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How Long Should I Practice? 
 

I know that this question has popped into your mind at some point, because people think to 
become an expert in a field, to become proficient at something, that they need to spend ten, 
twelve hours a day doing that thing, and a, it's just not the case. Studies have shown that. It's 
not just Stephen saying, "That's not the case," to make you feel better. 
 
Literally, if you have one and a half to two hours a day, you can really make some strides and 
be on a professional level, given the number of years you practice. Obviously, all that comes 
into play, but you don't have to practice. It's actually counterproductive to practice more than a 
certain number of hours in a day. 
 
By practice, I mean deliberate practice. Practice does not mean you're sitting at your drum set. 
That is not practice. That is just sitting at your drum set, okay? So, how much time should we 
practice? 
 
Well, let's start with you cannot start, out of the gate, deliberately practicing four hours a day. 
You heard me say earlier, I haven't found a professional that does more than four. You're like, 
"All right, that's it. Four hours a day." You can't do that. That's like me saying, "I'm going to go 
run a half marathon tomorrow." 
 
Well, guess what? Old Steve can't run a half marathon. I ain't got the lung capacity. My heart 
can't handle it. I have to build up to that. You have these runners that spend years building up 
to these marathons. Whenever I wanted to increase my running...It wasn't too long ago, that I 
had taken off time from cardio. I've been in the gym for years. It's part of what I do. It's a ritual. 
Five days a week, I'm at the gym. I've done that since, gosh, seventeen, something like that. 
 
But I think that's important. That's important, and the more you go through this course, the more 
you'll see how that feeds into even things like practice. 
 
But, I wanted to up my cardio. I couldn't start with half an hour of jogging. Used to, in high 
school, man, I could jog. Literally, I just stopped because it was time to stop. Forty-five minutes, 
two hours, it didn't matter, I could just keep going. 
 
Now, I'm like five or six minutes, and I'm tired, but give me a couple of weeks, it's up to ten, 
fifteen minutes. A couple more weeks, thirty, forty-five minutes, and so I'm building that 
resistance to that, my ability to do that, and we do that with practice time. 
 
You'll have to start out...You may be only able to do twenty minutes of focused practice time 
when you first start out, and if that's all you can do — if you don't hear anything else, hear this 
— if that's all you can do, do that, and then quit, because there's nothing worse than wasting 
your own time, and if you go past twenty minutes, and you're not able to focus, you're just 
wasting your time. You're wasting everybody's time. 
You're wasting your family's time, you're wasting your time, you're wasting everybody's time, 
so know where your limits are, and understand that you have to build up to that. 
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Now, let's look at some statistical evidence. Let's look at studies that have been done. I'll go 
back to the K. Anders Ericson paper that he wrote with his colleagues, and we'll look at that. 
They started at eight years of age, is when most of the violin players started. 
 
At that time, they're going on a child's type of a practice schedule, so we're looking at twenty to 
thirty minutes every day of focused time. There's some students, I'm just like, "If you can get 
ten minutes in, that's okay," because that's all they can do while focused. 
 
Now, you can build this up, the same way you can build up your lung capacity, you can build 
up your heart capacity. You can build that up over time. It's a very doable thing, and you should 
understand that it takes time to ramp up to doing two hours a day of focused time, but you can 
train yourself to do that. 
 
So, if you're younger, start where you can. If you can only do twenty minutes of focused time, 
and you have an hour, that's not okay. Just do the twenty minutes, and then take the rest of the 
time to do something else. 
 
What they found was the practice time was not driven by the number of hours they had. It was 
driven by the length of time it took them to recover from that practice session, if that makes 
sense. 
 
So in the study, you'll find, if you go through and look at the numbers they were doing, by the 
time that they got to college, they were doing 3.5 to 4 hours of practice a day if they were going 
to be on a professional level. 
 
But if you look at their leisure time, they were doing 3.5 to 4 hours a day of leisure time every 
day, so their leisure time actually equaled their practice time. And if you look at their sleep time, 
they got over twice as much. They got over eight hours of sleep every night. But you're, "Oh, 
that's crazy. I only get six." Well, you might want to look at your sleep schedule. There's other 
things you can do to augment your practice time. 
 
And so you're looking at that, and you're like, "Wow, their leisure time is as much as their 
practice time was," and so what they found was that that practice time was driven by how 
quickly they could recover. So leisure activities, sleep, how that would help them recover. 
 
Now, I'm going to read you something, and this is from "The Role of Deliberate Practice in the 
Acquisition of Expert Performance," by K. Anders Ericsson, Ralf Th. Krampe, and Clemens 
Tesch...I can't say his last name. Or her. [laughs] 
 
So you can — and this is in the additional reading. You can view this online. It's not like I'm 
plagiarizing here. I just want to read you what they say here, and if you get tired of this, you can 
read it yourself in the lesson resources, but it says: 
 
"The central claim of our framework is that the level of performance an individual attains is 
directly related to the amount of deliberate practice. Hence, individuals seeking to maximize 
their performance within some time period should maximize the amount of deliberate practice 
they engage in during that period." 
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Okay, we kind of already know that, right? We know what deliberate practice is. We need to 
maximize our time. That's the goal of this whole thing. Now, I'm going to read a little bit longer. 
 
"...the duration of effective daily practice that can be sustained for long periods is limited, and 
that according to teachers and training instructions, it is necessary to maintain full attention 
during the entire period of deliberate practice." We've talked about that. 
 
"We then discuss some consequences of increasing practice activity beyond its optimal 
duration..." Ah, there's an optimal duration. "...and finally consider evidence that through training 
the daily duration of deliberate practice can be slowly increased over extended periods of time." 
 
So what they're saying there is that actually extending your practice session beyond the optimal 
amount can actually go the other way. It can actually be counterproductive. 
 
"The limited duration of practice is the best evidence of the effort it requires." So this is an easy 
practice. "When individuals, especially children, start practicing in a given domain, the amount 
of practice is an hour or less per day (Bloom, 1985). Similarly, laboratory studies of extended 
practice limit practice to about 1 hr for 3-5 days a week...A number of training studies in real life 
have compared the efficiency of practice durations ranging from 1 -8 hr per day. These studies 
show essentially no benefit..." 
 
Listen to that — "...no benefits from durations exceeding 4 hours per day and reduced benefits 
from practice exceeding 2 hours a day." That's Welford, 1968, Woodworth & Schlosberg, 1954. 
 
"Many studies of the acquisition of typing skill and other perceptual motor skills indicate that 
the effective duration of deliberate practice may be closer to 1 hour per day. They  found no 
increased learning from doubling the number of training trials per session in their extended 
training study. The findings of these studies can be generalized to situations in which training 
is extended over long periods of time such as weeks, months, and years." 
 
All right, I'm going to read one more small section, and then that's going to be it, but this is really 
telling you, like, "Wow, it's actually counterproductive to practice too much when I'm not doing 
it in the right way." 
 
"The goal of deliberate practice is improved performance, and detailed analyses of the 
musicians' activities during practice sessions in music (Gruson, 1988) reveal careful monitoring 
and problem solving by the musicians to attain the desired improvements." 
 
All right, this is really important: "C. E. Seashore, the pioneering researcher in music 
psychology, claimed, 'Many a student becomes disgusted with music because he cannot learn 
by dull drudgery. The command to rest is fully as important as to work in effective learning.'" 
 
Do you hear that? It's just as important to rest as it is to practice. You have to recover from 
these intense practice sessions. 
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"Both Auer," who is a famous violin teacher, and C. E. Seashore, recommended that practice 
periods be limited to less than 1 hour with ample rest in between. A necessary precondition for 
practice, according to Auer, is that the individual be fully attentive to his playing so that he or 
she will notice areas of potential improvement and avoid errors. Auer believes that practice 
without such concentration is even detrimental to improvement of performance. On the basis 
of an extended study of Olympic swimmers, Chambliss argued that the secret of attaining 
excellence is to always maintain close attention to every detail of performance 'each one done 
correctly, time and again, until excellence in every detail becomes a firmly ingrained habit.'" 
 
I know that was a long clip for me to read, but if you stuck with it, what they're saying is there 
is an optimal number of hours to practice. They're saying that they found that there was no 
benefit, and actually a reduced benefit — not just a reduced benefit. It was actually 
counterproductive to practice past that four-hour limit, and they found that anything over two 
hours, they showed decreased performance. 
 
So when you ask me, "How long should I practice?", if you're a child, you're eight to thirteen, I 
would say anywhere from twenty minutes to one hour. Once you reach thirteen, I would 
increase that if you're really serious about this, one and a half to two hours a day. 
 
Once you get to age sixteen to eighteen, we're going to begin to ramp that up. If at that point 
you're very serious about taking this and being a professional, you're going to have to ramp 
your practice hours up. By that point, you should be able to practice for that long and 
concentrate anywhere between three and four hours. 
 
That's not just, "Stephen says that." That's based off of studies. Not just this study, but other 
studies that have been done. That is where the practice time should lay, but only if it can be 
deliberate, only if you can be plugged in that entire time. 
 
The good news is four hours is the max that they recommend, so if you're saying, "Stephen, I 
can only get one hour in a day," I'm super pumped about that. When a student tells me they 
have an hour a day, and they're fifty, and their retired, man, that's awesome, because you have 
twenty-three hours to recover from that, and man, we can make that hour kill. I can have you 
improving spades from where you were just within that hour. 
 
So yes, those are my recommended limits of practice. They're not just recommended because 
Stephen thinks you should practice that. They're recommended because that's what studies 
have shown. 
 
So that's my suggested limits, and they're based off of actual research that I've done, and that 
others have done.    
 

 


