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Mr. Terris: Your practice sheet says that you practice 
an hour a day, but your playing test was only a C. 
Can you explain why?

Clara Nett: I don’t know what happened! I could play 
the test last night!

Mr. Terris: How many times did you play it?
Clara Nett: 10 or 20.
Mr. Terris: How many times did you play it 

correctly?
Clara Nett: Umm, I dunno. . . . Once or twice. . . .
Mr. Terris: Hmm. . . . How did you practice it?
Clara Nett: I dunno. I just played it.

Conversations like the one above are commonplace in 
schools throughout the United States. Music teachers are 
faced with the problem of not being able to positively 
influence the home practice of their students. Students are 
their own teachers during their home practice; however, 
too often, the results of this practice leave much to be 
desired. The quality and quantity with which one 
approaches practicing are key factors in the development 
of expert instrumental performance skill (Ericsson, 
Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993). Miksza (2007), Frost 

and Hamann (2000), and McPherson (2000) have all 
found that instrumental performance is related to the 
quality as well as the quantity of practice.

Researchers have looked into specific aspects of prac-
tice through the use of questionnaires (Frost & Hamann, 
2000; McPherson, 2000; McPherson & McCormick, 
2000), interviews (McCormick & McPherson, 2003; 
McPherson & McCormick, 1999; Nielsen, 2004), pretest/
post-test designs (Barry, 1990, 1992; Henley, 2001; 
Hewitt, 2001; Ross, 1985; Sparks, 1990), and analysis of 
videotaped practice sessions (Barry, 1992; Hallam, 1997; 
McPherson & Renwick, 2001; Nielsen, 2004). Topics of 
these research projects include self-assessment, supervi-
sion, modeling, structure, practice time, mental practice, 
and motivation.

McPherson and Zimmerman (2002) described self-
regulation as a form of self-teaching in which students set 
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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to describe the decision-making processes of novice band students while engaged in 
individual practice. Five seventh- through ninth-grade students were videotaped while practicing and subsequently 
interviewed using retrospective verbal protocol. Students were asked to discuss the goals they had while practicing, 
their choice of practice strategies, their self-assessment process, and their feelings of efficacy. Analysis of data and prior 
literature resulted in the construction of a model for effective practice and suggested three implications for teachers. 
First, student choices about what and how to practice seem more focused when motivations are goal oriented instead 
of time oriented. Second, practice goals tend to be vague, which leads to difficulty in defining criteria for success and 
strategies for improvement. Finally, though students have knowledge of various practice strategies, their understanding 
of the appropriate use of the strategies is lacking.
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goals, self-monitor, and self-reflect. Students learn these 
skills through socialization. Self-efficacy, defined as the 
confidence one has in his or her ability to plan and exe-
cute a given task, is considered to be a key factor predict-
ing self-regulation success. McPherson and McCormick 
(1999) used a questionnaire to analyze the self-regulatory 
processes of 190 pianists and found that subjects tended 
to be more motivated and cognitively engaged in practice 
when it consisted of informal, creative activities; reper-
toire study; and technique development. In another study, 
McPherson and Renwick’s (2001) videotape analysis of 
practice strategies of seven primary school children over 
a 3-year period found low levels of self-regulatory behav-
ior. Learning strategies consisted almost exclusively of 
playing through pieces once or twice, and most errors 
were either ignored or corrected by repeating one or two 
notes.

Other researchers have found that novice adolescent 
musicians tend to exhibit inconsistent practice habits. 
Rohwer and Polk (2006) categorized the practice tenden-
cies of students as holistic/noncorrective, holistic/correc-
tive, analytic/reactive, or analytic/proactive. They 
described analytic practicers as those who were prone to 
remediate sections of their music both proactively and 
reactively, and they found that these students made sig-
nificantly more gains than did the holistic practicers. 
Barry (1990, 1992) focused on the use of structured prac-
tice time and supervision in middle school instrumental 
students and found that the students were significantly 
more able to prepare a musical etude when practice was 
carefully structured and supervised. Like McPherson and 
Renwick (2001), Barry found that students who engaged 
in unstructured practice tended to play their music faster, 
use a metronome less, use fewer mental practice strate-
gies, and self-assessed less than those who engaged in 
structured and supervised practice.

Numerous studies have been conducted that look into 
strategy use in expert and novice practice. Hallam (2001a, 
2001b) produced two articles based on a study in which 
she compared the practice strategies used by novice and 
expert musicians. Miksza (2007); Duke, Simmons, and 
Cash (2009); and Leon-Guerrero (2004) found that stu-
dents demonstrated a variety of practice strategies and 
that the quality of practice tended to be more important 
than the quantity of time spent playing. Rohwer (2005) 
studied three male adult beginners enrolled in a band for 
seniors, finding that the students used repetition as the 
main strategy for addressing errors, but they did not break 
difficult sections into chunks and lacked strategies for 
improving rhythm skills.

Lehmann and Ericsson (1999) and McPherson and 
Zimmerman (2002) stress the importance of self-assess-
ment in practice. Studies by Hewitt (2001), Kostka 
(2000), and Sparks (1990) have found that, although nov-
ice musicians have difficulty in accurately assessing 

themselves, the process of self-assessment does seem to 
improve performance. Barry and Hallam (2002) argue 
that this is because novices who have not yet developed 
strong aural schemata are often unaware of their own 
errors, whereas more capable musicians are more aware 
of their strengths and weaknesses. In addition, Woody 
(2001) states that self-monitoring is difficult for begin-
ning musicians because virtually all their attention is 
devoted to the production of music.

The ability to self-regulate, or self-teach, is a learned 
skill requiring individuals to make a number of decisions 
related to goal setting, self-efficacy, attention, strategy 
use, and assessment. Researchers have delineated charac-
teristics of effective self-regulation (McPherson & 
Zimmerman, 2002; Zimmerman & Schunck, 2001), 
described what happens during novice students’ practice 
(Barry, 1992, 1990; McPherson, 2000; Miksza, 2007), and 
studied ways in which advanced students mentally engage 
in practice (Nielsen, 2004). However, little knowledge 
exists about how novice students make decisions related 
to effective self-regulation. In order for teachers to 
improve the way in which they teach their students to 
practice, it seems apparent that they must first understand 
the ways in which their students think during practice.

Method
Purpose

The purpose of this study is to describe the decision-
making processes that middle school instrumental music 
students use during their practice sessions. Four critical 
questions guide this project:

1.	 In what ways do students set and use goals dur-
ing practice?

2.	 What practice strategies are used during prac-
tice of novice instrumentalists?

3.	 In what ways do these students assess their own 
performance, and how does this relate to fur-
thering practice goals?

4.	 In what ways do student perceptions of self-effi-
cacy effect decisions made within their practice?

Design
This phenomenological study examined the practice 
behaviors of five seventh- through ninth-grade band stu-
dents from a suburban Midwestern community. 
Participants in the study were a convenience sample of 
students whom the researcher had access to. The three 
seventh-grade students included a saxophonist who also 
played piano for a number of years, a drummer with no 
experience outside of school band, and an oboist who had 
taken piano lessons. The eighth- and ninth-grade students 
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were both clarinetists who had taken lessons for 1 and 2 
years, respectively. The ninth-grade student had also 
taken piano lessons for 4 years.

The seventh-grade students were excused by their 
instrumental music teacher during their regularly sched-
uled class period to videotape a practice session in the 
adjoining choir room. At the end of the school day, an 
eighth-grade and a ninth-grade clarinet student were video-
taped during their regularly scheduled private lesson times 
as they demonstrated how they practice on their own.

Data included one videotaped practice session and one 
retrospective interview per student, along with a personal 
research log. After completing the initial transcriptions of 
the practice sessions and interviews, along with the initial 
analysis of data for possible themes, I approached the 
participants once again to clarify meanings and student 
thought processes. This served as a form of member 
check. Triangulation was also obtained through the use of 
peer review as a fellow researcher well versed in qualita-
tive methods evaluated the coding system and the initial 
themes derived from the data.

Each student conducted what he or she considered to 
be a normal 20-minute practice routine, as the researcher 
recorded it using a video camcorder. The students were 
asked to behave as if they were practicing at home in 
what they would call a normal practice session. 
Immediately following each practice session, the 
researcher and student reviewed the video recording of 
the student’s practice using a retrospective think aloud 
protocol. Ericsson and Simon (1993) describe this method 
of data collection as a process in which subjects are asked 
to describe their thoughts immediately after performing a 
given task. They recommend that subjects view video 
recordings of themselves while carrying out the think 
aloud process to facilitate memory.

Because the interviews were based primarily on ques-
tions derived from each student’s practice behaviors, the 
same questions were not asked of all subjects. However, 
the general path of questions covered the following sub-
jects: (a) choice and quality of goals and the reasoning 
behind the choices; (b) methods, uses, and accuracy of 
self-assessment; (c) feelings of self-efficacy; (d) choice 
of, and reasons for, the practice strategies used; (e) uses 
of mental practice techniques (analysis, use of rhythmic 
and tonal solfège, and mental imaging); and (f) decisions 
related to the use of remedial goals and strategies.

Analysis
To analyze the data, I first transcribed the videotapes of 
each practice session and segmented the data based on 
student stops and starts in their playing or on comments 
made by the students. The corresponding interviews were 
transcribed and segmented into complete thoughts. 
Therefore, some segments may have been a number of 

sentences in length, whereas other segments may have 
only been one or two words. Each transcript was then 
coded individually and compiled into a database 
(Creswell, 1998). I analyzed these coded statements for 
breadth and depth of codes and refined the database into 
a total of 40 sets of codes. Each code was then analyzed 
by noting where it was found in the data and how often 
each code appeared. Based on this analysis, four general 
themes emerged that may shed light on the mental 
thought processes of middle school band students during 
practice: motivation, goals, strategies, and assessment. 
All the themes are highly interrelated and form a model 
of practice in which each aspect has influence on the oth-
ers (Figure 1).

Interpretations
Motivation

Three general factors seemed to influence each student’s 
motivation during practice. First, a striking difference 
appeared between the three seventh-grade students and 
the two older students about what music to practice. 
Sandra and Brianna,1 the two older students, both were 
involved in private lessons and chose to practice specific 
spots within their assigned music with the purpose of 
improving performance. Consequently, they were able to 
stay focused on a single activity for up to 10 minutes at a 
time, and only 4 or 5 selections of music were worked on 
during their sessions. This was not the case with the three 
seventh-grade students. It became apparent during the 
retrospective interviews that they did not choose the 
music they practiced based on a desire to improve perfor-
mance. Instead, it seems that the motivation to practice 
was based more on fulfilling the required amount of play-
ing time, and, as a result, the choices of music they made 
were based on a desire to have fun and to be successful. 
This finding seems to support similar findings of past 
researchers (Frost & Hamann, 2000; McPherson, 2000; 
Miksza, 2007). Much of the music they chose to practice 
was the music they were most interested in and were 
already able to play. Though they stated that they knew 
which pieces needed work, they did not have a specific 
idea of what aspects of the music needed work. Therefore, 
little persistence was observed within their practice vid-
eos, as exhibited by Andrea (a percussionist) and Jason (a 
saxophonist), who each played 11 pieces of music during 
their 20-minute practice sessions. Sarah (an oboe player) 
only worked on 4 pieces, but she moved quickly from 
section to section in each piece. Though she had a vague 
idea that the music she chose needed work, she was 
unable to express her goals and exhibited little persis-
tence with any single section.

The second major area surrounding student motivation 
within practice involved the ways in which students dealt 

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016upd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://upd.sagepub.com/


66		  Update 30(2)

with difficult music. All five students expressed positive 
self-efficacy with regard to the music they had chosen to 
practice, and four of the five said that they generally have 
a “can do” attitude with regard to learning new music. 
Jason, a saxophonist, expressed his confidence in his 
ability to learn new music by stating, “I know I can do 
most anything, but sometimes it takes a really long time.” 
Sarah, an oboist, admitted to generally being “pessimis-
tic” about learning new music.

When students encountered difficulty, they reacted in 
one of three ways. First, although each student exhibited 
different levels of tolerance for frustration, at some point 
they each demonstrated the tendency to move on to a new 
activity when something began to cause frustration. Jason 
played one section of music only three times before mov-
ing on to something else. During the think aloud, he said, 
“I was frustrated and then I was like, ‘Ok. I’ll practice 
that at home tonight and I’ll use the metronome.’ because 
I knew I wasn’t getting the beat.” Sarah stated that she 
knew it was time to move on to a new activity when 
“either I get bored of it or it sounds ok.” On further dis-
cussion, it appears as if her definition of “bored” in this 
context is closely related to frustration.

Second, students would retreat to easier passages 
when things became too difficult. In focusing on a par-
ticularly difficult measure, Brianna would repeat it and 
the surrounding measures many times. Twice, as she 
became frustrated, she went back to the beginning of the 

piece and played through the section she was able to play, 
stating, “I just stop for a couple seconds and try it again. 
Like a couple times I went back to the beginning and just 
played through that. I’m guessing I just did that to take a 
little break.” Once she encountered this small amount of 
success, she returned to the difficult section and tried 
again. At one point, she stated, “I played it lots of times 
right before. So I felt that I could just go past it and like 
when I would get frustrated with that one and start over at 
the beginning.” Again, it seems that her focus on improved 
performance helped her persist and return to the challeng-
ing section and deal with difficulty without avoiding it.

Finally, student ability to maintain focus over the span of 
the practice period also affected motivation. The practice 
sessions were pragmatically designed to be 20 minutes long 
to allow for practice and an interview to take place within 
one class period or private lesson. Generally, each student’s 
attention span seemed to wane after 8 to 12 minutes of prac-
tice, as exhibited by a decrease in student persistence when 
performing difficult sections, an increase in the span of time 
between performance attempts, and an increase in student 
distraction. Though students did not quit practicing before 
the end of the time period, they were obviously less effec-
tive at the end of their session. This finding is supported by 
the research of Lehmann and Ericsson (1997), who found 
that deliberate practice can only be sustained for limited 
periods of time because it requires great effort and concen-
tration. Brianna and Sandra, who are in eighth and ninth 
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grade, seemed to be able to maintain their focus slightly 
longer than the other students, which could be because of 
their ability to set more specific goals than the younger stu-
dents or because of expanded self-control resulting from 
greater maturation.

The five students exhibited varying levels of motiva-
tion as they played. In general, it seems that the three 
most influential factors involved within the practice ses-
sions studied were the purposiveness of goals, the ways 
in which students dealt with difficult music, and their 
ability to maintain attention. Although the ability to main-
tain attention and self-efficacy may be beyond a teacher’s 
realm of direct influence because of the unique personali-
ties of the children, it appears that teachers can improve 
student motivation by providing students goals for 
improvement rather than simply recording practice time.

Goals
The ability to clearly define goals that are specific, 
proximal (short term), and moderately challenging is a 
major component of effective practice (McPherson & 
Zimmerman, 2002). Although the students in this study 
were usually able to choose moderately challenging 
music, they were, by and large, unable to describe with 
specificity the aims that they intended to accomplish or 
to plan their practice time productively.

After each practice session, students were asked what 
goals they had attempted to accomplish. Andrea’s 
response to my question was “to get better,” whereas 
Sarah’s was “to make the song sound better.” Jason’s 
response to the question was

to achieve stuff that I really didn’t do so great on . . . 
And then my main goal would be to get better on 
parts that were difficult for me, like here in The Pink 
Panther. That’s very difficult, so I practiced that.

Though he was able to choose music to improve, he did 
not explain specifically what needed improvement.

Students tended to choose things needing improvement 
in a reactive instead of a proactive manner. Sarah’s method 
of choosing a goal involved playing through a song until 
she encountered a problem. She then practiced it until she 
could either play it or she became “bored”. Brianna said, 
“When I started missing, I tried to play it again, but I 
didn’t really think of it as a goal. I just thought I needed to 
work this out.” The result of this method of choosing goals 
led to hit-and-miss practice sessions in which students 
were unable to clearly state what they had accomplished.

Having a warm-up routine was beneficial for some of 
the students. Jason, who is the son of two professional 
saxophonists, had the most well-defined warm-up rou-
tine. He began by playing four scales throughout the 
range of the instrument, moved to reviewing his vibrato 

while playing long tones, and then worked on playing 
overtones from low D to low Bb. He was able to define 
the purpose for the vibrato exercise and scales but only 
gave a vague purpose for playing the overtone exercise. It 
is interesting to note that the quality of his performance of 
the first two exercises was much stronger than the latter.

Andrea had a sheet of snare drum rudiments that she 
played through. She was able to describe a vague purpose 
for the routine and gave an equally indistinct performance of 
each of the exercises. The other three students each played 
one scale at a relatively quick tempo and were unable to give 
a clear reason for doing it, apart from saying that they always 
play a scale to warm-up. With the exception of Jason, none 
of the other students addressed tone quality in their warm-up 
routine. This lack of deliberate work on the development of 
tone quality could be the cause of the tone quality problems 
they encountered during their practice.

Student priorities also seemed to have a large influ-
ence on what they chose to practice. As they practiced, it 
was obvious that fingerings were the main object of 
focus, but issues relating to their ability to create a steady 
tone seemed to be the underlying cause of many of their 
fingering concerns. When asked to prioritize the elements 
of performance that she focused on while practicing, 
Sandra said, “First fingers, then rhythm, articulation, 
dynamics—well tone and dynamics are together.” 
Brianna and Sarah also listed tone at the bottom of their 
priority lists. Because their minds were focused on fin-
gers, and tone was at the bottom of their priority list, they 
seemed to be unable to identify an appropriate goal for 
improving the sections of the music they had chosen.

A final factor influencing the students’ ability to set 
specific goals involves their ability to define the criteria 
for their goals. Students need to recognize when their 
goals have been reached in order to know when to move 
on. When asked how they knew when they had reached 
their goals, students often responded with comments as 
vague as their goals, such as Sandra’s response of, “When 
it sounds good.” Jason’s response was equally vague as 
he responded, “When I feel that I’ve played it to the best 
of my ability for now.”

Whereas Brianna and Sandra were able to vaguely iden-
tify some progress made in their playing over their practice 
period and future needs for improvement, the other three 
students were unable to identify any accomplishment or 
future goals. On review of the videotapes, I too was unable 
to determine what improvement was made, if any. The 
relationship between clarity and specificity of goals and 
the accomplishments made during practice seems to be an 
area of concern for all five of the participants.

Strategies
The factors influencing the use of practice strategies can 
be broken down into three categories: strategy repertoire, 
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appropriate use, and motivation. Using the metaphor of 
having a “practice toolbox,” students need to have a 
number of tools from which to draw on, but they also 
need the knowledge and skill to use them appropriately 
and the motivation and self-discipline to make the effort 
to take the tools out of the box.

Each student in the study had a number of tools to draw 
on. All five students recognized the importance of other 
aids, such as the use of a pencil and a metronome, but 
none of the students made use of recording equipment to 
aid in self-assessment. Sandra expressed a sincere distaste 
for having to listen to her own playing. They also knew 
that counting rhythms and singing music in their head was 
helpful, though I observed little of it in the videos.

Andrea, the only student not enrolled in private lessons 
outside of the band, seemed to have only one other basic 
strategy, which was playing the music slower before play-
ing it up to tempo. Sarah, who takes piano lessons, used a 
lot of repetition and the strategy of simplifying technical 
sections by ignoring the rhythm, but she did not use the 
reverse of the strategy by simplifying tough rhythms and 
ignoring the notes or articulations. Brianna showed that 
she had a few strategies at her disposal when she said,

Like repeating it, I do a lot. Or just concentrating 
on the part I’m having trouble with. And some-
times—I don’t do this as often—but sometimes I 
finger through it . . . so I can watch what my hands 
are doing. And try to do it slower.

Sandra, who has clarinet and piano lessons, and Jason, 
who takes piano and saxophone lessons from his parents, 
both described a number of strategies, such as breaking prob-
lems into small chunks, chaining chunks together, changing 
rhythms, using a metronome to regulate tempo, analyzing 
fingering patterns and formal structure, repeating sections 
until they feel comfortable, and separating difficult musical 
elements. Jason admitted that he needed supervision to use 
the strategies he knew, saying, “Well, every time I practice, I 
get a private lesson (from my parents). It’s kind of like that.”

Though each student had a repertoire of practice strate-
gies at their disposal, they did not clearly understand how 
or when to use each strategy appropriately. Andrea often 
played a large section slowly and then played it one more 
time at performance tempo without gradually speeding it 
up and without using repetition. Sarah repeated sections 
up to tempo when it would have been more appropriate to 
slow them down, whereas Brianna repeated a particularly 
difficult measure up to tempo when it would have been 
more appropriate to play one note at a time, focusing on 
making each note speak clearly. Jason, on the other hand, 
was able to slow small chunks of his music down when 
necessary, but he did not put the section back into the con-
text of the music as a whole or repeat the passage a suffi-
cient number of times to solidify the necessary skills.

Although Sarah, Brianna, and Sandra each knew a 
number of strategies, they were not able to articulate any 
strategies for improving their tone. This seems to have 
been an important finding, because an inconsistent tone 
was the root problem with each of their practice sessions 
and with each student’s overall playing ability.

Finally, students often chose not to use practice strate-
gies that may have been helpful. Though Jason knew of 
the importance of repetition and stated that his parents 
would have him repeat things seven times, he never 
repeated a section more than twice in his practice session. 
When asked if he was disciplined enough to repeat things 
seven times when practicing on his own, he said, “Usually 
not 7 times, but usually more like 4 times.” Sarah and 
Sandra both identified strategies that they knew of but did 
not like to use because they believed the strategies to be 
ineffective. Other times, students displayed the disposi-
tion to use some strategies, such as feeling the subdivi-
sion of pulse, but stopped using them when the music 
became too difficult. For example, while playing rela-
tively simple passages, Andrea would move to the pulse 
either with her head or her knee, but when she encoun-
tered difficult sections of music, this outward demonstra-
tion of beat would disappear.

Assessment
Four factors influenced students’ abilities to assess 
themselves. First, the clarity with which they could 
define the criteria for successful achievement of goals 
helped students know when goals have been attained and 
when to move on to new ones. When asked how she 
knew when she played something well enough to move 
on, Sandra responded by saying, “When I’d feel com-
fortable playing it in front of an audience, I guess.” This 
type of understanding was indicative of all five partici-
pants. They each had a general idea of what an accept-
able quality was, but none of them was able to clearly 
express their criteria.

A second factor effecting student self-assessment was 
their ability to recognize mistakes. Brianna said, 
“Sometimes . . . I’ll think I did something wrong, but I 
can’t really tell.” Sandra stated that she tries “to get people 
to listen to me so they can tell me to stop (when I make a 
mistake).” During our review of her practice video, Andrea 
was unable to recognize a number of obvious rhythmic 
mistakes and basic issues with playing position. This could 
be because of a combination of reasons, including her lack 
of one-on-one training and what her band teacher believed 
to be a moderately low aptitude. Jason, on the other hand, 
was very astute at detecting mistakes while viewing his 
video but was also surprised to hear some of the mistakes 
that he did not catch while practicing. Brianna was also 
able to recognize mistakes and able to determine if they 
needed to be addressed. At one point, she said,
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I noticed occasionally I’d play an F# up there 
instead of a natural. And I know I made a couple of 
other mistakes throughout, but they’re all small 
things that I’ve done right a lot of times before. So 
I didn’t stop on them.

Once students were able to recognize mistakes, it 
became difficult for them to diagnose their underlying 
causes, making it difficult to know how to make improve-
ments. Sarah expressed this by saying, “Well, it sounds not 
right but I don’t know what it is.” Brianna said, “Sometimes 
I’ll think I did something wrong, but I can’t really tell . . . 
Usually I play it over and try to listen better.”

Implications
Educational leaders commonly emphasize the impor-
tance of teaching students how to critically think and 
learn on their own. Musical practice is an important way 
in which music teachers can provide their students with 
these opportunities. Though this study cannot be general-
ized beyond the students involved, readers may consider 
three implications that may guide their students to prac-
tice more efficiently and effectively.

First, the required use of practice logs for the partici-
pants of this study and the seemingly ubiquitous use of 
this grading tool in band classes across the nation empha-
sizes the importance of time students should spend prac-
ticing their instruments. The analysis of data from this 
study supports findings of previous studies that students 
who are motivated by focusing on practice time tend to be 
less able to maintain their persistence in learning difficult 
music and are less likely to set specific goals or recognize 
improvements made than students who are motivated with 
a focus on goals (Ericsson, 1997; McPherson, Davidson, 
& Pitts, 2000). If this is true, it would have important 
implications in how teachers should use practice logs. 
Instead of grading practice based solely on time, it may be 
more effective to place the focus on personal improve-
ment by assessing student progress toward periodic goals 
or by asking students to self-assess their progress toward 
their own daily or weekly goals.

Second, authors of practice-related literature stress the 
importance of setting clear, proximal, moderately challeng-
ing goals. The data from this study suggests that students 
tend to set vague goals, leading to an ineffective use of time. 
Although students were able to determine a general section 
within a piece of music that needed practice, they were 
unlikely to identify specifically what about the music 
needed to be improved and how they would know they had 
succeeded in their practice. Further studies must be under-
taken that inform teachers of the best methods of teaching 
goal setting to students and identify the effects of appropri-
ate goal setting on improvement of student performance.

Finally, once students have specific goals that are 
gauged to improve performance, they need to have strate-
gies at their disposal and understanding of their appropriate 
use in order to achieve their goals. The participants in this 
study had various levels of experience and prior training in 
the use of practice strategies. One commonality, though, 
was an apparent inability or lack of volition to use their 
strategies effectively. Further research in the development 
of teaching methods for introducing proper practice strat-
egy usage is needed to improve practice efficiency.

McPherson (2005) states that “despite the importance 
for children to develop an armory of task-appropriate strat-
egies to aid their performance, evidence suggests that 
school teachers do not sufficiently emphasize this in their 
teaching, particularly during the early years of schooling.”

It seems to follow that helping instrumental music stu-
dents develop self-regulation would result in improved 
ensembles and more efficient rehearsals. Methods for 
teaching practice skills to middle school and high school 
students must be developed through continued research and 
best practice in order to develop independent musicians.
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