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5 Components of Deliberate Practice 
 

Deliberate practice. That is a term you're probably going to be so tired of by the time this 
course is over. It really is the key to you seeing the results you want to see. So exactly what is 
it? You know, we've talked about 10,000 hours and 10 years rule, all these things. But how do 
we get there, you know? What does that 10,000 hours need to look like? 

So we talk about deliberate practice, and I want to break out what are -- I've kind of told you 
what it is, but I want to break out the separate components that are in deliberate practice so 
that at any time you can stop and really let yourself know, am I practicing deliberately or is 
this just a normal type of practice which we want to avoid. 

We really do want to plug in and practice deliberately. So there's five components you need. 
These are not just like five things that Stephen though are involved. No, this is like five things 
that are across the board, multiple studies. Some of the studies that I've mentioned, they 
draw these points out in those and so these are the things you need to have deliberate 
practice. 

The number one thing, the first thing is you have to have motivation. You have to be 
motivated. So there's nothing worse -- I remember when I was a kid. I wanted to learn piano 
and got a teacher that shouldn't have been teaching. And some things happened in the 
lessons that really just kind of discouraged me and made me not want to play piano anymore. 
It was like pulling teeth for my mom to get me to practice. 

And I would never practice at a deep level because I didn't want to do it. You know, that 
teacher had ruined that instrument for me at that time. Now later when I went back to piano 
and I learned vibes in college and was playing in jazz, I wanted to learn that because there 
was a reason. I was getting to work on these things I wanted to. I was expressing myself. I 
was motivated. 

At that point I was putting in multiple hours of practice every day on vibes and piano because 
I wanted to practice those things. But when I was a kid, I didn't. There was no motivation 
there, so I never practiced at a deeper level. Now when I started practicing piano, the reason 
it kind of went haywire, we'll get into the story. But you know, I learned a piece that I wanted to 
learn that was way beyond. But I picked out the notes and when the teacher kind of shot that 
down, that I needed to be learning Mary Had a Little Lamb instead -- instead of taking that 
and being like, "Well let's take some of these and see what we can draw from that," and doing 
what a teacher should do, they just completely squashed my motivation. 

And from then on I was done. I couldn't practice at a deeper level because I wasn't motivated 
to. There was nothing there that I wanted to learn. So the first thing you have to have is the 
motivation. You have to have a want, a desire to learn this. It can't be a forced thing. It can't 
be a thing of you have to do it. You know, sometimes the motivation is monetary. Sometimes 
you need to get gig. 

And that motivation is I need money to eat. You'll never be so motivated as when you have 
kids looking at you and you're like, "I've got to get a gig because I've got to eat." I know. I've 
been there. And so sometimes motivation comes in several different ways. It doesn't always 
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have to be this creative, "Oh I feel motivated." You know, it doesn't always have to be that. 

Sometimes it can be like, "No, seriously, the rent's due. I'm really motivated to go to work and 
practice this music." So motivation is number one. The second thing that has to be in there is 
you have to exert effort. And some of you are like, "Stephen, when I practice I exert effort." 
There's a funny correlation they found with several of the things that I've mentioned that I've 
read. 

You know, there's another book called The Talent Code. There's lots of them. But practice is 
not something that is entered into and then when you leave you're like, "Boy I feel so 
refreshed that I practiced." So many of the people talk about how drained they were when 
they got done doing what they did. So when they got done with practice they just like gave it 
all. And one of the interesting correlates that you'll hear me refer back to again and again and 
again, they pointed out in the Talent Code, they pointed out in The Role of Deliberate Practice 
in the Acquisition of Expert Performance, they pointed out -- I can name so many others. 

Another book called The One Thing. There's another one, The 80/20 Principle. And that is you 
have to exert effort because you only have so much effort you can exert. And the amount of 
deliberate practice that they found musicians were doing was not based upon the amount of 
available time they had. 

So they may have had 10 hours available to practice, but they only found them practicing 
three or four of that. Why is that? Because they were exerting effort. Like they're tired. They 
had to stop. It was not something -- there's times where I'm sitting there practicing and all I'm 
doing is sitting there barely moving. I'm going, "Many my eye. I've got to stop." It's just my 
brain. You know, your brain just starts going haywire and you start glitching. 

And so you just have to shut it down and let things cool off. It's like when a machine 
overheats. You have to shut it down, let it cool off. How do we cool off? Well recreational 
activity, sleep, food. All of those things play into us being able to rebuild. So they found that 
the amount of practice they did wasn't based upon the amount of time they had. It was based 
upon how much time it took them to recover from the last deliberate practice session. 

So how much life did they need to live before they could come in and be like, "Okay, I'm ready 
to practice." Okay? And I've had practice sessions that drained me, just like I was really 
working on some hard stuff and I just had to really step away and go, "Okay, I've got to go do 
something else and give myself time." 

So the first thing is there has to be motivation present. And the second thing is it has to be 
effort for you. Be exerting effort, not just breathing through it and jamming. You've got to really 
be plugged in and exerting both physical and mental effort. The third thing is you have to have 
properly designed exercises, okay? So motivation, effortful and it's got to be properly 
designed. What does that mean? 

Well the exercises need to be able to be performed after a very short burst of instruction, so 
after a very brief period of instruction you should be able to go through the exercises. So in 
other words the exercise is not overly complex which leads into the next thing. It's at the level 
of the player. The level of the player is always kept in mind. So an exercise that you can give 
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me may seem infinitely more complex than you can give a beginning drummer. 

Because I can process a lot more information and chunk those things together in a lot 
different ways. So the exercise someone would give me to work on groove may look different 
than they would give a beginning to work on groove. Because they're just working on like, 
"I've got to hit something with my hand and my foot?" You know? That's the level they are. 

So the exercise has to be properly designed. It has to be able to be played after a short 
period of instruction and it has to be customized for the level of player. John Wooden who 
was you know -- a lot of you guys know him, or ladies if you're into basketball. Very famous 
basketball coach. And just in general just a stellar coach just period. He was a very good 
communicator. 

And they did a study. They expected to go to his practices and see him you know -- they 
expected to see these long, elaborate demonstrations and these long speeches and all the 
epic coaching. And they didn't see any of that. When John Wooden was on the court with his 
players, they said he was very specific in his communication. The exercises were very 
pointed. 

The drills were made to the level of whatever player he was working with to work on specific 
sets of skills. And they didn't move on until they had mastered them. And they found that John 
didn't -- there wasn't these long you know inspirational periods where he was speaking. He 
spoke in very small three or four word bursts. And he would give the instruction. And the way 
they found it, they labelled it something. 

But it was the Wooden method or something. He would basically show them how. He would 
demonstrate what he wanted them to do. He would demonstrate how not to do it and he 
would demonstrate how to do it again. So he would explain it very quickly, demonstrate how 
to do it, demonstrate how not to do it, show them something wrong, demonstrate how to do it 
correctly again. And then get them through the exercise. That's brief. 

It was at the level of the player. So it's got to be brief at the level. So if your practice is 
deliberate, you're motivated, it is effortful, it is not easy for you to do. Your exercises are at 
your level and they're properly designed to work on the things you need to be working on at 
that moment. 

The fourth thing is something that I've been getting into more and more and that is feedback 
loops. And a lot of you are like, "Oh, feedback." You know, if you've ever worn in-ears, it's like 
this thing of you know, feedback. If you've ever had a wedge monitor, you know that feedback 
sound. That's what I think of when I hear feedback. 

And that is an example of what we would call a positive feedback loop. Although I don't like to 
refer them as positive and negative feedback loops because that makes us think one is good 
and one is bad and it's not necessarily that. Okay? If that makes sense. So if you want more 
technical terms there are reinforcing loops which would be called a positive loop, and there's 
balancing loops or goal-seeking loops. And they refer to those as negative loops. 

So reinforcing loops or balancing loops. Positive or negative. Okay? Positive or negative does 
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not equal like good or bad though. So let's give examples. The easiest way to think of an 
example is a reinforcing loop is one that constantly goes like this, like a circle and reinforces 
or augments whatever is in there. A balancing loop, an easier way to look at that one would 
be a spiral. So they're goal-seeking loops so there's a goal in the center, and the spiral is 
constantly spiraling down towards that goal. 

That goal could be a positive. I'll give you examples of both of these. Example of a positive 
loop would be -- it would be -- let's see. Well let's deal with feedback in a sound system. That 
squeal that you get. What's happening is you can get feedback by pointing a microphone 
directly at that monitor, right? What's happening between those two things? Well a feedback 
loop happens and it just happens to be a reinforcing loop. A positive loop is what they would 
call it with a negative effect. 

So a positive loop can have a negative effect. And that would be the high frequencies 
between those two are constantly being augmented within that positive loop or reinforcing 
loop. They're constantly being reinforced. So we get higher and higher highs, and before we 
know it we get a squeal, okay, until we blow the system, right? So it will keep reinforcing itself. 

A balancing loop or goal-seeking loop, a good example of that would be if you set your 
thermostat for 65 degrees in the house and it's currently 50 degrees in the house. There's the 
goal, here's where we are. We are going to make a loop, a goal-seeking negative loop until 
we hit that. So we're constantly trying to bridge the gap in between those two. And whenever 
it hits that 65 degrees, the loop is complete. Whereas a reinforcing loop can many times be 
open-ended. A reinforcing loop would be like not having a temperature set, just turning the 
heat on the heat is constantly augmenting the heat in the room with no real goal. 

That could be positive or negative. But I don't like using the terms positive or negative. So in 
your practice time you need to have feedback loops. And you need to make these as short as 
possible. So if I've got a player in here, a beginner and we're working on -- let's say from a 
drummer's standpoint I'm a drummer and we're working on a groove. 

Right, we're working on that groove. I am not going to have them play four bars. I'm going to 
have them play one bar, right? And then I want them to assess what happened in that one 
bar. So I'm going to be very slowly assessing that. Let's add a drum fill to that. If we have 
three bars of time and then in the fourth bar you do a drum fill, what I'm going to do with a 
beginner student is I am going to shorten that feedback loop. First we're going to isolate the 
groove, just get that steady. 

Then I'm going to isolate the drum fill. We're going to get that, so each component note by 
note. Go to module four whenever you can and I'm going to teach you how to properly learn a 
piece of music. It very much has to do with reinforcing loops, balancing loops, positive loops. 
Not negative or positive, but feedback loops. And so we need to make that feedback, play the 
drum fill. Play the drum fill. We're having a problem with beat one. Play beat one, beat one, 
beat one, beat one, beat one. 

Play the drum fill. Play the drum fill. I'll talk more about myelin which is something in your 
brain. They've done a lot of study on this, the white matter. I'll talk about this in a second as 
well. As well as I talk about in depth in module four, how the brain learns. So these feedback 
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loops have to be present. 

So I'm not going to ask that student to play four bars at a time because at that point they can't 
remember four bars. They don't have the ability to chunk in that section and remember four 
bars. I'll ask them to play one bar of time, one bar of the fill. Then we'll stop and I'll say, "What 
was the mistake there?" They'll tell me the mistake, and if they can't remember the mistake, I 
will shorten that feedback loop even more and go back to just learning the fill. 

You see how I shorten that feedback loop? Then we'll expand. Okay, play two bars of time, 
one bar of fill. Okay. If they can't remember their mistake, one bar of time, one bar of fill. So 
I'm shortening that feedback loop. Then once they can remember that, we're going to four 
bars and I'm kind of expanding that feedback loop as we go so that they can focus on more. 

I'm augmenting what needs to be augmented and reinforcing them. Okay? So we have 
motivation, we have effort. It has to be motivated, it has to be effortful. We have to have 
properly designed exercises. We need to incorporate feedback. That can come from yourself 
or that can come from an external source such as a teacher. 

We can do recordings, any of that. But there has to be some kind of feedback present and 
consistent. It needs to constantly be happening. A thing they found about professionals, they 
were constantly operating at the edge of their abilities and giving themselves feedback so that 
they could push to that next level. And so when the feedback came in and it said, "You have 
reached your goal," that balancing loop setting in, bam! We hit a new thing, get a new goal. 

We're going and we start a reinforcing loop until we hit that. Once we hit that goal, that 
balancing loop is done and we go to the next one. And so those loops, they work together. 
They're not really separate. They begin to work together. But they found that professionals at 
the top of their field work at the edge of their abilities constantly in their practice time. It is not 
easy, it is not fun. They are pushing themselves all of the time, but they are motivated so it's 
not that bad. 

Right, the fifth thing is going to be repetition. You have to be like crazy about repetition. Not 
just mindless repetition. Repetition with constant feedback, okay? Repetition of exercises that 
are exactly how you need to do them, at the edge of your ability, exerting effort that you're 
motivated to do and you have to repeat them over and over. Now let me just touch on how the 
brain learns. 

Many times I'll have students come in and they get all discouraged because they're not 
learning something. And I just take the pressure off of them and I tell them, "Hey man," or 
"Hey girl." I tell them this is just how the brain works. And you need to give the brain time to 
do what the brain does. Your brain doesn't work different than mine. We used to think they 
did. 

We used to think savants had different brains. They don’t. They don’t have different brains 
than us. As a matter of fact, the number of people that have actually broken the 10,000 hour 
rule is in the single digit percentages. And of those, of your Beethoven's, of your -- you know, 
the chess player Bobby Fisher -- of those they found that thy came in just under that 10-year 
mark or that 10,000 hour rule. 
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So it's not like they were beating it by much. Their brains work the same way ours does. How 
is that? Whenever you're learning, there's something called myelin that I will talk more about 
when we get into module four. It's how the brain works when we're learning. What happens is 
we have nerve fibers and they send electrical impulses that tell the body, "We want you to do 
this." This is how an action or skill is built. 

Now when that nerve fiber fires, it sends the electrical signal to the proper place and you start 
raising your arm or whatever that might be. Now when we have a skill that we want to get 
better at, what needs to happen is we need to consistently fire that electrical impulse along 
that nerve fiber. But how does that make us better? 

Well myelin comes in. They used to think that myelin was just this white matter. They didn't 
know what the white matter in your brain was. They just thought it was like insulation or 
something. They thought it really didn't do much. Now they've done so many studies and 
recently they've really come out with how the brain actually functions. 

And one of the cool things about this is it totally helps us understand how we learn. So what 
happens when you being firing that electrical signal, repeating those things is myelin begins 
to grow. And myelin is this stuff that grows almost like duct tape around that nerve fiver. What 
is it doing? 

It's insulating the electrical signal. And what they'll find with professionals, they'll find it 50 
layers deep with people like Tiger Woods or someone who's so good at their skill. And what it 
does is it insulates that nerve fiber so that that electrical impulse can fire quicker. Anybody 
that knows anything about electronics knows that the more you insulate that fiber, the faster it 
is. So we're basically building high-speed cables in our brain whenever we're learning a new 
skill. 

But to do that we have to fire that specific skill over and over and over like crazy repetition to 
make that happen. But it can't be repetition of the wrong thing. Because the brain learns at a 
neutral space. It doesn't understand good activities from bad activities when it's learning 
them. 

So it doesn't understand the wrong way to do something if you completely repeat it. 
Repetition is bad if it's wrong, okay? Bad practice makes bad playing. Okay? What you need 
to do is you need to get it right and once you get it right you need to do a loop. You need to 
repeat it so many times so that myelin can have time, what we call muscle memory, to build 
that into our brains as to how that works. 

Okay? I know that's kind of a lot to throw at you with how that works. I'll break more of that out 
in later sections to help you understand when you're practicing. Okay, like what's going on 
with my body right now is I need to just repeat this at a very slow tempo until my body gets it. 

Or I need to step away from this, go get some sleep, allow my brain to kind of work and do its 
thing. And tomorrow when I come in it's going to be better. Okay, all these things we're going 
to talk about later. So what are the five things that need to happen for you to have deliberate 
practice? 



Module 1 

7 

 

We'll do one, two, three. Let's go one, you need to be motivated. The practice needs to be 
motivated. The person needs to be motivated. It needs to be effortful. You have to exert effort. 
You are functioning at the edge of your abilities so that you can push yourself to that next 
loop. The exercises need to be properly designed for the level that you are at, where after a 
very short period of instruction you are able to do them. 

So motivated, exert effort, properly designed exercises. You need feedback, externally or 
internally. It can come both ways. I prefer to have that in the form of feedback loop. I prefer to 
shorten those feedback loops as much as I can. Reinforcing loops and balancing loops are 
two different things with two different goals. Neither are good or bad. That's why I don’t like 
calling them positive or negative. 

And the fifth thing is repetition. You have to be crazy about repeating that until your body gets 
it down and you can begin chunking that to the background where you can throw something 
else in that's new. We'll talk about chunking in module three and module four as well. So don’t 
worry if I'm using terms where you're like, "I don't know what that is." 

It's all going to come together. Take these notes and I just want to give you the skills to be 
successful in your practice time right now. Now that you know what deliberate practice is and 
now that I've spent this whole lesson talking about the five components that are in deliberate 
practice, which ones are you missing? 

Put that in the comment section below. You might be like, "Stephen, I'm missing all of these. 
None of this is in my practice time." Put that in the comment section below and let's start 
talking about this. Again, this is a way for you to gauge if you are engaging in deliberate 
practice. If all five of these elements are not there, you are not practicing deliberately. You 
need to stop what you're doing, assess your actual structure of your practice time and then 
restart. 

 

 


