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FINDING & MAINTAINING YOUR SPACE 

It’s time to talk about extending your practice time, all right? We’ve talked all about like 

scheduling, and how much to practice, and when to practice, and what’s good and bad times. 

We’ve had statistics and studies that show us that this is a better time of day to practice, or if 

you’re this age, this is what they’ve found they practiced. 

You’re tracking along with that and learning all about what’s the best time of day to practice, all 

of those things, and you’re saying, “Stephen, that’s great, but at this point I can’t focus for 

longer than like 15 or 20 minutes, and then I’m done. Like, is that all I’m going to be able to 

do?” You know, you’re like, “I’m 25! I’m 30! I’m well past being a kid! I’ve got to be able to do 

this longer. Is this all I’m going to be able to focus?” 

The answer is no, in short, okay? So, I like to think of focus as a muscle. It is something that 

you can grow, and you can develop the ability to focus for longer periods of time, all right? We 

can do this through practice and through using some of these techniques that we’ve already 

learned. So, we just haven’t talked about how to extend that, and that’s what I want to dive into 

now. 

So, I want to draw your attention back to what we’ve talked about before. I’ve talked to you 

about that before, and it is -- [Coughs] excuse me -- it is, again, in the study that I keep referring 

back to. It’s just a great study and it’s got a lot of snippets that I can pull from, and so that’s 

why I like to keep it consistent. 

If you want to read something that’s going to be great for you, “The Role of Deliberate Practice 

in the Acquisition of Expert Performance” is just a great read. It’s about 40 pages and I think 

it’s free on the Internet. It’s going to give you just some real statistical insight into this. 

What they found -- remember what we talked about -- is the amount of practice time that the 

elite, or the soon-to-be elite, or the studying-to-be elite in any field did was not driven by how 

much available time they had. It was driven by how much time did it take them to recover from 

the last deliberate practice session. Okay? That’s what it came at, and now that’s where it 

comes in as to how much time they are able to practice or when their next practice session 

could be. 
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So, this brings us to talk about hard versus soft zones. Josh Waitzkin talks about this in his 

book, The Art of Learning, as well as several other resources you can look up on him. It’s 

something that he developed to illustrate the different zones that he found himself being able 

to be in while he was learning. 

He didn’t think about this until he went to see a sports psychologist to compare the intensity of 

a chess match or a chess tournament to sports. He wanted to kind of compare how they are, 

so he went to a sports psychologist. 

After he was kind of talking to him and he was kind of explaining the intensity and all those 

things, the psychologist asked him a question that really knocked him back. He said, “Is the 

intensity or craziness of a chess tournament or a chess game, do you think it is easier to handle 

if it’s preceded by a brief period of relaxation and calm?” 

He just said that he just got really quiet and sat there because that really knocked him off his 

feet. He had never thought about incorporating that into, “Wow, I don’t have to get all tensed 

up about all this. I don’t have to just be crazy about this,” and so he started to really think about 

that and he developed hard and soft zones. 

So, a hard learning zone would be like, if you’ve ever heard of fight or flight, like you’re tensed 

up and you’re shoving your fingers in your ears. You’re just going to ignore everything else in 

the world and you’re just going to push through it. 

You’ve heard people say, “You’ve just got to push through it, like you’ve got to go through it!” 

I’m here to tell you that sometimes, yes, you have to push through not wanting to practice, but 

there are some things that you cannot push through and that are not healthy for you to push 

through, okay? 

Those things keep you in what’s called “the hard zone.” You’re like a twig, you’re very brittle, 

you can snap, okay? You’re like a dried-out twig, so if the wind blows too hard, that branch… 

we’ve got one in our yard right now. It’s actually wedged in the top of a tree, and I pointed it out 

to the boys the other day and I said, “Look at that branch.” 

It was dry and brittle and dead, and the wind blew too hard and now it’s stuck in the tree. I’ve 

got to figure out some way to get this big branch down because if it falls, it’s going to hurt 
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somebody. So you’re like that. You’re in this hard zone, you’re just going to push through, it 

doesn’t matter what. You’re going to ignore everything and just push through it. 

Now, the soft zone is a different place. That’s like being like a blade of grass where, when the 

wind blows, you’re able to go with the flow. So if you’re having a good day, you’re able to go 

with the flow. If you’re having a bad day, you’re able to go with the flow, and you’re not going 

to be completely broken and shattered if the wind blows in the wrong way. 

This, I’ll give you an example of this whenever I’m practicing. I used to get really frustrated 

when something would come up that I could not do, and this took me a long time to be able to 

do this. I’d get very frustrated, and you know when you get angrier and you’re, “Ugh!” and 

you’re throwing that stick, you’re throwing the instrument and you’re throwing your picks and 

you’re angry, right? 

You’re in that hard zone, and so over time, I’ve been able to develop to when I have problems 

with something, I’m able to put the sticks down if I’m on the drums. Or whatever instrument 

you’re on, you put it down and you’re able to look at things and take a couple deep breaths and 

go, “Okay. What’s the issue here? What am I having problems with? You know, am I tired? Am 

I frustrated? What’s the -- okay, it’s the exercise. What in the exercise is giving me problems? 

Okay, it’s this.” 

So I slow things down and instead of getting frustrated at my learning process, I’m able to give 

myself some grace and say, “Okay, this is just how my brain works,” as we’re learning in this 

course. “This is how the brain works, this is how the brain learns. Let me just give it time to do 

its thing. Let me slow this down, and this is the issue.” 

So instead of getting frustrated, I just accept that that’s my learning pace, that this is what I’m 

working on, and I’m committed to seeing it through. So it’s not a make-it-or-break-it type deal. 

I’m just going to sit there and really work on it as long as I need to. 

So this is all about recovery time. How does this help? How does this help you when it comes 

to this? It’s all about that recovery time, and if you’ve had ample recovery time, you’ve been 

getting in your recreational time, you’ve been getting in good outside-of-practice times that 

you’re able to sit down, we’ve really got to figure out how can we extend that. 
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Once you’ve come out of that space, how do we put ourselves back into that space? How do 

we get back into that space? Okay? There are some daily ritual examples from the book Daily 

Rituals. It’s a great book just on creatives, like almost a hundred creatives, and it just goes 

through what were their daily rituals. 

So many times in there, when they got frustrated or got stuck, they would leave. They didn’t 

say, “I would sit there for hours and ponder!” They said, “When I hit a sticking point, I would 

leave. I would leave myself wanting more, wanting to do more, but not being able to do more. 

I would go for a walk, I would…” They would get away from it completely just like, “Okay, I can’t, 

I’m stuck. I’ve got to go. Got to go somewhere else.” They would put it down. 

So I want to give you a couple tips. Now, I want to also draw your attention, there’s a bonus 

video for this section. You didn’t know you were going to get it. Everybody gets this bonus 

video. It’s not included in just the bonuses that you got if you bought at the bonus level. 

This is just a bonus I wanted to throw in there, and it’s my top three tips for avoiding burnout. 

They are not what you think they are. They actually don’t have much to do with music, but 

they’re going to help you keep from getting burned out. So go to the “Bonuses” section and be 

sure to check that out. 

So I’m going to give you some tips here for how to be able to extend focus. My first tip is, when 

you are -- this is when you’re in your practice session. You’re past your pre-practice, you’ve 

done all that, and you’re focused, and you find yourself getting frustrated or coming out of the 

zone. 

Once you find that -- and this is going to be something that your teachers have probably never 

told you to do -- Kenny Werner talks a lot about it in his master classes as well as he talks 

about it in his book, Effortless Mastery. I’ve talked about that before, as well. It’s a great one to 

read. He talks about putting the instrument down, taking your hands physically off of the 

instrument when you reach something. 

You know, all too often when I would sit down to practice drums, I mean, my hands didn’t come 

off the drumsticks until I was done. I mean, I was… and the first time I did this, I mean literally 

in that session, I must’ve put my sticks down like 20 or 30 times because I would reach a point. 
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I would put them down and just kind of put my hands by my side and close my eyes and be 

like, “All right, chill out.” And then I would pick them back up and try to be back in that space, 

and if I wasn’t, I put them back down and tried again, okay? 

Now, once I put the instrument down, whether that be piano or guitar or you play flute, whatever 

that is, once I put that instrument down, a lot of times I will try some breathing. So we’ve talked 

about deep breathing techniques and how that helps us maintain focus, and so we’ve talked 

about how the umbrella term of “meditation…” 

Don’t get all freaked out about that and think I’m going to go ask you to sit on a mountaintop 

and close your eyes in a cross-legged position and be this weird guy who sits out in the rain 

and tries to focus. That’s not… meditation could be deep breathing. 

It could be prayer. It could be simply going outside, closing your eyes and just being. These 

are all forms of that. It achieves the same result, so we’re looking for that same state of mind. 

Deep breathing will help you do that. So the first thing is, take your hands off the instrument, 

and then I would advise you to do some deep breathing. 

I do this all the time. I have somebody I play with pretty regularly. He said, “It’s fun to watch you 

play,” he said, “because you will… I’ll call a song and I’ll turn around,” he said, “and you’ll look 

at it, you’ll dial in the tempos.” He said, “And then you take this deep breath.” He said, “You go, 

[Inhales deeply] and then you look up and count it off.” 

I said, “Well, yeah,” and to me, that’s just my process, working. It all happens very quickly, but 

that’s me getting, “Here’s the song, that’s the BPM, centered. All right, let’s go,” and it all 

happens very quickly, but breathing, I use it constantly in my playing now.  

You’ll see some very high-up experts who utilize breathing in their playing. Watch Kenny 

Werner play the piano. He takes his hands off of it very often and then he’ll put then back on. 

Watch Miles Davis play a solo. He takes the trumpet from his lips, then he puts it back. All of 

that is part of them centering themselves. They played something, listen, center again, okay? 

So first tip would be, put the instrument down. Take your hands off of it. Second tip would be, 

do some deep breathing -- this can all take very quickly -- and then go back to trying to play. If 

you still find yourself not there, put the instrument back down again. 



 

  6 

Module 2 

Then you can even refer back to doing a trigger song, so a lot of times, if I’ve got… for instance, 

if I’m using my iPad or my iPhone in Airplane Mode for my metronome, a lot of times I’ll have 

my trigger song on there. So sometimes I’ll just honestly put the instrument down, play my 

trigger song, do a couple of deep breaths, and once I’m there, I click that back in and I’m back 

there. 

Some of you are saying, “Stephen, these are all a waste of time, like I only have so much to…” 

See, that’s the deal. You’re in a hard zone, you’re just, “Push, push, push, push, push, push!” 

We can’t do that. You have to back up and allow the learning process to happen. 

I liken it to if I’m teaching a student and they come in, especially younger students… and if 

you’ve been with teachers, they get frustrated that you’re not learning. “What’s that? You know, 

we’ve already learned this. Why haven’t you…? You know, you should be able to do this!” They 

get real hard and they’re, “Do it again! Do it again! Do it again!” 

I’ve found with my students and my teaching that it is much better if I back off, take a few deep 

breaths myself, and then I go, “Okay, hey, let’s assess what the problem is,” And then we 

approach it from a softer place of, “Okay, man, I know you’re frustrated. Let’s not get frustrated, 

let’s break it down into smaller chunks,” and so I keep calm and help keep them calm. 

If I go into that hard zone teaching, they immediately go there and they shut down. This is 

exactly what we’re trying to avoid. Once you find yourself out of that headspace, out of that 

focus space, you are now wasting time. Getting back into that focus space is the best use of 

your time. Staying in your practice time while not focused is the biggest waste of your time. 

I can’t say that enough. Practice time that is not focused is simply a waste of time. Jamming is 

fun, but don’t call it your “practice.” Call it what it is, “jamming,” “I’m just playing around on my 

instrument.” 

That’s great, we need that to have fun, but if we’re talking about deliberate practice, deliberate 

practice, it’s a waste of time for you to maintain, to stay in that practice space any longer than 

you are able to focus. If that’s 45 minutes, great. Get that in and then get out of there, and then 

understand you’ve done what you need to do. 

So we have: put your instrument down, take your hands off of it, do some deep breathing, if 

that doesn’t help, play your trigger song. I also find that once I’ve done that and I’ve picked the 
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sticks back up or put my hands back on the instrument, many times I’ll just hit one or two of the 

drums or I’ll just play a chord, and what I do is I appreciate that sound. 

I take a second to really just hit that cymbal or play that G chord and really appreciate that that’s 

a sound. That’s a sound that I like, and you really have to say out loud, “That’s a beautiful 

sound. I like that sound.” And you’re thinking, “Okay, Stephen, shutting this off,” and, “I need a 

refund! This guy’s wacko!” 

It’s not just me who does this. There are so many professionals out there who do this. They 

take the time to reorient themselves with this love and this passion they have for this instrument 

or this sport or an art, and they really take time to just appreciate the nuances of, 

“Man, like when I hit this piece of metal, or when I hit this piece of ivory,” or whatever it is, “it 

makes a sound, and that sound’s a beautiful sound. I love it. That’s why I started playing this.” 

So take time to reorient yourself with the instrument. 

Lastly, take a break. If you find that you are unable to focus, take a longer break. Five to 10 

minutes, go outside, do some jumping jacks. They find that physical exercise -- I’ve talked 

about that already -- is the best way to increase focus and cognitive function. Do some 

pushups. Go for a short jog around the house. 

People are going to think you’re strange. I don’t care what people think when I’m practicing 

because they ain’t there! I don’t care if they think it’s weird that I drop and do 20 pushups. I 

don’t care they think it’s weird I’m in here doing jumping jacks or I take five minutes and stretch. 

I don’t care because it’s my practice time. It’s my development. I need to do that. 

So I always suggest taking five or 10 minutes and doing one of the following: doing 20 jumping 

jacks, doing 20 pushups, doing a couple sit-ups, doing a light stretching routine, or just doing 

some deep breathing. All of this stuff has been proven to increase cognitive functions. I’ve 

talked about that. 

It has been proven with tests, and actually, physical exercise is the only thing that’s been 100 

percent proven to increase your focus, your ability to maintain working memory, your ability to 

maintain and manage that goal management and your ability to maintain attention and ignore 

the insignificant things. It’s the only thing. 
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Meditation or deep breathing follows very closely behind that. You can call that prayer, you can 

call that being outside and closing your eyes, whatever you want to look at that umbrella term 

of getting your focus back, because that’s what all this is about. 

Now, you can grow this focus muscle. Outside of my practice time, what I like to do to help do 

that is I’m always looking for things I can do to increase my learning outside of my practice 

time. What I like to do is I like to just see how long I can sit there and think about a topic. 

Maybe that topic is, you know, whatever that topic may be. It could be your favorite band. I just 

like to see how long I can sit there and focus on one topic and really deeply think about it. Or I 

like to see how long I can sit there and be alone with my thoughts without having to grab a 

device. 

These are all ways that I help train myself to focus. If you don’t believe me, the next time you’re 

in an airport, try not being on a device. Just try sitting there and being alone with your thoughts. 

The next time you’re standing in line at your local coffee shop, try not getting on a device. Try 

not talking to somebody. 

Just sit there and be with your thoughts. Go to a coffee shop for half an hour and say, “I’m just 

going to go there and be that weirdo that sits in the corner and just sits there.” These are all 

ways to help develop your focus and help that muscle that you need of ignoring things, okay? 

So these are just some tips I’ve got for you for extending your practice time. The only way to 

extend your practice time is to extend your ability to focus. 

That’s the only way you can extend your practice time, because I’ve said it once, I’ll say it a 

thousand times. The minute you are not focused anymore is the minute you need to do 

something about it, or that’s the time you need to be done practicing because you are done 

contributing to your learning. You will not learn at a deeper level, okay? So just get that through 

your head and be relaxed about it. 

Put down in the comments the problems you find that you have with focus, or maybe you started 

with 20 minutes and, “Now I’m able to focus 40 minutes!” Put down in the comments and let’s 

have this conversation about how you’re working on extending your practice time or what are 

the problems you’re finding in extending your practice time. 

 


