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As teachers we often struggle with the seeming inability of many students to 
practice efficiently and effectively. Even with an investment of time on the 
student’s part, week to week progress on a piece of music can seem frustratingly 
slow. While there are many ways to practice a section of music (i.e. fast 
passages improve via rhythms etc.), the creation of a specific strategy that 
overarches the work itself is a powerful way to create the momentum necessary 
to finish a piece earlier than otherwise would be typical. This strategy is simply 
called a “practice part” although the simplicity of the concept belies the 
challenges involved in the creation of the practice part. What follows is a step-by-
step guide to how one goes about creating a practice part for their students.   

Essentially, a practice part groups together passages that are similar and cuts 
out repeated music entirely. This approach is based on two key observations: 1) 
students often start from the beginning and play through a piece. “Getting 
through a piece”, rather than working on problems that come up along the line, is 
often the goal of a student. As a result, music at the beginning of a piece is 
almost always better prepared than that found later on in the piece; 2) passages 
that are similar (i.e. separated by a fifth, but in all other manner the same) are 
often separated by other passages and the similarity is rarely recognized, 
whereas if they were put next to each other, the student could “double up” by 
practicing passages side-by-side. To summarize, a well-prepared practice part 
allows a student to learn similar music that will be found at the end of a piece at 
the same time as they work on music at the beginning and it short-circuits the 
tendency to read through a piece beginning to end. 

Before you start, you'll need: a glue stick, scissors, regular printer paper, access 
to some kind of copy machine, and perhaps a clipboard. Make two copies of the 
original part. Then, you’ll start cutting up the copied music. The first question is 
where to cut? This depends on the piece but in Bach, often the first note of a bar 
is the last note of a phrase/gesture, which can lead to a fruitful discussion with 
the student on where a phrase ends and where it begins.   

It’s inevitable that this'll end up looking like a kindergartner's art project. 
But it adds to the charm. 

  



As you go through, make piles of passages that are similar. In Bach’s A-minor 
Concerto (first movement) there are many passages that repeat, but are changed 
ever so subtlety. So much so that it is easy to miss the subtleties. Practicing 
these passages back-to-back helps highlight those differences. Then, once 
you’ve made the various piles, grab a gluestick, and start pasting them onto a 
blank sheet of paper. Depending on the length of the piece, you’ll probably need 
at least four pages, but for longer concertos, you’ll need many more pages.  

There are many other details to pay attention to, both practical and musically-
based and these will be introduced and explained during the presentation. But 
essentially, that’s all there is to it. In the end, the tool you can offer to your 
students will help ensure that they’ll learn a piece faster and with greater 
assurance than otherwise. 












