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Module 2 

WHEN TO STOP PRACTICING 

I want to address a topic that my teachers actually never addressed with me. I never went into 

a lesson and had a teacher say, “you know what Stephen? Have you considered not practicing? 

Have you considered that maybe you're done for the day? Have you considered that it's time 

to quit practicing?” It was always Practice! Practice! Practice! Gotta get those hours in.  

 

And that doesn't make them bad, it just makes them have the general knowledge that the 

general public has, that more hours equal better. 10,000 hours of unfocused time is the same 

as 10,000 hours of delivered. There's not this quarrel between the two. So, I never had a 

teacher tell me, “You know what? I think you're done for the day. I think you should go do 

something else.” 

 

I want to talk about a topic that has been become near and dear to my heart, and that is when 

to stop practicing. Let me just preface this with saying, I am a teacher, I'm a player first and 

foremost. I am 100% advocate of practice for as much as you can for as long as you can while 

you're focused. You will never hear me say, “you should not practice.” You will hear me say, “I 

think that it's time that you stop practicing for now.”  

 

As we've called attention to, the biggest thing that drives professionals or soon to be 

professionals, or studying to be professionals, and their practice time is their recovery time. It 

is not how much available time they have, so there is a time to stop. We need to be working on 

growing that focus muscle, just like how I talked about, how to extend your practice time. We 

need to be working on extending that.  

 

So, if you can put the sticks down, or you can take your hands off the instrument, you can put 

your guitar down, or whatever it may be, and you can get your focus back, even if it's just for 5 

minutes.  Good! You went for 20 minutes of focus time to 25 minutes, even though you have 

to take 2 minutes to get that 5 minutes of focus back in. 
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The time for you to quit practicing is whenever you've left what we have been calling 'your 

space'. Any time you have found yourself unfocused, unengaged, your mind is wandering, this 

is the time you need to do something about it. Stop touching the instrument, you need to put 

the instrument down. Or you need to physically get up, take a break and stop practicing. What 

this does is, it allows you to see any, because you're charting your practice, you're keeping up 

with this, this allows you to see any problems that are always arise. Like I'm always tired on 

this day. It allows you to see patterns and eliminate different practice killers from your practice 

time.  

 

You may not be able to focus because you sit down and say “I've only got 20 minutes in and I 

just couldn't focus anymore, I frustrated, what was the deal? It may be one of those practice 

killers that we talked about. It may be a sleep issue. It may be food, it may be your sleep. If 

you're finding you're just tired and that's the reason you may not be able to focus, maybe that's 

a bigger issue you need to look at. That's this ripple effect we talked about.  

 

Maybe there's a bigger issue you need to look at, like maybe you only get 5 hours of sleep, I 

was there, I was there at one time in my life. I'm only getting 5 hours of sleep at night, I need 

to bump that up to 7 or 8. How can do that? Because that's going to be the thing that increases 

my practice time. I'm not eating before coming to practice, it's at a weird time of the day, OK, 

pack a snack. It could be something like alcohol, and some are probably like, “Great! He's 

already told me...now's he telling me I can't have any beer.” I'm not telling you that. I'm telling 

you life is so much better when you live it in moderation. 

 

 

Studies have been done, go back and read The Distracted Mind, they studied what alcohol 

does to that. Especially the day after you've had an evening of ingesting alcohol. They found 

they were able to single past focused, but there was a greater amount of mistakes, their errors 
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went way up. So they could focus, but they're in their practice time, but you're making a ton 

more mistakes because you're trying to recover from having a substance in your body.  

 

I'm not telling you to not have a couple drinks after work, if that's what you want to do, but I am 

telling you that if you're having so many drinks every night, and it's beginning to affect your 

practice time, guess what? We have a life issue we need to address, because that's a practice 

killer, and your practices are not going to get better until you address issue. You really have to 

take this stuff seriously and understand how's affecting them. 

 

Let's go back to some statistics. They found whatever they were studying these musicians, and 

professionals, they found they had just as much recreational activity time as they did practice 

time. From 3.5 to 4 hours on average practice time once they go into their field, or heavily 

studying for their field, and really that was all they could do. They found anything past 4 hours, 

they started seeing negative benefits. In other words, they could only focus for so long. But 

they also found they have 3.5 to 4 hours of leisure time every day. I read that, was like wow! 

They had just as much hang out time with as they practice time. And then they go to sleep, 

then I'm thinking, they're also sleeping 8 hours.  

 

So now they're up to three times as much other things as their practice time. So they got 4 

hours of leisure time, 8 hours of sleep time, that's three times the amount, and that's all in a 

single day. And on the weekends they found that their leisure time, their recreational activity 

went up, sometimes they're practice went up slightly, but generally it would stay the same, and 

they're sleep time would go down. But they would balance sleep and recreational activity 

because they were both, they were able to recover from both of those recovery activities. 

 

You being able to recover is very important. If you get to that hard zone, you get stuck, you're 

unable to regain your focus, you've tried everything. It is time to leave the instrument and go 

do something else. It's time to go away, give your brain time to process, give yourself time to 

think, give yourself time to recover. You know what it's like, when you're in practice and all of a 
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sudden, you're doing fine, and all of sudden in split second you reach this level of, “I can't, I'm 

done.”  

 

So many of us try to push through that, and that's the time you feel like, “I'm at my wits end 

here. I can’t get this.” Put the instrument down, be happy with what you got in there. If you can't 

get your focus back, come back to it later. That break may be 30 minutes, that break may be 4 

hours, that break may be a whole day. And that is an OK thing. You should stop practicing 

anytime you find that you're out of that 'practice space'. Anytime you are unable to maintain 

focus. Try to get it back, try to grow that focus muscle. If you cannot, stop practicing.  

 

It was funny, the book that referred to several times Daily Rituals, it was so funny, I began 

underlying it with, this sentence would come up. I would go for a walk, take a leisurely walk. I 

would go every day for a 30-minute walk, or go for an hour walk. Then you guys like Mauer the 

composer, he would drag his wife down to the beach. I say dragging, but I'm sure she was a 

willing participant, but they would go for 2 to 4 hours of a walk every day! And sometimes he'd 

be in the middle of this 4 hours walk and hit inspiration, and he would sit down on a rock and 

he would compose for like an hour, and he would look up, and it would be time go again.  

So all of a sudden he got a recovery and got an idea, and inspiration and he was there, 

remember? Deliver practice needs to be inspired, so he had that inspiration to be motivated. 

So I don't what his wife would do, she would be like “so I guess I'm here, in the middle of the 

beach, for however long it takes you.” But you know, that's real spouse right there, that really 

loves you. 

 

 

So the time to quit practicing is the time if you are able to use the techniques that we talked 

about, we talked about triggers, breathing, if you can use those to get back into your focused 

head space. Remember, deliver practice must be focused, it must be intense. You have to 

exert effort, you're going to be tired when you get done practicing. You will need recovery time. 
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So, put down there, if you're finding that you're unable to extend your practice time, what is it 

that helps you recover? Maybe it's playing baseball, maybe it's going to play some basketball 

with your friends, maybe it's going for a walk, or hanging out with your kids. What is it that helps 

you recover and get back into that practice space? 

 

Write that down in the comments and see you in the next video. 

 

 

 

 

 


