
Module 4

Assembly Lines 

Finally, it’s time to talk about assembly lines. You’ve been hearing me refer to them 

since the beginning of this course. Assembly lines are how I see a lot of progress in my 

practice time and you’ll notice that I’m taking these practice strategies and they’re 

becoming very mechanical. Because what I want to do it I want to get the same 

predictable results in a very orderly fashion. So zoning, assembly lines, feedback loops 

- all of these things are processes that I put my ideas through that allow me to end up 

with the same result. 

Assembly lines, you know them from factories. Right? Assembly lines - you have a 

widget, you want that widget to be put together so it is put on an assembly line. An 

assembly line has a certain number of stops and at each stop something happens 

toward the creation of that widget. Ok, let’s just say you have a car and you want to 

build that car. You start at the beginning of the assembly line and they begin putting the 

frame together. At every stop they put a door on, they put a mirror on, they put the 

engine in, they put the tires on, they put the wheels on first. Then they put the tires on, 

and so you’re slowly working toward getting a working car. And at the end of it, guess 

what? You have a car. 

Now, let’s say you want a second car. What happens? Start at the beginning! Go back 

through it. We don’t reinvent the assembly line you don’t have them at the factory going, 

“oh my gosh, they wanted two cars? How are we going to do that?”. No, they go, “cool 

they want two we’ll do two.” Put it though the assembly line push it thought. If they want 

50, no problem. Put it through and push it through. That’s the beauty of an assembly 

line. Now, we can utilize those and put them into our practice time.  

You might say, “Stephen you talked about zoning, what’s the difference between 

assembly lines and zoning?” I’ll get to that in just a second. Assembly lines allow us to 

produce a predictable product in a very mechanical manor within our practice time. So 
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no matter what chord progress we’re working on we can push that through our chord 

progress assembly line and get there. Whatever you may call it. You’ll find that 

assembly lines are unique to each person and you can make them up for different areas 

of your playing. You can have as many or as few as you want that’s not “the thing”. The 

thing is the steps. The thing is getting into a mechanical process. I call these creative 

assembly lines because they allow for our creativity. They allow for us to automate 

things and begin to think on a higher level that goes back how I told you I have my best 

ideas in the shower. Why? Everything is automated, I’m just doing what I do every day 

and all the sudden I’m able to automate that process and think about other things.  

So the way to get to a creative level is automating things and getting to that creative 

level is all about finding our voice. We can find our voice when we begin to automate  

things. They help us maintain our focus and get a predictable outcome. They help us to 

avoid questioning things in our practice time. I’ll reference that in a second, but they 

allow us to go through a certain number of steps to get there. Now “zoning” is a step. A 

“zone” is a specific stop on the assembly line. You have the assembly line and many 

times that assembly line it doesn’t have to be made up with zone. Sometimes you’ll 

reach one certain portion of the assembly line and you need to spend a longer time 

there. For instance, when they need to put the engine in the car. That’s probably a 

portion of the assembly line where they have to assemble the engine and put that in the 

car. That’s ok. So some of our zones will involve many more steps and we’ll spend a 

longer time in that part of the assembly line. But imagine our assembly line being a long 

line and then being consisted of a number of stops, and in those stops different zones 

are where they have maybe one of your zones is the big  seven. So you have seven 

steps there in that zone. So the zones make up the stops of the assembly line. 

Organizing the zones into an assembly line is what it’s all about.  

So you have zones, but the zones do us no good unless we actually take them and plug 

them into our assembly line. Our assembly lines are going to be predictable. Questions 
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lead to a decrease in focus. Not just any question, not like a question of, “what went 

wrong there?” The questions that lead to a decrease in focus are, “what do I need to do 

next?” Because then we start going, “oh maybe next I need to check my cell phone.” 

Right? And then the focus is gone. You laugh, but that’s what happens to me in my 

practice time. I’m like, “what do I need to do next? Well next I need to go get something 

to eat because I’m hungry.” Where if we have an assembly line with predictable steps, 

all you do is go, “I’m doing this, the next step is this, the next step is this.” Keep it in your 

practice journal - I did this, this and this today. The next day you come in and you don’t 

go, “ok, where am I going to start?” You pick up your practice journal and you go, “ok I 

was at step three here and next I have to do this.” Close that and you are started in that 

quick an amount of time. Because you have a system going.  

I began…I wasn’t meaning to begin building these but when it came to things like 

rudiments or things, it helped me to have systems to take them through. Ok for, for the 

rudiments, we have 40 rudiments. I’m like, “ok well I don’t need to reinvent the wheel 

overtime I learn a different rudiment.” I need to have a process for putting it on the drum 

set. Same thing with you. You have scales. Well we don’t need a different system 

overtime we have to learn a new scale. Like there’s 12 major scales, you see what I’m 

saying? We don’t need a different system every time we can use the same system. 

Because it’s just a different scale. It’s a C-scale versus a G-scale versus a Bb-scale, it 

just depends. But it’s the same type of ideas, so we can take that, “ok Bb scale.” Put 

that through our assembly line. Ok we have a C-scale, put that through the assembly 

line. What that does is it produces a predictable outcome. So by the end of that I know 

that if I go thought all theses steps I know that I’ll have this facility with this scale. The 

same facility I had with the first scale.  

So it’s a factory. That’s all we’re doing is making a creativity factory. Putting things 

through there. Now some of you are like, “Stephen that seems like it is boring.” My 

practice time - guys it doesn’t need to be exciting. It needs to be productive. I’m not 

going to be bored because I’m going to be so plugged in because I’m trying to do this. 
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But, I’m sorry, I can’t make practice time Chucky Cheese everyday for you. It can’t be 

Six Flags over your practice time. I’m sorry. It’s work. We have to put the work in to get 

the results out that we want.  

So doing this, let’s give it another analogy and this is a good one. I like this. I like to 

reduce my practice time to a “yes or a no” system. Ok? Computers are very effective 

and very efficient and very quick because they are on a “yes or no” system. Ok? So, a 

computer asks a series of yes or no questions. And depending on what the answer is, 

that’s what the computer does. So if the computer asks a question and the answer is 

“yes” then the system does “this”. If the answer is “no” the system does “this”. Ok? So. 

Yes, system does this. No, the system does this. And then the next thing would be 

what? Its another “yes or no” question. And that’s how computers are made to be that 

efficient. If we can put that into our practice time - so let’s get an example. Ok, I’m 

running through an exercise, “do I have it down?”. No. Ok, what is the problem, it’s here 

and do this. So we go there. “Do I have it down?” Yes. “What’s the next step?” Do I have 

this step complete, “no”. What’s the next…you see what I’m saying?  

It’s a series of “yes or no questions” that push us through our process and keep us from 

going, “I just don’t feel inspired.” I don’t care if you feel inspired. It’s not about that, it’s 

about putting the work in and when you lose focus that’s the time to go on. Right? You 

have to be motivated but you’re not always going to feel super happy to be sitting there 

doing the work. I wish I could tell you you would. We want our practice time to be 

predictable. 

So let’s go through a very simple assembly line idea. Let’s just do a simple chord 

progression. I’m going to start with a simple assembly line in this lesson, later we go into 

extended assembly lines where we are utilizing different zones and all of that stuff. Right 

now I just want you to get the concept. Ok? So let’s say we’re learning a chord 

progression. I’ll refer to one we referred to throughout this. It is 1 - 4 - 5. Alright? 
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Because you can learn tons of pop songs if you know 1 - 4 - 5 progress. So let’s start 

with that simple progression.  

If I’m learning a 1 - 4 - 5 progression, what is my first step going to be? And some of you 

are like, “learn 1 - 4 - 5.” No. My first step on my assembly line is, remember, break it 

down to its smallest element. I’m going to learn my “1” chord of whatever key I’m in. 

That’s my first step. You are like, “Stephen that’s like…” yes. But you gotta learn it. So 

I’m going to play that “1” chord over and over and over. Now each step may only take 

you 30 seconds, it may take you 2 minutes. It depends on your skill level. But that’s my 

first stop on this, we’re going to call this an 8 step system.  

So my first stop is learn the 1 chord. Ok, what’s the second stop? Ok, I need to go to the 

4 chord so I’m going to play 1 to 4. NOPE NO NO NO. Simplest element. I’m going to 

learn my 4 chord. First step on the assembly line, learn the 1 chord. Second step, learn 

the 4 chord. Ok, now, what’s the third step? Learn the 5 chord? No. Because there is 

something that needs to happen before we get to the 5 chord. What is it? It is a 1 to 4. 

First step, learn the 1 chord. Second step, on the assembly line, is learn the 4 chord. 

Third step, is learn 1 to 4. That’s the next simplest thing we can do. Remember? We 

learned it in the cognitive phase, autonomous. We got to the automatic, then we kicked 

ourselves back to the cognitive by learning the 4 chord. Then we go to the autonomous, 

then we go to the what? The automatic. Then we kick ourselves back to there by 

introducing 1 to 4. So we take two elements we just learned and we increase the 

complexity by putting them together.  

By doing that we eliminate any gaps in our learning. First step is the 1 chord. Second 

step learn the 4 chord. Third step, and some of you are like, “Stephen this is really 

simplistic.” Yes, you have to break it down to the simplistic element to get this. The third 

step is learn 1 to 4. What’s the fourth step? Some of you are like, “learn 1 - 4 - 5.” No. 

The fourth step is, learn your 5 chord in whatever key you’re playing in you need to 

know the fingering of that 5 chord. You need to know the placement of that 5 chord on 
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your instrument. What do you do after that? “Learn 1 - 4 - 5.” No. That’s too many new 

elements. All I’m going to do is, because what’s the skill that came before that? It was a 

4 chord right? Ok, I want to get over that hump of 4 to 5. So now I’m going to play my 4 

chord to the 5 chord. 4 - 5. 4 - 5. Over and over and over and over. What we are doing 

is what the experts do. We went from cognitive to the second phase to the third 

automatic phase, to keep from arrested development we move to the next phase on our 

assembly line and that is 4 to 5. So we started with 1. Then we learned 4. The third stop 

is 1 to 4. The fourth stop is learn 5. The 5 chord. The fifth stop is what? 4 to 5. Ok.  

I got that. Now, what’s the next step? The next step, I’m going to put them all together. 

So we’re already on step 6 of this assembly line. I’m going to learn 1 to 4 to 5. Do you 

see how I’m consistently - this is how the pros practice. I’m not making this stuff up. 

They constantly make small changes and then they go, now that I’ve got that skill, kick it 

back. They are constantly kicking themselves back to that first phase. They’re not trying 

to bite off a big chunk. No, they want that one chunk at a time. We’ll talk more about this 

when it gets to how to properly learn a piece of music. We’ll talk more about that, my 

mind got caught there. Momentarily distracted.  

Ok. So we’ve gotten so far, but you’re like, “I don’t know the 1 to…” so now we are 

learning the 1 - 4 - 5. And many of you will be like, “that’s it I know it.” I know my 1 - 4 - 

5. We’ve got one more problem. And that problem is you have to resolve that 5 chord. It 

has to go back to 1. Ok, so now our next step is, it is the 7th step. We learn 5 to 1. So 

I’m going to play 5 to…and you’re like, “Stephen I already learned 1 to 4 to 5.” Yeah but  

you haven’t done 5 to 1 yet have you? And that’s going to hang you up. You’re going to 

have that momentary “oops” and you’re going to loose it.  

So the first step is, we learn the 1 chord. The second step, we learn the 4 chord. We’re 

just focused on learning that. Once we get to the automatic phase with the 4 chord we 

put them together. Kick ourselves back to phase one of learning and we learn 1 - 4. The 
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fourth stop on this assembly line, is we’re going to learn the 5 chord. We kick ourselves 

back to the cognitive phase and learn the placement of that 5 chord on whatever 

instrument you have. The fifth step is we learned 4 to 5, and we do that over and over 

until it is automatic. Once it is automatic and we have it and that myelin has wrapped 

itself around that nerve fiber, what do we do? Because we’re experts, we’re going to be 

professionals, what do we do? Deliberate practice. We kick ourselves back to that 

cognitive phase of learning. Now we need to learn 1 - 4 - 5, that’s the sixth step. Learn 1 

to 4 to 5. Once we have that comfortable, what do we do? We kick ourselves back to 

the cognitive phase, we learn 5 to 1. Because that’s how we resolve that chord change. 

What’s the next step? The eighth step in the assembly line, is we learn the full 

progression. 1 - 4 - 5 - 1. And we repeat it over and over and over.  

By doing that, we’ve constantly gone through the three phases of learning. We’ve 

constantly allowed myelin its time to do what it needs to do. And while we are going 

through we’re doing several things that have to happen and that is - we are doing 

exercises that are at our level, we are producing feedback loops, we are giving 

ourselves feedback, we’re focused, and then we are constantly trying to move ourselves 

on past where we are learning. We are repeating that once we get to the automatic 

phase we kick ourselves back to cognitive. You see all this works together, once the 

myelin has grown you give it one more inch harder. And then it grows even thicker. 

That’s how all these things mix together. And assembly lines put that all together in a 

very orderly fashion. Ok?  

You may have to watch this a couple of times, but what we’re doing is going in a very 

orderly fashion. So. If I had to learn a 1 - 4 - 5 in (the key of) C. That would be my 

process. And you’re like, “ok Stephen I get that.” Well. What happens when I go to (the 

key of) B-flat? Great, let’s learn a 1 - 4 - 5 in B-flat. Go back to the beginning of that 

assembly line. Plug in the key, and take it all the way to the end and guess what? By the 

end of it you’ll be able to play a 1 - 4 - 5 in B-flat and in C. Well then I have another key, 

great. Put it in the beginning of that assembly line, do you see? We can make 100 
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different things. We have an assembly line that makes predictable outcomes. It makes 

predictable widgets. By doing this. It’s all very organized.  

I’ve got a PDF resource for you and that’s going to be a place for you to begin to 

organize your assembly lines and think through what you want to make assembly lines 

for in your playing. For some of you it may be different things. If you’re a drummer, you  

may be like, “I want to make it for rudiments, I want to make it for grooves, I want to 

make it for stickings, I want to make it for drum fills.” If you’re a piano player, “I want to 

make it for chord changes, I want to make it for scales.” There are all kinds of things that 

you can make assembly lines for, but the important thing is that we begin to think about 

the organizational aspect. We don’t just get to B flat and go, “oh my goodness not 

another key what are we going to do?” It’s not that. It’s the same thing. I sit down and I 

go, “got it I’ve got to learn B flat.” And I just go through that.  

It’s a very methodical, non-emotional process, that produces a very predictable 

outcome. I’m telling you, it will free up your creativity because all of these things are 

already thought about and all you have to think about is pushing it to that next level. 

Ok? Now. Sometimes you might have trouble in your transition points, and that’s what 

my assembly lines help me to fix as well. And I want yours to help you do that as well. 

That’s why we took the assembly line and broke it into so many parts. That different 

transition point between the 1 and the 4, the transition point between the 4 and the 5, 

that transition point between the 5 and the 1. All of those were put in there. So don’t 

forget your transition points. If you want to do a set of a chord changes to another set of 

chord changes, a verse to a chorus, and you have a fill you want to do in there. You 

have to put in there a time for you to work on that fill going from this chord change to 

this fill to this chord change. You have to separate each individual component down to 

the smallest, simplest, form. And then work that.  
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Now, I want to know, do you use systems in your practice time? If so, what sort of 

systems do you use? Maybe this is the first time you’re encountering this and you’re 

like, “I didn’t know we could do this.” Maybe you already use your own systems, and 

you’re like, “well I don’t call them assembly lines but I do this.” You’ll have things that 

look similar to assembly lines, and what you should do and take this idea and merge it 

with that one and continue doing what you’re doing. The key is to stay focused. The key 

is to give feedback. The key is to allow time for repetition. Ok? You’ve gotta do those 

three things. On top of being motivated, on top of having an exercise that is simple 

enough for your skill level, you have to have these other three key component areas to 

deliberately practice. Assembly lines, I’m telling you, they’re going to completely 

revolutionize your practice time and make you so much more productive. It is crazy.  

Put down there in the comments, I want to hear from you, I love reading them. And I’ll 

see you in the next lesson.
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