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Link to the questionnaire: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1N6FnZuAiZAQpvPSGBPvJjPfiJFxrUsta0LESiRHGNG8/viewanalytics  

 

The main topic of this research project is ‘Practice’. As musicians, we all spend a few hours daily in a 

practice room. Practising is meant to solve problems and help us get better, but if we are not having a 

good Use and are not using the right strategies, practice can become harmful. This is clearly visible in the 

data collected from the questionnaire. 27 music students answered 19 questions about their practice 

routine. The ones who practise for long hours without frequent breaks, without being able to diagnose 

the problems and without having a clear plan of what they are going to practise, feel disappointed, have 

to deal with pain and injuries. The ones who manage to have very efficient practise sessions, don’t need 

to practise for as long as the others, but get even better results, avoiding pain, bad habits etc. This essay 

will explore strategies that can help individuals make the most of their practice sessions, addressing the 

different issues arising from the questionnaire. 

The first question was ‘How many hours do you usually practise every day?”. 18.5% answered more than 

7 hours, 25.9% - 5-7 hours, 33.3% - 3-5 and 22.2% 1-3 hours. It is interesting to notice that most of those 

who chose 5-7 hours or more than 7 hours, also said they do not have a clear plan and structure for 

their practice sessions or if they have, they achieve less from what they have planned (50-60% on 

average) and most of them feel either that they could have achieved more or that they have wasted a 

few hours without making any big improvement. Most of the ones who are practising 1-5 hours a day 

said they know exactly what and how they are going to practise when they walk into a practice room, 

achieve around 70-90% from what they have planned and feel very satisfied or quite satisfied with what 

they have achieved. 

Pedro de Alcantara says that “practising too much is as harmful as not practising enough” and indeed 

the quality should be much more important than the quantity in this case.1  Having a clear structure and 

plan for your practice sessions and knowing exactly what you want to work on and achieve will make 

your practice more productive and help you make much better use of your time, being able to make 

more rapid progress and learn more repertoire.  

                                                           
1 Pedro de Alcantara, Indirect Procedures: A Musician’s Guide to the Alexander Technique (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 193. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1N6FnZuAiZAQpvPSGBPvJjPfiJFxrUsta0LESiRHGNG8/viewanalytics
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37% said they keep a practice diary. This can be used as a wonderful tool to plan your practice and keep 

a record of it, as writing things down can have a much bigger impact than simply thinking about them. 

However, if we did not manage to achieve everything we have planned we should not be too 

judgemental, just try to recognise and observe why this happened and make a conscious choice to come 

up with better strategies for next time. 

33.3% said they take a break during their practice session every 20-45 minutes, 40.7% - every one hour 

to one hour and a half, 9% - every two hours and 18.5 % do not take any breaks until they finished. The 

answers to this question clearly had an impact on how much they achieve in their practice sessions. 

During these breaks, 100% said they check their phone, 44.4% lay down in semi-supine and 44.4% 

stretch. 

Taking a short break every 20-30 minutes is a great way to keep your mind fresh, your body in good Use 

and have a really efficient practice. A 10-minute break is perfect for lying down in semi-supine, letting go 

of any tension, giving yourself Directions and let gravity have its effect on you. This is also a great 

opportunity to think in a non-judgemental way of what you have done in your previous practice session 

and make a plan for what you want to achieve in the next one. You can use this time to do some mental 

practice and consolidate your memory. Other activities that can be easily done in a practice room in 

your break include wall standing or wall sitting and hands on the back of a chair, which will help you 

connect your hands to your back and eventually connect better with your instrument. 

100% of the students said they are checking their phones when they take a break. While this is quite 

understandable in the age of technology we live in today, 15 students chose this as the only activity they 

are doing during their breaks. Checking your phone for a short time and then doing other activities like 

lying down in semi-supine, stretching etc. is perfectly reasonable. However, simply looking on your 

phone for ten minutes will not provide your mind and body the rest that is required for an efficient 

practice session. Also, we should give ourselves some Directions and aim to keep a good Primary Control 

even when looking on our phone, as looking down at a mobile device can cause pain and damage to the 

neck, head and spine. 

Some of the students who said they are only taking a break every one – two hours, affirmed that they 

are not aware of any mental chatter. If they would try to bring their awareness to what the voice in their 

head is saying and notice all the thoughts and commentaries that are running in their head while 

practising, they would probably try to come up with a strategy to quieten that voice. Interestingly 
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enough, the students who do take a break every 20 – 45 minutes said that the best way to get rid of that 

voice is to have a short break and that the mental chatter usually starts if they spend too long playing 

without a short resting time. The voice in your head could be random thoughts or a commentary to your 

practice. A good strategy is to see this mental chatter as “unfinished business to be dealt with at a later 

date”.2 Meditation could also help you staying present, which is what one should aim for in a practice 

session, in a performance and in daily life.  

Bringing your attention to your breathing or vision is also a good strategy for keeping your mind focused 

and alert. Notice if you stop breathing properly when you are dealing with a challenging passage, sight 

read a new piece or focus on details. Muscles do not work accurately when they do not get enough 

oxygen, so simply freeing your breathing might help you in dealing with that difficult passage. Bringing 

your awareness to your vision is also a very important aspect of being present. Choosing not to stare at 

the music and over focus when you do not feel very confident about a certain piece or passage, will 

actually help you play it better. 

51.9% said 50 - 80 % of their practice is based on repetition, while 48.1 % said 10 – 40 % is based on 

repetition. The answers to this question are clearly linked up with the ones to the next question: most of 

the students who chose 50 -80 % said they can’t identify what the problem is or they can diagnose it but 

need their professor’s help for solving it, while most of the ones who chose 10 – 40 % said they can 

easily diagnose the problem and find a solution to solve it. There is a great deal of mechanical practice 

based on repetition going on daily in every practice room. As Paul Chek said - “Repetition is the mother 

of skill so long as there’s skill in the repetition”.3  

While repetition is necessary to some degree in order to build muscle memory and make different skills 

subconscious, it can also be harmful if all it does is to make bad habits go even deeper and make them 

very difficult to change. Practice is meant to solve problems and being able to diagnose what the actual 

problem is, is one of the greatest skills required for efficient practice. Discovering what you need/want 

to change means you have a clear goal for that practice session. Being able to find the right solution to 

solve that problem is the other great skill required for efficient practice. Maybe an awkward fingering is 

the main problem or an unhealthy movement. Making a conscious choice to notice these sort of 

problems as soon as you start playing and correcting them, rather than practising mechanically is what 

good practice is about.  

                                                           
2 Judith Kleinman and Peter Buckoke, The Alexander Technique for Musicians (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 228. 
3 Kleinman and Buckoke, The Alexander Technique for Musicians, 231. 
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Another great tool for a good practice is video recording yourself. 44.4% of the students said they do 

this and 100% from the ones who are doing it think this has helped them in identifying bad habits 

or/and come up with solutions for certain passages, which shows what an useful tool this is. This can 

help you with both musically and technically difficult passages. You can see if you have a good Primary 

Control, if you are balancing and you will probably be surprised to see how different you look and sound 

on the camera compared to what you thought you looked and sounded like. It is also a great way to 

diagnose problems, especially because you can replay certain places in order to identify the problem, 

without having to actually repeat them a few times.  

Mental practice is a very good way to practise away from your instrument. 51.9% said they are doing it 

sometimes and 48.1% said they are not mentally practising. Most students find it helpful especially for 

memory work, but they also find it difficult to stay focused while doing it. This goes hand in hand with 

the mental chatter that starts going on while practising. In the 10 minute break we are taking in order to 

bring our attention back to what is happening now, we could mentally run a difficult phrase or section 

we are struggling with or we feel insecure on. This is also a great way to use travel time in a constructive 

way. 

The next question addressed was about practising performing. Most students (63%) said that they are 

practising performing once or twice before the actual performance, 22.2% that they see performing as 

something that can only be done on stage and 14.8% choose to regularly practise performing. Even if 

the main topic of the questionnaire was not ‘Performance anxiety’, practising performing on a regular 

basis is a great strategy if you are dealing with performance anxiety. Sometimes, having a few friends as 

audience members can help. Imagining the hall you are going to perform in, the audience, how you are 

going to walk out on stage, what you are thinking right before you start playing is also very helpful. 

Equally useful is to practise what you will do the minutes before you go out on stage, as this tends to be 

the moment people are most anxious. If you try different strategies, you can then choose what works 

best for you before the actual performance. 

37% said they feel pain quite often, another 37% that they very rarely feel it and know what is causing it 

and 25.9% have never felt pain. Most of the ones who feel pain (77.8%) said they have continued to 

practise even when they started to feel pain because they had a performance coming up. Pain is the first 

sign of misusing and should be never ignored. Ideally, one should not continue to practise if they got to 

the point where they feel pain, but stop playing, determine the cause of the pain, inhibit and do 

something differently. Having an accurate body map can be very helpful for this.  
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Using Alexander strategies in your practice can help you have much more efficient practice sessions, 

achieve more, make more rapid progress, avoid pain and injuries and become a better musician.  

 

 

 

 

Bibliography: 

 

Alcantara, Pedro de. Indirect Procedures: A Musician’s Guide to the Alexander Technique. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1997. 

Kleinman, Judith, and Peter Buckoke. The Alexander Technique for Musicians. London: Bloomsbury, 

2013. 

 

 

 

 


