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Why a Recipe? 

Students often know useful practice tools such as slow practice, separate-hand practice, 
small-unit practice, counting, and repetition. The problem is that their practice is not always 
structured. They may know the individual “ingredients,” but not how to organize them into a 
clear sequence. 

This practice recipe helps students decide what to do first, what to do next, when to 
advance, and where to return when something breaks down.  

Recipe = Sequence + Advancement Criteria + Return Rules 

Central Principle 

Separate complexity. Build reliability. Reconnect deliberately. 

Simplify a difficult task by slowing down, separating the hands, reducing the practice unit, or 
isolating one layer. This makes it possible to build a solid, stable, physically free, and 
repeatable foundation. Once the parts are reliable, reconnect the hands, units, tempo, and 
musical layers deliberately into the larger task.  

The Ingredients 

The ingredients are organized in layers. The first layer is the foundation: notes, rhythm, and 
fingering. These elements establish the basic framework of the piece. Before adding later 
layers, the student needs a dependable understanding of what to play, when to play it, and 
how the fingers will organize the passage.  

Practice tools—separate, slow, and small—help the student build and repair that foundation. 
Musical layers add articulation, dynamics, voicing, phrasing, pedal, and character. 
Performance tools such as memory, recording, run-throughs, and mock performance test 
whether the layers can function together.  

Common Loop and Structured Loop 

When a mistake happens, students may immediately try the passage again, either from the 
same place or from the beginning. Repetition alone may occasionally lead to a correct 
attempt, but it is often inefficient because the cause of the mistake has not been identified 
and the practice task remains essentially unchanged. 

This creates a common loop: 

Error → Repeat Unchanged 
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A structured loop pauses the repetition long enough to diagnose what broke first. The 
student then adjusts the task by practicing separately, slowing down, reducing the practice 
unit, or isolating one layer. After repairing the problem, the student gradually rebuilds the 
task and retries. The adjustment changes the task before the next repetition.  

Error → Diagnose → Adjust → Retry 

The Practice Recipe 

The ten steps provide a sequence for organizing familiar practice tools. The steps are not 
rigidly one-directional: students may move forward, return to an earlier step, or repeat part of 
the sequence as the task changes. Advancement depends on reliability, not simply on 
completing a step once.  

1. Survey Before Playing 

Before playing, examine the key, meter, form, and recurring patterns. This creates a mental 
map of the piece and reduces avoidable trial and error.  

Look for: Key · Meter · Form · Patterns 

2. Listen with Purpose 

Develop an idea of the piece’s character, direction, and structure rather than focusing only 
on correct notes. Listening, singing, conducting, or imagining can help the student hear 
where the music is going. 

Explore through: Listen · Sing · Conduct · Imagine 

3. Secure Foundations 

Clarify and establish the notes, rhythm, and fingering that form the basic framework of the 
music. Clap or count when rhythm is unclear, and mark fingering or other decisions that 
should remain consistent. 

Foundation: Notes · Rhythm · Fingering​
Tools: Clap · Count · Mark 

4. Choose a Small Unit 

Select a unit small enough to understand, control, and repeat. Depending on the passage, 
this may be a gesture, a measure, two measures, or the smallest unit containing the 
problem. 

Possible units: Gesture · Measure · Two Measures  

5. Set a Reliable Tempo 

Choose a tempo at which the selected unit can be played with attention and control. The 
reliable tempo may be slower than the eventual performance tempo and should be reset 
whenever the task becomes larger or more complex. 

Reliable tempo: Manageable · Controlled 



6. Coordinate Vertically 

When the hands are combined, identify how the notes, fingers, releases, and movements 
align at specific moments. Vertical coordination helps the student understand how separate 
lines fit together. 

Coordinate: Notes · Fingers · Releases · Movements 

7. Build Tempo 

Increase tempo only after the selected unit is reliable. When the task expands—such as 
adding the other hand or connecting a larger unit—reset to a manageable tempo and 
rebuild. 

Pattern: Secure Unit → Faster​
Expanded Task: Reset Tempo → Rebuild 

8. Connect Units 

Join reliable units gradually: unit to phrase, phrase to section. Give special attention to the 
seam, because the transition between two secure units may not yet be secure itself. 

Expand: Unit → Phrase → Section​
Remember: Practice the Seam 

9. Refine Musical Layers 

Add articulation, dynamics, voicing, phrasing, and pedal without sacrificing the established 
foundation. These layers should grow from the musical character and structure rather than 
being added mechanically at the end. 

Refine: Articulation · Dynamics · Voicing · Phrasing · Pedal 

10. Test Readiness 

Test the passage or piece under conditions closer to performance. Begin from different 
starting points, use recording, attempt run-throughs, and include memory or 
mock-performance testing when appropriate. Use the results to identify what remains 
unstable and return to the appropriate step for repair. 

Test with: Starting Points · Memory · Recording · Run-through · Mock Performance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



When Practice Breaks Down 

When a passage breaks down, pause before repeating it. Take the hands off the keyboard, 
return attention to the score and the practice task, and ask what broke first. These four 
categories identify common points of breakdown in the building process. The goal is not to 
label every problem at once, but to identify the primary point of instability and return to the 
appropriate part of the practice sequence.  

Hands Off → Eyes on Score → Diagnose​
Ask: What broke first? 

Foundations 

If the notes, rhythm, or fingering are uncertain, return to Steps 3–5. Reduce the practice unit, 
slow down, clarify the score, count when needed, and confirm the fingering before rebuilding 
the passage. 

Return to Steps 3–5: Smaller · Slower · Clarify · Count 

Coordination 

If each hand works separately but the hands become unreliable together, return to Steps 
5–6. Reset to a manageable tempo, use separate-hand practice as needed, and identify how 
the notes, fingers, releases, and movements align before recombining the hands. 

Return to Steps 5–6: Separate · Recombine Vertically 

Tempo 

If the passage is accurate at a slower tempo but breaks down as speed increases, return to 
Step 5 or Step 7. Go back to the last reliable tempo, determine whether the practice task has 
become larger, and rebuild speed gradually. 

Return to Step 5 or 7: Reset the Task · Last Reliable Tempo 

Connection 

If individual units are reliable but the passage fails when they are joined, return to Step 4 or 
Step 8. Shrink the unit around the transition and practice the seam before reconnecting the 
larger passage. 

Return to Step 4 or 8: Shrink the Unit · Practice the Seam 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Practice Checklist 
Piece / Passage: ________________________________​
Date: __________________ 

Use only the sections that match today’s practice goal. 

1. Prepare 

☐ I checked the notes, rhythm, and fingering.​
☐ I chose a small practice unit.​
☐ I chose a tempo that feels manageable and controlled. 

2. Build Reliability 

☐ I can play the unit accurately more than once.​
☐ My playing feels stable and free.​
☐ I can coordinate the hands clearly. 

3. Expand 

☐ I can play the task faster, in a larger unit, or with hands together without losing control.​
☐ I practiced the connection between units. 

4. Refine the Music 

☐ I checked the articulation, dynamics, voicing, phrasing, and pedal.​
☐ The musical details remain clear as the task becomes larger or faster. 

5. Test 

☐ I can start from more than one place.​
☐ I tested the passage with a recording, run-through, memory check, or mock            
performance. 

 

If Something Breaks Down 

What needs attention first? 

☐ Notes / Rhythm / Fingering​
 → Clarify · Count · Mark 

☐ Hands Together​
 → Separate · Recombine Slowly 

☐ Tempo​
 → Return to the Last Reliable Tempo 

☐ Connection​
 → Shrink the Unit · Practice the Seam 
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