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Studio Teaching Tips

One of the hurdles students sometimes face is coming up with 
fun or helpful (who says it is always both simultaneously?) ways 
to approach overall practicing, let alone just trying to manage a 
difficult spot in their music. As a teacher in an already “creative” 
field, it did not really occur to me that I would also need to be 
teaching students how to be creative, not just how to practice 
or play something or learn facts about music theory and history. 
Some students come with their own little basket of resourceful 
goodies, but many do not. (Well, surely they do, but it was like 
seeking buried treasure to dig it up!)

 I find that there are at least three main categories of students:

1.  Those who come with their own ideas, without help—take 
note of these for your own benefit;

2.  Those who just need a little suggestion, and then can come 
up with several succeeding ideas on their own; and

3.  Those who have no idea where to start, and absolutely 
need hint after suggestion after actual answers in order 
to figure out how to execute something—these students 
probably fair the best with direct instructions, and this is 
different from students who just do not try.  

 However, I believe it is in the duty of the artistic teacher to 
be able to show all of these students how they can approach a 
problem (read: goal), and should never stop after only trying one 
or a few until they have actually tried everything they can possibly 
think of before moving on. Even in that instance, I encourage 
them to continue to the next thing but to come back after some 
time, as there are bound to be some new ideas to help with 
practicing in the next session. I recently took a very fascinating 
online course on “Learning How to Learn” by Drs. Barbara 
Oakley and Terrence Sejnowski of the University of California-
San Diego. The instructors informed us of two different kinds of 
thinking: focused and diffused. In relating these to this article’s 
purpose, focused thinking here is the act of trying all of these 
suggestions (and coming up with more) listed in the Plans of 
Attack chart (Fig. 1). Diffused thinking is the time spent away 
that allows our brain to rest and let things settle. In doing so, the 
brain can solve more problems by absorbing them deeply, then 
come back with more ideas and a better understanding of it. 
These are both important steps in learning. Of course, repetition 
was highly emphasized by the instructors' research as well.
 The Plans of Attack chart is just a representation of what 
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is possible in approaching a goal—any 
goal. The solutions are really endless, but 
I want my students to see possibilities so 
they have a place to start. I usually have 
my students try to write a list or draw an 
image of all the ways they or we can think 
of to come up with some solutions. This is 
such an important part of the process that 
I really spend time doing it. Here we are 
not just teaching music, but how to attack 
(read: successfully prevail over) something 
thought of as difficult with every possible 
approach. If one option does not work, it 
is merely information that the option was 
not repeated enough or was not the best 
choice, so move on to the next one.
 My favorite part about this is not 
just the successful musical results, but 
watching students' confidence grow, 
seeing them become more imaginative 
in their choices, and seeing them 
struggle less (or willing to take on more) 
because they have more tools and more 
understanding. This activity also shows 
them that someone believes in them and 
that anything is possible if they give it as 
many chances as it takes to get there.

Reprinted with permission from Stringing 
Along, the Nebraska ASTA Newsletter, 
Spring 2015.
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