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The Big Seven 
 

Let’s talk about what I term The Big Seven. These are seven things that if you plug them into 
your practice time, they are absolutely going to help you take each topic to its deepest level. I 
have talked about it before. It will also help you narrow down what you actually need to work 
on in your practice time because you are taking these seven big picture items and you are 
applying them to even the smallest exercise. 

I apply The Big Seven to every exercise that I work through now and it really helps me take that 
exercise deeper as well as – I don’t need to actually slot out a separate time for this; I can just 
incorporate this into every exercise that I am doing. So it helps you narrow down whenever you 
are prioritizing things during your goal setting that you did in the Goal Generator. 

So before I get started, I want you to as you listen to these and find out what these are and I 
explain them, I want you to put down in the comments what your biggest struggle is. Which one 
of these seven do you struggle with the most? Maybe it is dynamics, maybe it is group or it 
could be any one of them. Maybe you have a couple of them. Maybe you are like all seven – 
they’re a problem. 

But leave in the comments what you struggle with the most. Here are the abbreviations for the 
letters. You are probably not going to remember this, but it is T-G-D-A-T-M-F. You are like, 
“Stephen, I am never going to remember those.” Those are the seven letters that we are going 
to remember. 

And real quick, I will tell you where I came up with these and why I use them. It is going to be 
Timing, Groove, Dynamics, Articulation, Technique, Melody, and Flow. Those are bigger items 
and we are going to break each one out, but that is the overview of them. Timing or Rhythm, 
Groove, Dynamics, Articulation, Technique, Melody, and Flow.  

The way I came up with these was we talked about with the advent of the internet and social 
media and digital, smartphones, all those things; they’re good but they can be overwhelming. 
So in the drumming field you had a lot of I would say lick-oriented drummers. I know from talking 
to multiple collegiate level guitar instructors, who are very good, I know from talking to them 
they are seeing a different player come through their doors now with what we would call the 
iGeneration (the Net Generation would be my generation, the iGeneration the newer 
generation). 

And they are very lick oriented and they can come in and they may have a YouTube channel, 
and they are blowing some licks, but they can't do basic chord progressions. They can't do 
basic fingering on the neck of the guitar. They have trouble with all these basics that the 
teachers I have talked to say, “They were the first things I learned,” whereas now they are kind 
of learning them backwards. 

So through all this I sat down, this was years ago, and I said, “What separates in my field 
drumming, like, what separates Buddy Rich and Steve Gett and Vinnie Colaiuta, and all these 
great, Antonio Sanchez, all these fantastic drummers? What separates them from the rest of 
the players? Why whenever they hit a note it is so different, when they play a piece is it so 
different than when average Joe plays a piece?” 
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It may be Miles Davis for you. Maybe you are sitting there going, “Why when Miles plays one 
note can he knock me on my butt, but I can play 83 notes,” or, “I can listen to this other player 
and they are playing all this flurry of notes and it doesn’t resonate with me. What’s the difference 
there?” 

I picked several, I forget if it was four or five different drummers, and I picked solos that they 
had online. I’m just going to look at these solos that inspire me musically, these players that I 
respect on a musical level, not because they won a Guitar Center Drum-Off or something, but 
because on a musical level, I really respect the art that they are putting on. 

I just began looking and making a dialogue on paper about what was happening in these solos 
and why I was attracted to them, why it affected me musically. And after I did that there were 
recurring themes. It wasn’t, “They did this hit lick and I saw them do it again here,” – it wasn’t 
any of that. It was these big picture items that I began noticing, going wow, their timing is just 
spot on. 

It may be loose timing. But their timing, whatever they intend for it to be, it is the rhythm and 
timing it is going to be. Their groove is unmistakable. All these things – and I found that they 
are applicable no matter what instrument you play. And if you begin to put these deeper items 
in there, you are going to take something that is as simple as – we’ve mentioned blues 
progression. I will refer back to the same examples just to keep it simple 

We mentioned that. You can take a simple progression like that and really extend it and grow 
it. You can take your warm up time and extend it and grow it. I want you to memorize these Big 
Seven. I am going to be referring back to them. I am going to be constantly talking about them. 
I am going to be asking you if you are putting them into your practice time. 

Do you remember all the letters I told you? No, of course you don’t. It is T-G-D-A-T-M-F. What 
does that mean? The first one is Timing or Rhythm. We can look at it in both ways. But timing 
is the specific note where it is supposed to be in the measure, like the actual we can notate that 
– that is the timing. Is it sixteenth notes? Are they swung sixteenth notes? If they are swung, 
they are different timing than if they are straight 16th notes. So instead of buh buh, buh buh, 
buh buh, buh buh, it is buh-buh-buh-buh, buh-buh-buh-buh. That is the timing thing. 

One of the hardest exercises you will ever do – if you are ever like, “You know what? I have 
mastered everything,” then do this exercise because I know professionals that can't get it right. 
I can't get it right many days. With a click, go with one measure of eighth notes to one measure 
of triplets to one measure of sixteenths to one measure of triplets to one measure of eighths, 
and do it perfect every time. It is very hard to master that exercise and to get the correct spacing 
in those notes immediately. To go from sixteenth notes back down to triplets and understand 
the spacing that goes with those. 

So timing is something that top of the top professionals have that the rest of players don’t have 
such good timing. Now, there is loose timing and there is strict timing. Let’s say that for instance 
I found that whenever I was coming up that I could play a rhythm. I was playing sixteenth notes, 
but they are not all the same sixteenth notes. I am landing on one, two, three and four. I am in 
the general vicinity, but I am not quite there. 
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If you ever have the opportunity to be in the recording studio, it is a very humbling experience. 
Any professional studio musician will tell you right off – they’ll say it is very humbling to look, 
but it is a very deep cutting process that you are able to go through with yourself because you 
actually see it lined up on a grid. They are looking at it like boop, boop, boop.  

So you can see that you are three milliseconds behind that beater. You are three milliseconds 
ahead of that beater, one millisecond, and they are zooming in super close. You are going, “No, 
no, don’t do that because it looks really wrong!” But it feels good. And they will go in and tempo 
adjust it and there are all these things that they do. It really lets you see, “Okay, wow! I need to 
work on my timing.” 

You can do that with a click. I utilize clicks and metronomes constantly when I am practicing. I 
am always practicing with them. And I use check patterns. If I am playing a sixteenth note 
pattern, like bu-du-du-du-du-du-du-du bu-du-du-du-du-du-du-du, 1 e and a, 2 e and a, 3 e and 
a, 4 e and a, I may do that and then just go bu-du-du-du-du-du-du-du bap bap bap bap bap 
bap bap bap bap bap bap bap bap bap bap bap ba-da-da-da-da-da-da-da bap bap bap bap 
bap bap. 

So that check pattern in between is me going back to the original subdivision, the timing, and 
just playing that timing, and then going into the riff and then coming back out of it. So I am AB-
ing those two constantly. Or maybe I will do three measures of that and come back to here. It 
is different with different exercises. 

But I use the click or the metronome very much as a tool in my practice time. So timing is 
number one. You have to have good timing. Now good timing doesn’t mean jack if you don’t 
have groove and you are like, “Stephen, groove and timing are one and the same thing.” They 
are not. They’re not. 

I can have a student come in here and play something and they will be 100% on with the click 
and it will feel like peeling wallpaper. It gets horrible. It will feel as bland as a sheet of paper. 

Groove is another intangible thing. We will talk about another one called flow, but groove is this 
intangible thing. It is how it feels. Like, how does it feel whenever you are playing? I liken it to 
a conversation because really that is what music is; it is a conversation.  

So if timing is you are saying the right words at the right time, in other words, that person has 
great timing. When they tell a joke, they tell the punchline right at the right time. And man, 
everybody laughs, whereas when I tell a joke – my eight year old, I love him. He is learning to 
tell jokes and sometimes he tells the joke backwards and tells the punchline before the actual 
joke. And by the time he gets to it, that is really funny – and you are thinking, “Boy, he has to 
work on his timing.” 

Or when you are asking a girl out, maybe you have to work on your timing because she is at a 
funeral, and you are like, “Do you want to go on a date?”  

She’s like, “Probably not with you, you insensitive piece of…” 

So your timing has to be right. But groove is how it feels. So groove would be how the 
conversation feels when we are talking to each other. If you have timing and you are a salesman 
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and you are saying all the right things at the right time, but it doesn’t feel genuine, that person 
will turn around and walk away. 

If you are telling a joke and it doesn’t feel – the right feel – you haven’t cultivated the right feel 
if you are telling a story. Whatever it might be, you ask that girl on a date and on your date the 
conversation doesn’t feel good, she doesn’t get the vibe from you, you are not going to get a 
second date. That is groove.  

It is the way you personally feel as a human on your instrument. So getting that, making what 
you are playing feel good is different than getting the correct timing. And that comes with 
experience and playing along with other great players, all those things.  

I tell students all the time to focus on the space in between the notes to make that sense of 
groove. For me, listening to greats it is not necessarily their placement, it is the space in 
between those notes. Miles Davis plays a note – it is not what notes he is playing; it is the space 
he is leaving in there and the feeling and how he slurs into there, and all those different things 
combined to make a groove.   

And groove is neither right nor wrong. It is your own personal thing. Everybody’s groove feels 
different. You just want to work on having a definite feel. In my field, for instance, John Bonham, 
the drummer for Led Zeppelin, has a different groove than say another great rock drummer, 
Stewart Copeland for the Police. He has a definite groove but they are different. They feel 
different.  

Stewart to me feels more energetic and on the edge and really pushing it, where John Bonham 
is fad, just in your face solid, a giant stomping. That is what those feel like to me. Steve Gett 
feels different. In your field, whoever you may be listening to, Herbie Hancock, Miles Davis, 
John Coltrane, or whoever it could be. There could be a ton of different musicians you are 
listening to. They all have a different groove. 

So Timing, Groove – what is the third one we talked about? Articulation. Excuse me, let’s not 
get there yet. Dynamics – let’s start with dynamics. Articulation is number four. Dynamics – I try 
to explain this because many people think that dynamics and articulation are the same thing. 
They’re like, “What are you talking about?” 

Let me explain this in a couple of different ways. Dynamics are the temperature of the room 
that I am in. So this room is 70 degrees, 65 degrees, whatever it is. That is the overall 
temperature of this room. Or maybe it is the overall mood of a conversation. It is the temperature 
of a conversation. Is that conversation angry or is it happy? How is that conversation being 
perceived? That is really what dynamics are. 

Or is the conversation overall just at a loud volume or is the conversation overall at a soft 
volume? That is dynamics. We really need to focus on dynamics. Dynamics is probably one of 
the most underutilized tool that you can use whenever you are playing. 

Because if I am talking and you really want to know what I am saying, what are you doing? You 
are like, “What’s he saying?” But if I am talking and I am telling you something and all of a 
sudden, man, just boom! Do you see how I used dynamics there? That is a crescendo. I 
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crescendo from a very low point to a very high point.   

Or maybe I’m talking, “Man, they were like right there!” That is intensity and you are building 
intensity. Music is nothing but a series of – it is either building – it is a process of tension and 
release. That is what music is. It is a language that is tension and release. It is an ebb and a 
flow. You are either building tension or you are releasing tension. 

You can use dynamics coming down from loud to build intensity. I used that I came down, a 
decrescendo, to build that intensity. Or I could build intensity like this, man, and then you finally 
release that tension. You are either building intensity or building tension and releasing. It is just 
tension and release and we use dynamics. 

Again, I will refer back to Miles Davis because in a lot of these he is a huge player. You can 
listen to Coltrane, all of these great players. They use dynamics, so you may hear Miles play 
one note, bada, BADA. He uses this vast, and the listener goes like this. It is a way that we can 
communicate feeling within the music. It is a way that we can communicate how we feel. 

So dynamics are very important. Another point is they can happen gradually or they can happen 
all at once. So I can be talking soft, and ALL OF A SUDDEN I AM TALKING LOUD. Or I can be 
talking soft and I gradually get louder. I can be talking crescendos and decrescendos, piano 
and fortissimo. They can happen at once or they can happen over a larger timeframe. 

By dynamics are very important. So what do we have so far? We have Timing. We have Groove. 
T-G – and then we have Dynamics – T-G-D. What is the fourth one? The fourth one is (I already 
alluded to it) Articulation. Articulation is clarity. You can have a loud ARRR ARRR ARRR 
ARTICULATING – you can’t understand… Do you see what I’m saying? 

You don’t see what I am saying – that is the whole point. If you are not articulating when you 
are talking, when you are speaking, then they cannot understand. If you have ever been to the 
South, many people cannot understand Southerners because they have what is called a 
Southern drawl. So, man, they’ll be talking like this and you just don’t understand what they’re 
saying. Right? So they have a Southern drawl that they have a hard time articulating or 
understanding. 

When you articulate a point, you clarify that point. So it is the clarity of that note. That doesn’t 
have to mean intensity and volume. I can talk very softly and articulate all my notes or all of my 
words and you know what I am saying. So I am articulating being very careful to articulate.  

As a matter of fact, the lower your volume, the more articulation you need. Articulation would 
be – if dynamics are the temperature of a room, articulation is the temperature of a specific item 
in that room. It would be the temperature of this watch. What temperature is this watch at? If it 
is 65 degrees in here, and I just walked in from the freezing cold, the face of this watch may be 
35 degrees. It just depends. 

So dynamics are the temperature of the room. Articulation is the temperature of a specific item 
in that room. It is easier to see whenever we are articulating within speaking. Again, music is a 
language. Articulating when we are speaking, if you articulate those notes, [mumbling sounds], 
you can't really understand. I am just running those together. 
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So, articulation is the difference in being able to understand something and not. Now, you have 
styles of music like the blues that are more relaxed. You have the styles of music, that New 
Orleans feel, that second line feel. It is much more relaxed.  

What about articulation with that? Well, different styles have different ways of articulating it. Two 
Southerners can talk and what you hear as a Southern drawl, they hear, as long as they are 
articulating, they can hear. Now, if two Southerners talk and he ain’t articulating right, he really 
understands what he is saying. [mumbling sounds] Like Boomhauer of King of the Hill. That is 
an old cartoon. 

If he is talking like that, you can't understand. But if he is talking like a true Southerner, man, I 
tell you what, he is articulating. When two Southerners are talking, they can understand each 
other. So within each different style of music, there are different ways to articulate the notes 
that you are trying to get across. 

Again, I am saying these over and over so you will remember them. We have Timing or Rhythm, 
Groove, Dynamics, Articulation. What is the fifth one? Technique. This varies depending on 
what instrument you are playing. If you are playing guitar, that is different technique than if you 
are playing drums than if you are playing bass guitar than if you are playing the clarinet than if 
you are playing the piano; they all have different techniques. 

But something that is very basic to any field of study is there is a basic foundation of techniques 
that you need to know from the start. For drumming it is how we hold the sticks; what is the 
proper way to strike the drum; when we strike the stick how are we interacting with the stick 
and holding the stick; are you doing a Moeller stroke, finger stroke, or are you doing push/pull? 

All of these different ways that you can use to – they are just basic technique. That is what they 
are. So whenever you are playing piano that has to do with finger placement; it has to do with 
how you go from one note to the other. The technique is different and many of you are like, “Oh 
yeah, I understand technique in my specific field.” Well, that is one of The Big Seven and it is 
one that we always need to be looking at. 

If I am working on an exercise, there is something called the 80/20 Principle and I will discuss 
that later in this course. Twenty percent of your results come from – excuse me – 80% of your 
results come from 20% of your inputs. Or 80% of your problems come from 20% of your inputs. 
You can kind of reverse it. 

And if you apply that to your playing, I find so many times that my issues – that is called Pareto’s 
Principle if you want to look it up – I find so many times that my issues have to do with technique. 
I will be trying to do something on the drums and there is a technical skill that is lacking and it 
causes me to go back to a very basic and foundational point to build it up from there. 

The cool thing is that once you get the technique down, it happens instantly; the speed comes. 
So I am really not focusing on speed; I am focusing on the correct movements, the correct 
technique, doing that over and over and over and all those different things that we have talked 
about. 

So technique – slow practice – I utilize slow practice so much whenever I am working through 
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technique. It is something that will enable you to look at the actual motions and how you are 
going from one note to the next note. How are you going to get there assessing all of that? 
What technique are you going to use? As you get more advanced and experienced, it becomes 
easier for you to assess that and put that into your playing. It will not always be a struggle. 

So we have Timing, Groove, Dynamics, Articulation, Technique, and then we are going into the 
fifth one which is going to be Melody. I tried to think about melody in anything I am playing. You 
are like, “Stephen, I am just playing a groove,” or, “I am just comping,” or, “I’m just playing a 
basic set of chord changes.”  

Chord changes to me, one, four, five – I still hear a melody in there. To me we are still going 
from the basic root note to the fourth note to the fifth note and back down. That is a melody in 
and of itself. So I am always trying to get that melody to come out in whatever exercise I am 
working in. I am trying to enhance that melody. I am trying to let that come across. 

With me, I am a drummer. People are like, “Stephen, you just hit things.” But to me, I hear it as 
melodies. I hear melodies – boom, boom, boom – boom, boom, boom – boom, boom, boom. I 
hear all of those things as zap-boom, bap-boom, za-bada-boom. I hear bap-boom, bap-boom, 
bap-boom. 

That is a melody in my head. So I want to be sure that no matter what exercise I am doing after 
I get the basics of that exercise, I want to begin going, “How could I throw this around and make 
different melodies out of this?” How can I come out with, if you are playing a one, four, five, 
zum, zum, so you hit this different comping pattern that gives you a couple notes? Then you go 
to the next chord so you are jumping from these different or you are making a melody there. I 
am always trying to be very conscientious of where the melody is when I am playing a solo or 
whatever it is. 

I just don’t want to play licks. I want to play melodies because that is what communicates with 
people. Melody – all these things really help us convey emotion whenever we are playing this 
groove and dynamics and articulation and melody. They are all just helping us convey an 
emotion to the listener. That is where you connect with people, is that emotion. 

It is not a fancy lick. It is that emotional level. That is where we connect with other people. That 
is what makes music tick.  

Alright, the seventh one – I know you are like, “Stephen!” It’s seven. I want you to memorize 
them. We have Timing, Groove, Dynamics, Articulation, Technique, Melody – what’s the 
seventh? Flow.  

Now, flow is like this ambiguous thing that is a little bit hard to explain to people what flow is 
exactly. How do you explain it? People say, “Stephen, that is not really a big thing.” It really is 
because if you look at several of the books that I have mentioned, let’s just go through them. 
Kenny Werner talks about it in his book Effortless Mastery. Josh Waitzkin talks about flow in 
The Art of Learning whenever he is in a chess game or he is practicing Tai Chi Quan. The Role 
of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert Performance – in that study Anders talks 
about, all the time, in there about the musicians and the flow they are trying to get.  
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There is a book called Daily Rituals that is just about all these professionals in different fields 
and creatives and how they do what they do. And they are constantly talking about, “I was 
getting in the flow. I was in the flow. I am in the flow. I wasn’t in the flow. I do that so I can get 
in the flow. I do that so I can get in a certain space.” They may call it different things like head 
space or my work or whatever it is – it is flow.  

All of these things I am doing in this practice course are to help you get flow during your practice 
time to help it be almost an extended portion of yourself. We can look at any of the breathing 
resources that I will talk about, especially in Module 2. We talk about that. You’re like, 
“Breathing?” We talk about these things and there are very specific reasons for them. 

So in the reading resources they talk about getting into a state of flow. They call it a state or 
flow. It is that state of being. To me, flow is being able to go from one idea to the next with an 
uninterrupted chain of events. It is my ability to not only learn the chords for the verse, but I will 
also learn the chords for the chorus and then transition between them very slowly. It is my ability 
to not only be able to play that melody, but play that melody in several different keys and flow. 
Not only play this one way, but play it in different chords. 

It is my ability to take my ideas and string them together in a fluid series of events. That is flow 
to me. I am a drummer. We will just go at a drum level, because many of you will know what I 
am talking about. So we have a groove – doon chu bash, doon chicka bash. Then maybe I’ll 
do like a Pat Boone, Debby Boone. That would feel like Pat Boone, Debby Boone, and then I 
crash and I go to the ride cymbal. So boom bash, kaboom kabash, kaboom kabash, kabash 
boom debba doom, ba ding ding, chicka ba, dooka doo. 

So, several things just happened there. I had my groove. I had a drum fill. I had a transition 
where I am going to a crash and then I am going to a new sound source, sometimes playing a 
new groove. That is like four different things that happened there. I may be able to play the 
groove very good. I found this out in my playing for myself because I would be on a gig. I got 
my first full-time professional gig. I was playing pro since I was 16. 

I got my first full-time professional gig. I was supporting myself 100% on Bourbon Street in New 
Orleans at age 19. I was the house drummer at a place called The Famous Store on the corner 
of Conti and Bourbon. If you are ever in New Orleans, you can say, “Hey, I took this crazy online 
class from that guy who used to sit in that window with the bullet holes in it.” We’ll talk about 
that later. 

I was down there for two and a half or three years. I began trying to transition things. I thought 
this is a great time to transition things from my practice time into my playing because I am every 
day going and playing the same songs. I would find that I could some of that. I would take it to 
the gig and I am like, “Man, I can do that groove and I can do that fill, but I am having trouble 
on that transition crash into the next groove.” 

So I began to see that I was having trouble with my flow in that song transitioning into things. I 
have so many students that once I get them settled into a groove, they are good. But when I 
ask them to crash, and they crash, and all of a sudden there is what I call a hiccup. It takes 
them a couple of seconds and then they are back into it. 
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You can translate that to your instrument as well. Getting in the flow of things would be 
recognizing, okay, I can do this groove. I can do this fill, but the transition is tough. And then I 
can do this groove. I need to work on putting all those together and making them flow very 
smoothly from one to the other.  

I was writing a song the other day and I had these chords down, but I had trouble going from 
this pattern that I was doing, this kind of dotted sixteenth note or dotted eighth note pattern. I 
had trouble going from that to the new chords and transitioning that. So it really wasn’t a 
problem that I know the chords, I know the timing of the rhythm that I was playing; it was 
transitioning between those. It was the flow of it. 

I will give you an instance, a real live study. They talked about this in two different places. I will 
use two resources. I try to use the resources that I have mentioned. There are a lot of them. 
The study that I refer to a lot, The Role of Deliberate Practice in the Acquisition of Expert 
Performance, it is such a long name. Why couldn’t they have entitled it D.P.? Kenny Werner 
also talks about it in his book Effortless Mastery.  

They did a study on typists, people who type for a living. They found that their finger dexterity 
or skills with how fast they could tap their fingers was no quicker than you or I could tap. It was 
no quicker than just grab a guy off the street and just start tapping. They couldn’t tap at a faster 
rate of speed really than a normal person. But, when it came to typing, they could type ten times 
faster than a normal person. Wait! How are they doing that? 

They found that their tapping wasn’t the deal. What they found was that when they interrupted 
their flow of events then that was whenever they slowed down. So if they could interrupt how 
much they could see ahead or make chunks that were not normal words that they see, anytime 
they could interrupt something like that, or the biggest core of it was reducing how much they 
could look ahead. It interrupted their flow and they could actually then only type as fast as you 
or I. They were no faster than regular people. 

What they had done was they had a flow they could get into; they could look ahead. They could 
consistently process this information at a higher rate of speed. If you interrupt their flow though 
and they are just like you and I; they are no different. So flow is a big one. 

Let’s go back through these again. I am going to go Timing, Groove, Dynamics, Articulation, 
Technique, Melody, and Flow. That is going to be the seven. I use my cooldown to assess my 
flow. If I am trying to see if I can flow from idea to idea, and I will talk about this in my Module 
5, oftentimes I will actually put that into my cooldown time. I will be doing a solo or playing songs 
and I will see how well my flow is.  

I will video myself or record myself and I will actually listen. You can hear flow. You can see flow 
whenever you are watching someone. You can see when it becomes uncomfortable. So I use 
that to assess. All of these are factors that we can look at. We can gauge them. We can measure 
them. We can see if that is actually happening. 

So that is The Big Seven. Remember them. Memorize them. I am going to be referring back to 
them during this entire lesson series. I want you to now put down in the comments – either just 
say, “Hey Stephen, I am here, still going through this,” or put down which one of The Big Seven 
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is your biggest struggle. 

 

 
 


