” would not be a suitable strategy for a long passage of semiquavers. 

 

 

Useful Resources 

 The Curious Piano Teachers (April 2016) 
 

 Graham Fitch’s Online Academy (practisingthepiano.com) and e-book series 
 

 Josh Wright ProPractice Piano Academy 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 


