Quality vs. Quantity
by Jillyne Keene
It’s not how long you practice, but how you do it that counts!
That’s the conclusion of a recent study conducted by Robert A.
Duke, Amy L. Simmons, and Carla D. Cash. Furthermore, they
found that successful students have practice goals, not just practice charts (Duke, Simmons, and Cash, 2009, p. 310).
The Pianists

Duke et al recruited 17 students attending the Sarah and Ernest
Butler School of Music at the University of Texas in Austin. These
students were advanced undergraduates or graduates (p. 311).
The Test

Duke at al asked these students to learn to play a short excerpt
within 24 hours. Then they asked them to perform it at the proper
tempo the next day for a panel of judges (p. 311).
The Song

Duke et al selected a three measure excerpt from Concerto No. J
for Piano, Trumpet, and String Orchestra, Op. 35 by Dmitri Shostakovich. These measures contain a number of technical challenges
that make it difficult to sightread at tempo. However, they can be
learned in one practice session (p. 316).
Practice Instructions

Duke et al gave these students were the following instructions:

Practice this excerpt until you feel that you have learned it well and
can play it confidently at the target tempo (120 bpm) without the
metronome. Take as much time as you need. A pencil and metronome have been provided if you wish to use them during practice.
When you return tomorrow, you will play this excerpt again (p. 311312.)
The Results
Surprisingly, the students who performed the best on this test
were not the ones who practiced the longest but the ones who
used targeted practice goals (p. 316). Here is a list of their goals:
1. Address errors immediately.
2. Mark them on my music.
3. Rehearse them until I can play them

correctly.

4. Slow down until I can play them consistently

without error (p. 314).
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