
Module 4

What Not to Practice 

A large part of this course is putting some of your fears at ease. So, it’s solving some of 

those problems so that you can focus on other things. Now, let’s address another 

question that I get asked a lot. I got asked, years ago, I did a survey of 600-

andsomething that participated in this survey, thousands of answers on this survey on 

practice. One of the biggest things that was in there was - what do I not practice? So, 

there are things I don’t need to practice.  

Let’s talk about this, because I get asked a lot about this. What do you not need to be 

practicing? To me there are three things that I try not to practice in my practice time, and 

they all line up with what we’ve been talking about with the rules we’ve been setting. 

With all the phases of learning, with all the different phases of deep practice and things 

you need in there. It lines up with all of this stuff.  

The first thing I don’t practice and that I try to keep out of my practice is - things done 

incorrectly. What do I mean by that? I try not to practice on that automated level where 

I’m doing things incorrectly but I’m just trying to get through just to get through it. If 

something’s wrong, I wanted to be stopping and I want to be correcting that because the 

fastest way for me to play correctly is for me to correct the small things. So I don’t 

practice playing an exercise over and over wrongly. Remember, our brains encode at 

the same rate, right and wrong. So if we practice five times wrong and the sixth we 

finally get it right, guess what? We know how to do it wrong five more times than we 

know how to do it right, ok? So what we need to do is that repetition, but it needs to be 

correct repetition. I don’t want to practice things in the wrong way. I don’t want to 

practice mistakes, I want to practice doing it correctly no matter how slow I have to slow 

it down. I want it to be correct. Remember, we have to have that feedback and we have 

to have the opportunity for repetition. Correct repetition.  
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The second thing that I try to keep out of my practice time, there is a place in the cool 

down phase for things you already know to review and to have fun, yes. If you are 

sitting down to play your instrument for fun that is different than active, deliberate, 

practice. It’s different. Just playing for relaxing is different. Practice is a different animal 

than just sitting down and enjoying the playing. Practice is not something I am always 

“enjoying”. These days I enjoy it more than I used to, because I’ve learned to be very 

relaxed with it. Put creative triggers in there, all of those things. So these days I enjoy it 

much more, but I don’t practice things that I already know because I want to stay in that 

phase one of learning. If I already know it and it has become automatic, I want to add 

some new element to it that kicks me back to that phase one of learning. That cognitive 

phase where there’s a new thing and I’ve got to go back and learn that. I’m pushing 

myself just a little bit more, not too much new information. Just like when we are talking 

about running a piece of music and how to properly learn that. Trying to run the whole 

piece of music, that’s too much information. So we really narrow it down and review 

those as we are going through. But once we already know it, we’re going to leave that 

material and put it into our warm up, put it into review time, put it somewhere in there. I 

don’t want that material in my active practice time.  

Something that people don’t understand sometimes is - deep practice sounds bad. If 

you watch a professional deep practicing, they’re going to be messing up, they’re going 

to be going through things, they’re going to be going slowing, they’re going to be 

correcting themselves. It’s a painful process to watch and to do sometimes. I’m 

reminded of when I was in college we had practice rooms. The percussion room was 

down in a basement area so there were these long hallways with all these practice 

rooms, if you’ve ever been to university for music you know that you spend a lot of time 

in those areas. So I was in there practicing and I had a buddy of mine, who’s now a 

killer jazz drummer and a super nice guy, he knocked on the door and he’s like, “what 

are you practicing?” And I’m like, “man, it’s just this thing and I can’t play it I’ve been 

going over it forever and I just can’t do it.” And he’s like, “it sounds horrible.” And I was 

like, “it does, doesn’t it!” It sounds so bad and I haven’t been able to make it sound 
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good. There-in-lies the problem, I’m trying to make this thing sound good but it was like 

an ah-ha moment of like, “it does sound bad, doesn’t it?”, you know? Because I would 

go past these practice rooms and these guys would just be blowing licks and my 

practice time, I got a complex because I went, “my practice time doesn’t sound like 

that.” Those guys sound really good, I don’t sound like that when I’m practicing. They go 

in there and from the time they got in there it was just an hour of just phenomenal 

playing, you know? And I’m like, “well I did an hour but it really sounded bad.” But I 

came out knowing a new skill, and I graduated at the top of my class. The reason I did 

that was because I made so much improvement in that small amount of time, ok?  

So, I know for a fact, this is the way to do it. And I know for a fact that deep practice 

doesn’t sound good. So I don’t practice things done incorrectly and I don’t practice 

things that I already know. I put those in a review phase. And I don’t practice licks. Ok? I 

have a real love/hate relationship with the internet. The internet is a beautiful tool, but 

the internet also has really popularized “licks”. And the ability to play something at 

break-neck speeds that really doesn’t have much of a musical application.  

I practice ideas. I practice concepts. Now, you’re like, “there’s this that Coltrane did.” 

Cool, let’s take that - that’s a lick. Now, let’s develop that into a concept or an idea. Ok, 

take that, and let’s put it through the big 7. Let’s take that once you’ve learned it and 

let’s play it during all these songs. Let’s take that through all the major scales. Let’s take 

that through all the harmonic minor scales. Can we morph that idea to play it through 

the different modes? Let’s take that and play it in a latin style. Let’s take that and play it 

in a jazz style. Now you don’t have a “lick”. You have an idea. You have a concept. And 

that concept will begin to evolve and become a part of your playing. I have stockings 

that have become such a part of my playing that I play them constantly in so many 

different ways that you would never know it was the same sticking on the drum set. It 

has become such a part of my playing. That’s called your voice. That’s not a lick. That’s 

a voice.  
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Whereas, when you play Coltrane play it, it’s a lick. Because you isolate it and it’s a lick. 

But what I want to do is I want to incorporate that into a whole thing. I don’t just want a 

lick of the ice cream cone, I want the whole cone. Ok? I want all of the ice cream. So 

what we need to do is, not practice licks, and isolate these…that was something that 

happened in a musical format and we’ve taken it out of context and we’ve shoved it into 

other contexts. I don’t want to do that, ok? I want to practice ideas and concepts. So, I 

don’t practice things done incorrectly. I don’t practice things I already know. And I don’t 

practice licks.  

Now, this isn’t just coming from me with the lick thing. Let me just explain that. I’ve 

talked to a couple of guitar professors here in the Nashville area. They said, “you know, 

the players we have coming in at the moment are different than the players we used to 

see come in.” They said they are lacking a basic knowledge of basic techniques. They 

can fly around the guitar playing all of these learned licks, but when I ask them to play 

“Mary Had a Little Lamb” with the correct fingering - they can’t do that. They don’t know 

the correct fingering for this particular basic chord. They don’t know the correct basic 

elements of the instrument so he said, “I have freshman coming in and they are in my 

classes playing ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ trying to do that correctly.” To get all the 

fingerings and the techniques down. I also talked to my old professor who’s now at 

Berklee College of Music and that’s what he said. He said, “you know I had a player 

come through and he was just…he failed all of his juries.” He failed all of his tests. All of 

his proficiencies for Latin lab and all of those things. He failed them. But then I looked 

up his YouTube channel and the guy was blowing all these Gospel chops. But when it 

came to actual application of these things to musical context, say a reggae styling over 

the Autumn Leaves or reggae styling over Summertime or whatever it may be. A bossa 

nova. He said he couldn’t apply these things enough to even past basic proficiency 

exams in the classes. 

This is what the internet has done to us as musicians. It has isolated things and made 

them “fantastic”! It’s made 15 second clips on Instagram. You can’t Instagram these 
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deeper techniques. You can’t Instagram an idea that you develop over months. You 

have to take this as an idea and as a concept and not as licks, alright?  

So those are the things that I don’t practice. Things I already know how to do. Things 

incorrectly. Or licks. I try to avoid practicing those. What do you try to avoid practicing? 

Are there things that you maybe avoid practicing or maybe you’re like, “you know what 

Stephen, my practicing is pretty much licks.” Let’s discuss that. Let’s air out all of our 

issues in the comment section. As well, if you’ve got any questions, please, there’s an 

email address that you can always email and ask questions. Or, just put it in the 

comments. I’m reading all of those and I’m trying to respond to all of them as fast as I 

can. I’ll see you in the next lesson. 
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