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		Nicola Cantan is a piano teacher, author, blogger and creator of imaginative and engaging teaching resources from Dublin, Ireland. She loves getting piano students learning through laughter and exploring the diverse world of music making through improvisation, composition and games. 

		Nicola’s membership site, Vibrant Music Teaching, is helping teachers all over the world to include more games and off-bench activities in their lessons so that their students giggle their way through music theory and make faster progress. 

		Nicola also runs a popular blog, Colourful Keys, where she shares creative ideas and teaching strategies, and hosts regular training events for piano teachers.
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		To every person, young or old, who wants to try hard to get better at something.
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		11 Laws of Practice
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		Chapter 1

		“Are you ready for your first piano lesson, Charlie?” Dad called to me from the front of the car, and tried to make eye contact in the mirror.

		“Yep.” I replied. 

		But was I ready? Probably, I thought, and went back to looking out the window as the trees turned into a blur. If I squinted, I could see them as one big patch of orangey-brown. The leaves had started changing colour just as I went back to school from summer holidays. I wondered whether more leaves turned orange or red…and where was the line between orange and red, anyway? It was probably different for different people. Just like how my parents thought roasted carrots were delicious, and I much preferred them raw and crunchy. 

		“We’re here, Charlie! Grab your bag and let’s go!” Dad seemed very excited about this piano lesson, anyway. Maybe he should be the one going to lessons.

		

		***

		Back in the car, before starting the engine, Dad turned around to me with a big smile on his face. “So! Tell me! How was the first lesson?”

		“It was great! We made up our own music and played games on the floor. Oh, and I learned a song about a super monkey!”

		“That sounds amazing, Charlie. I can’t wait to hear you practising that monkey song at home. How about we listen to that audiobook about the monkey on the way home?”

		“Yes! Clea the Capuchin! I love Clea!”

		***

		The next day, I had crunchy carrots for a snack after school. When I was finished, I opened up my schoolbag to get out my books and start my homework. 

		“Wait!” said Mum. 

		HUH?! Since when did Mum not want me to get my homework done as quickly as possible? I wanted to get it all finished so I could go to my room and do some drawing. 

		

		“We agreed you’d do your piano practice before your homework now, remember? That’s what we decided when we talked to Ms. Keyes.”

		Oh, right. I guess I said I would do that. I looked back at Mum and she had her firm smile on – the one that made you think she was a marble statue. Once she had her face set like that it was easier just to do what she said. Plus, I didn’t have too much homework today, so I’d still have time to draw a picture of a baboon like I’d planned. 

		I got up and went to sit at the piano and tried to remember what Ms. Keyes had told me to do. I sat up tall and proud and put my hands on the piano keys. I made little mouse houses with both of my hands and looked underneath to check there was enough space for a baby mouse under there. 

		Now, how did that song about the monkey go?…

		I think it started here…or maybe there?

		I played a few notes, but they didn’t sound right. I tried again…

		Nope, not it.

		Then I remembered the start of the lesson, when we’d made up our own songs on the black keys. The monkey song was just too hard and boring so I did that instead. I played a few of my own songs and then called out to my Mum who was cleaning the kitchen, “DONE!” I yelled and then went back to the dining table to do my homework.

		

		Law of Practice No. 1: Practice is difficult

		Why does practice feel hard? Because if it doesn’t feel difficult, it’s not practice.

		When you’re playing piano pieces you already know how to play, you’re playing – not practising. Practice is the act of working at something we can’t do yet. 

		Practice shouldn’t feel like a struggle or a chore. But practice should take effort. 

		The funny thing is, practice usually feels easier once you know that it's supposed to be hard. 

		Huh? 

		It’s like this: If you start practising (repeatedly trying to do something you can’t do yet) but you think you should be able to do it right away, it feels super tricky. You think you’re supposed to be running to the end of the street but your feet are just moving on the spot. Super confusing and annoying!

		

		On the other hand, if you know that the new thing is supposed to take some effort and some failed attempts, it feels like you’re making steady progress. You’re still not able to sprint to your goal, but you went in with your eyes open. That makes it feel less frustrating. 
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