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THE DISTRACTED MIND  

This is the reason I have had to make this course. Focus is the number one thing that my 

students as well as other musicians have told me repeatedly is the issue they face in their 

practice time. We talked about in Module One, this comes about in so many different ways. So 

many different things can take our focus.  

When you attack focus, you have to attack it from a very multifaceted way. You have to attack 

it from several directions in order to maintain your focus. The distracted mind is the whole 

reason I have arranged this practice ritual in the way that I have. It is the whole reason I do 

certain things at certain times.  

It’s not just me. As I’ll point out in bonus videos and several of the other videos, professionals 

across all types of fields have their rituals that they do. They may not be able to tell you why 

they work but that’s why I’m here. I have done the studying to tell you why they work and why 

they’re instinctively doing those things.  

This video is going to talk about the distracted mind. Hopefully it won’t get too long. This is 

going to be real integral for you to understand what’s going on whenever you’re practicing and 

why you are not able to focus. If you want a really deep read on this of studies that have been 

being done for the first 30 years almost, you need to pick up a book called The Distracted Mind.  

I’ll list it in the resources.  

I think it was Adam Gazzaley and Larry Rosen who wrote that book. It’s all about the distracted 

mind. Why do we have it? What’s brought it about? What can we do about it? They base it off 

of real life studies that have been done and proven, this is what’s going on.  

Not only are we learning about how to construct our practice time, I want to teach you the why 

of why we’re doing this. Why am I constructing it this way? Why do I recommend deep reading? 

Why do I recommend some physical activity? Why do I recommend all of these different things 

that I do at different times?  

They’re all for a very specific reason. Let’s tackle the distracted mind. Sit back, take some 

notes. This is going to be very informative I think for many of you and it’s going to clue you into 
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what’s going on with your mind. Specifically, everybody is going to think I’m all bad about 

technology and the devices. I’m really not.  

What I hate is what it’s doing to our brains and our cognitive control, and our ability to reach 

the goals that we’ve set for ourselves as I’ll show you. That’s what I hate. It’s being thrust upon 

us so quickly that we have been unable to create barriers and boundaries, and ways to work 

through this stuff. Let’s get with this.  

The distracted mind, basically, there’s interference that happens with our mind. It can come in 

two forms. That interference can come in the form of distractions, and that interference can 

come in the form of interruptions. That’s what can happen with our mind.  

Now, what’s the difference between a distraction and an interruption? The difference is intent. 

That is the difference between a distraction and an interruption. Whether you let it become an 

interruption or you let it just stay a distraction, they can come both externally and internally.  

You can have external distractions and internal distractions as well as external interruptions 

and internal interruptions. All of those are tied together. Let me give you an example of this.  

Let’s go with distractions first. An example of an external distraction would be you receiving a 

text. Let’s say you’re driving.  

Interrupting your task, you have a distraction. It’s an external distraction. You get a text 

message. What’s going to happen? That just distracted you externally but what do you choose 

to do with that? You may choose to say, “You know what? I’m driving. I can’t do anything with  

that.”  

What happens in your mind? You think, “I wonder who is texting me.” An external distraction 

has just become an internal distraction. Now, at this point, we have the ability to say, “No, I am 

driving. That is the number one important thing I’m doing. Lives are at stake here. I’m not going 

to interrupt the task I’m doing right now, which is driving.”  

What happens? We reach over and we just got to see who texted us, and we got to see, “Oh, 

it was Larry. Dude, love that guy,” and you put it back down. Now you have satisfied. But what 

did you do? You interrupted the task. An external distraction became an external interruption.  
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You just interrupted your task. Right now, we’re still hovering over distraction/interruption. As 

soon as you see what Larry has texted you about, now you start thinking. You begin an internal 

interruption. You begin composing what you are going to say to Larry whenever you decide to 

text him back.  

You’re driving but now you’re distracted, and now it’s an interruption because it’s interrupting 

the task. As I’ve pointed out several times and will point out again and again, we cannot 

multitask. We can only focus on one thing at one time. If you don’t believe that, I’ve got several 

tests you can do.  

For instance, one of the tests that I’ll tell you about again is let’s say your ABCs, A-B-C-D-E-

FG-H – right? No big deal, let’s say 1-2-3, let’s count to ten, 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10; we can do 

those very quickly, right?   

Now do them together in tandem by saying A1-B2-C3, and go all the way to the end of the 

alphabet. That’s a lot harder. You start slowing up because we’ve introduced new things. We 

can’t multitask. We task switch. I will talk about task switching in other videos and what they 

call multitasking. We don’t do it. I’ll discuss those in other videos.  

We have an external distraction that became an internal distraction that turned into an external 

interruption that became an internal interruption. It becomes even further an internal 

interruption when we can’t stand it anymore because we have composed that entire text in our 

brain, and now we must let loose on Larry and let him know what time we will be there to hang 

out tonight.  

You pick up the phone and you begin texting while you are driving. Now your external distraction 

that started as just a buzz has now become a major and dangerous external interruption. This 

is what happens in our practice time.  

Now, it’s not dangerous. We’re not killing anybody. We’re not driving. It’s not dangerous like 

that but this is what happens whenever we distract ourselves like that. Now, what can we do 

for that? We need to start talking about our minds a little bit, and let’s talk about the two different 

types of function that we have.  
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We have executive and cognitive functions. I’m going to break these down. It’s really imperative 

that we know this. You’re like, “Stephen, I just want to play my instrument.” I know, I want to 

get you there. I want you to be focused and do it.  

We have executive functions. Executive functions are goal setting, decision making, 

organization, planning – all those big picture things that have enabled us to build complete 

empires and conquer the world. That’s what has allowed humans to do what we do. That’s a 

very cool thing that we’re able to do those things.  

On the flip side, we have had parts of our brain that have not developed as quickly. Our 

executive functions have developed over the years, since caveman times they’ve developed 

extremely far. We can set goals and we can do things and build cities, and dream things that 

we can do. We can plan. We are great at that.  

What has not developed, the tests they’ve done has shown it has developed zero since the 

caveman days is our cognitive controls or our cognitive functions. What are those? Those are 

the things that allow us to achieve those executive functions. The big things like setting goals, 

planning, organizing those things – all those things – they hinge on whether we are able to 

control our cognitive functions.  

What are our cognitive functions? There are really three things that happen with cognitive 

functions. Those are attention, working memory, and goal management. Those three things 

have to be there for us to be able to reach our goals. To be able to reach this big goal, we have 

to be able to have attention, we have to manage it, and we have to have working memory which 

is an active thing so we can stay in tune with the things we’re working on.  

Interruptions and distractions just waylay our cognitive controls and it has not improved any 

since the time of caveman days. This is a good thing because if you hear a beep or a buzz, or 

a bright flashing light whenever we were like cavemen, we would be like, “Danger Will  

Robinson, there’s something there. I need to do something about that.” They were meant to 

alarm us that something needs to happen.  
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Our cognitive controls are the main things, and executive functions are the main things that 

separate us from all other animals, our ability to set a goal and achieve that goal over a long 

period of time. That’s what separates us from the rest of the world.  

Another thing we have, we talked about the two types of interruptions we can have, two types 

of interference, distractions and interruptions. We talked about executive functions and 

cognitive functions or cognitive controls, what those are. Now we need to talk about the different 

types of influencers our brain has.  

We have top down influencers. What are top down influencers? Those are going to be 

internal and goal oriented. Those are big picture influencers. Then we have what are called 

bottom up influencers.  

Bottom up influencers are novel and salient, and they’re going to be much more like buzzes, 

beeps, and all those things that your phone does, alerts, flashes of light. If something flashed 

over here, I would immediately turn there and there’s nothing I can do about it unless I interrupt 

that perception action cycle and say, “No, I am in fact not going to look at that light because I 

know I’m in my studio. I’m 100% safe.”  

All these things make us humans. When we’re practicing, it’s what makes us able to perform 

at a higher level. Let’s go ahead and talk. I know I’m giving you a lot of information but write 

this down and just review it later.  

Now let’s go through these three different parts of our cognitive controls and see what all they 

do when it comes to the distracted mind. The first thing we have is attention. Remember, we 

talked about cognitive controls – attention, working memory, and goal management.  

Attention is the first thing. The thing about attention is it’s actually a two-part thing. When you 

have attention, it consists of selectivity and ignoring. A lot of people ignore the ignoring part 

and they think, “Oh, ijust need to decide what to focus on,” but you don’t just need to decide, 

just like we talked about in Module One.  

You can’t just decide what to focus on. You have to ignore everything else that you decided not 

to focus on. That is part of attention. That is part of cognitive controls. In elderly people, they’ve 
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actually found that their ability to ignore is not as great as younger people’s. Your cognitive 

controls reach their peak in your early 20s, and then they kind of go down from there.  

What they found with elderly people is it’s not that they don’t have the ability, the executive 

functions to set goals and all of those things. It’s not that they can’t selectively decide what to 

focus on. It’s that they cannot ignore as well as younger people can for some reason.  

What do we do with that? It goes to show you why it’s so important and how I put this thing 

together is why it’s so important that you go through your goal generator. You decide your 

A1A2-A3, B1-B2-B3. You set those goals. You prioritize.  

Once you’ve done that, you selected what to work on but you cannot keep your attention there, 

your cognitive control that’s going to allow you to reach your executive function that is the big 

goal of getting better at whatever. You can’t reach that big goal unless you ignore everything 

else that you said you weren’t going to focus on.  

You’re focusing your attention selectively on this while simultaneously ignoring. Here’s what a 

lot of people don’t understand is ignoring is vital, and it’s a very active process. You are actively 

ignoring. Ooh, I saw a cool thing. I’m going to ignore that.  

Oh, what if I – I’m going to ignore that. I have so much to work on. I’m going to ignore that and 

choose to selectively focus on this one thing so that I can achieve the executive function, the 

goal that I have set. Do you see how they work together? Do you see how distractions and 

interruptions come in? We have to ignore them.  

Now, let’s get to the second thing, working memory. Working memory is different from short 

term memory. Short term memory is I can remember what happened yesterday. I had a 

grandmother, and she got they called it mini strokes. I was young and I didn’t know. She didn’t 

have Alzheimer’s but her short term memory was gone.  

I could literally say something to her and she would just forget, but her long term memory was 

there. Her husband, who had been dead for years and years, I would come and say, “Mamaw, 

how’s it going?” “Oh, it’s great. I’ve been working so hard all day.” “What else has been going 

on?” “Well, your grandfather should be here any moment. He’s just been gone to the store for  

a little while.”  
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She lived in a constant forgetfulness of her short term memory. She couldn’t remember that he 

had died. For me, that’s the best place to ever be, my spouse dies and I just don’t remember 

it. They’re just always at the store, and as soon as I forget that they’re not at the store, I forget 

that I’m forgetting it and I just remember that they’re at the store. It’s that type of cycle.  

With working memory, that’s different than short term memory. Working memory is the memory 

that you need while involved in a task. When you’re practicing a core progression, when you’re 

practicing a run on the keyboard, when you’re practicing a run on your saxophone or guitar, or 

the drums, a certain pattern, it is the memory that you need to help you work through that task.  

Have you ever had this happen to you? You’re doing something. You get interrupted so you 

task switch. That’s what we would call task switching, and you go here. Then they talk to you 

and you’re like, “Yes, okay, I’ll get to that,” and you turn back to your work, and what do you? 

The first thing you say is, “Now where was I?”  

Your working memory has already gone, that quickly. That has improved zero percent since 

we were in caves. We have not been able to improve our working memory past a certain point.  

While we’re on a task and have our attention, and we’re ignoring everything else, our working 

memory is good but as soon as we make that distraction and interruption, our working memory 

goes that quick.  

It can even be just 30 seconds. Then you turn back around and go, “What was I working on? 

Where was I?” and it takes you time. You can remember but there is what we call a cost to the 

task switching. You switch tasks and there’s a cost generated in time whenever you switch 

back to the task you were trying to do.  

Our cognitive controls, attention, selectivity, and ignoring, very important. Then we have 

working memory. It’s not passive. It’s a very active process and it’s the bridge between what I’ll 

call, and I’ll talk to you in a minute about the perception action cycle. It’s the bridge between 

perception and future action. I’ll talk about that in just a second.  

Goal management is the third cognitive control. Now, that is where you are able to – it’s like 

your mental traffic controller. It is your ability to tackle more than one task related or task 
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directed activity at a time. Many of you are like, “You said you can’t multitask.” You can’t, you 

can task switch.  

It’s your ability to tackle and manage so you’re here, and then you’re going to go over here, 

and you’re doing that. It’s like when you’re baking a cake, “Okay, I got to sit here and whip this 

up, and I got to get the batter ready. Oh, I need to do this icing, and I need to get this in the 

oven,” but you’re constantly switching tasks even though they’re all generated towards the 

same goal. That is goal management.  

It’s very important for us to be able to do that. Those are three cognitive controls that 

distractions and interruptions, the interference that come interfere with. Remember, our 

executive functions, our ability to set goals and dreams, all of that, it’s improved crazy amounts 

but our cognitive controls, our cognitive functions have improved zero.  

They’re in the prefrontal cortex. They’ve done a lot of studies about that in recent years. That’s 

why if you look back on frontal lobotomy patients, frontal lobotomies used to be, if you read 

about how they used to do them, they’re awful, stabbing things through the eyes, blotting out 

parts of the brain.   

They found that those people began to act very animal like. They could not focus on a task 

because that’s what makes us human, that prefrontal cortex is what makes us humans. The 

difference with us is perception action cycle. Let’s talk about that. I’m using a lot of big words.  

The perception action cycle is essentially automatic in nature. It is a hawk from way up, seeing 

a mouse. Whether they’re hungry or not, they swoop down, they get it, they eat it. It is a dog 

biting you out of a response because you pulled its leg. That dog does not mean malicious, 

and many times the dog will bite you and immediately turn around, realizing after the fact, 

“Oops, shouldn’t have done that.”  

That is a perception action cycle. In all other animals, it’s a very immediate and automated 

process. The thing that makes us human is our ability to break the perception action cycle, and 

that is where our working memory comes in. It’s the bridge between perception and future 

action, the action part of it.   
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We have a break in the circle where we have the ability to step back and use our executive 

functions to decide, “Is this a good or a bad thing? What should I do here?” Once we decide on 

that, then we go. Perception action cycle in your practice time, “I’m going to sit down and play.” 

That’s an automatic thing.  

When you sit down at the instrument, you play. Our perception action cycle as humans would 

be to use our working memory to bridge that gap, use our executive functions to sit down and 

schedule out, “What am I going to focus on? What does my attention need to be on? What am 

I going to ignore using our cognitive controls?  

Using my working memory, it’s the bridge there for my working memory of what I need to work 

on, and then goal management, managing those things as I go about. The perception action 

cycle, the thing that makes us human is the ability to break that, use our executive functions, 

our higher orders and then be able to do something about it. The thing that we have to do is 

ignore those bottom-up influencers.  

This is why I’m such a big proponent of leaving electronics out of your practice time. whenever 

I practice, unless my sheet music is on my screen – I have a screen here in the studio right 

behind the camera – unless my sheet music is on there for some reason, like I’m practicing for 

a lesson that I’ll be giving or I’m live streaming, that screen is turned completely off. Why?  

I don’t want to see anything on that screen. I don’t want that screen to all of a sudden come 

awake and me be like, “Oh Google,” and all of a sudden, it’s a distraction. “Hey, you know, I 

was wondering how much the new watch costs that I was wanting,” and then that distraction 

becomes an interruption, and all of a sudden, I’m out of practice.  

I don’t want that to happen. It’s the reason why I turn my phone on airplane mode. You’ll hear 

me talk a lot about this stuff, not because I want to ignore people but because I have to keep 

those bottom influencers out of my practice time. The minute I get an email from my boss, ding, 

I’m practicing, ding, email.   

“Oh man, that’s from the boss,” then I’m internally distracted, external distraction, internal 

distraction, “I wonder what he wants,” external interruption. I stop to look at what he wanted. 
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Then I get back to practice. I’m now internally distracted because I’m continuing to do this on 

autopilot while I compose the email that I’m going to send my boss later.  

That is what happens in our practice time, whether it be with social media, email, all of those 

things. I’m a big proponent of making my practice space as technology free as possible.  

Obviously it’s a good thing they’re tools, and we need to learn how to utilize them. I use my 

click and my metronome, and my play-alongs.  

It’s very easy whenever we turn that thing on and we have all the notifications turned on to ding 

through, I’ll give you an example. I know this lesson is getting long. Some of them are longer 

than others but it’s real important you grasp this. This is the whole reason this course is even 

out here, to help you master this stuff.  

For a long time, I didn’t want to get a cell phone. I remember when I was working in New 

Orleans at my first gig. Kelly kept telling me, “You need to get a cell phone because that will 

help you get gigs. You’ll be able to respond sooner,” all those things. I said, “I don’t want to do 

it. If they can’t wait for me to call them back, they don’t want me on the gig anyway. I don’t want 

to be tied to this phone.”  

When I was in college, she was working and we were apart a lot because during the day, I was 

in school. I finally got a phone and I remember when I got the cell phone, I was practicing. I 

heard it ring. I saw that it was her so I ignored it. While I’m practicing, it’s on the floor and I can 

hear it ringing every time while I’m going through what I want to do.   

I would look down and see it was her, but she knew I was practicing so I would ignore. That’s 

the difference. It was just a distraction. The intent was not for me to pick it up. Finally, after the 

sixth or seventh time she called I thought, “Something is wrong. She knows I’m practicing. 

She’s continually calling,” and I picked up the phone and said, “Hey yes, is everything okay?”  

Remember, this is the first time I’ve had a cell phone in my practice space. She said, “What’s 

the matter? Why aren’t you answering your phone?” I said, “You knew it was on my schedule I 

was going to be practicing at this time,” “Yes, but I was calling.” “Yes, but I said I was going to 

be practicing and I’ve never answered my phone before at practice time.”  
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This wasn’t her deal. This was just the introduction of technology in my practice time. She said, 

“Yes, but I needed to talk to you.” “What’s up? What do you need to talk about?” “I’m going by 

the store. Do you need anything?” I thought, “This could be a problem.”  

Immediately, I thought, “This could be a problem because I was practicing. No, I don’t need 

anything.” I told her, “I don’t need anything from the store. Don’t call me seven times in a row 

because I think you’re dying,” that type of a thing, but now, for someone to text you, you don’t 

text back in ten minutes, they’re like, “Hello? What’s the matter?”  

It’s like they expect you to respond in a certain way. I remembered at that point when I was 

going through and building this course, I remembered, “Wow, back then, I knew that was such 

a big deal,” and I let it become a bigger deal in my practice time. I used to love the practice 

spaces at my university because they were underground. It was in a basement. I couldn’t get 

cell coverage.  

When I was down there, sorry, if you need me, I’ll come up and check my messages later. You 

need to make your practice space very much as technology free as possible. Obviously you 

need some to play along to music, to do play-alongs, for your metronome, all those things. It’s 

okay. Just limit them.  

Limit the amount of bottom-up influencers, buzzes, dings, and things that are going to distract 

you. If you can’t let go of work email for 30 minutes to an hour while you do something 

enjoyable, then you have a bigger problem in life than being able to focus in your practice time.  

You have a work/life balance issue and you really need to deal with it.  

That’s why I say there’s a practice ripple effect with so many of the students that I’ve taken 

through this course. They come back and go, “You know, I realize I really wasn’t communicating 

with my spouse very well,” or, “I realize that work was just taking over my life,” or, “I realize 

even when I was with my kids, I was distracted.”  

We walk around with this distracted mind, and we’re unable to focus on what needs to be 

focused on. The research that they’ve been doing recently has actually shown that we are 

losing the ability to single task, in other words, not try to focus on two things at once. I watch 
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my kids. They play their iPad and watch TV at the same time. That’s trying to multitask and 

they can’t do either well.  

We’re losing the ability. We’re losing our ability to be bored or be alone with our thoughts. Many 

times when you’re practicing, they call it FOMO, the fear of missing out. They found that we 

start self interrupting ourselves to, “I need to check my phone.” Why do you need to check your 

phone? It’s FOMO.   

It’s your fear or missing out on something. We have to learn what these things are, how our 

brain works and how we cannot just decide what we’re going to focus on but also ignore all 

notifications, ignore all the other content, ignore everything else so we can use our working 

memory and our goal management to achieve our executive functions.  

The big takeaways from this lesson are there are two types of interference, distractions and 

interruptions. The difference is your intent. What do you do with it? The second thing is we 

have two types of functions in our brain, executive and cognitive. Our executive functions are 

going to be decision making, goal setting, organization planning, all of those things, big picture 

stuff.  

Cognitive controls or cognitive functions have not developed at all since we were cavemen, 

and they are – there are three things – attention, goal management, and working memory. 

Those three things work up your cognitive controls. Then we have top-down influencers and 

bottom-up influencers.   

Top-down influences are internal and goal directed. They’re like your goal generator. You sit 

down and top-down decide you’re going to work on that. Bottom-up influencers are those 

interruptions, buzzes, beeps, someone walking into your practice time. We went through the 

three parts of what cognitive controls are.  

We talked about the perception action cycle and how we are able to put a brake in there and 

not automatically sit down and start playing. We’re able to put a brake in there and say, “We 

need to work on this based upon these goals, and I choose to focus on this, and goal manage, 

and use my working memory to achieve that future action.”  
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Working memory is the bridge between that perception and the future action. We’ve talked 

about a lot of different things. If you want to know something that will improve your cognitive 

controls, will help you maintain your attention longer, help you ignore other things while 

improving your working memory, will help your goal management, they’ve done one thing and 

one thing only that 100% has an effect on this are of our lives, and that is physical activity.  

Nothing else, no drugs, nothing else will enable you to improve that but for some reason, 

physical activity, exercising, it can be a walk, whatever it is, is the thing that will help you 

maintain attention, maintain focus, working memory and goal management, all those things.   

Two close seconds to that are meditation which is an umbrella term for essentially focus. It is 

your ability to focus on an object, whether that be your breath, whether that be a prayer, whether 

that be an item. It is your ability to focus. A lot of that has to do with the breathing and 

visualization that I talk about in here.  

It is my way of helping you get focus in this section. The second thing that comes in close 

second is going to be nature. For some reason, nature improves our cognitive controls. They 

have not exactly figured out why but just even looking at a picture of nature helps.   

Any time on your breaks you can get outside, not in an urban scene, actually trees, gardens, 

things like that, any time you can do that it has been known to improve your attention, your 

ability to stay attention for a longer period of time. There you go. That is the distracted mind. It 

has been confounded because of modern technology.  

I am not a guy that says you can’t have any modern technology. I am a guy that is a warning 

bell for you, that says, “Hey, this is what is sidelining your practice time,” not maybe. It is the 

one thing from studies that have been done that is sidelining your practice time.  

Take control of your distracted mind. Put down in the comments section what’s your biggest 

distraction or interruption is, and maybe you already knew about some of this. Let’s discuss 

that. Put down in there what you know, and then jump over to the next video. I’ll see you there.   
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