
Module 4

Zoning 

It’s time to look at the concept of zoning - what it is, how we can apply it to our practice 

time, and what it can do for our practice time. Now, I’ve talked a lot about zoning in the 

modules leading up to this and there is something I do want you to know - zoning and 

assembly lines go hand-and-hand. So watch the zoning, watch the assembly lines 

video, and then watch the extended assembly lines video. All of those go together and 

you really need to understand both of them because they work with each other, ok?  

So let’s first get a working definition of what zoning is. It’s the act of segmenting the 

instrument, or segmenting a concept, into definable zone for the sole purpose of 

organized and systematic practice. That is what zoning is. Now have assembly lines 

and you may be like, “I haven’t watched that video yet.” That’s ok, watch them in 

conjunction just to understand both of them. Assembly lines are the big structure. 

They’re the factory, they are what we put our ideas in at the beginning and it goes 

through. That is the system. Zoning is where we stop in the assembly line.  

The zones are different stops on the assembly line that force us to do certain things, 

ok? We define those zones. Now, zones can be both physical and they can be 

conceptual. Let’s talk about physical zones. For me on the drum set, physical zones. I 

have physical drums in front of me and there are physical areas that I play in on the 

drum set. So zone 1 might be my right hand on the floor tom, my left hand on the snare 

drum. Zone 2 might be my right hand on the snare drum, my left hand on the high tom. 

Zone 3 may be my right hand on the floor tom, my left hand on the high tom. We could 

keep building zones by segmenting the kit, like physically splitting the instrument up.  

Now many of you are thinking about that, so for instance, let’s take the piano. Let’s take 

a simple piano. You have different areas of the piano, you have a higher pitched area, 

we have a middle pitched area, and a lower pitched area. So we can actually define 

those as different zones. This is my high zone, and you define where that stops on the 
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keyboard physically. And then we have our mid zone, where does that stop physically? 

And then we have our low zone, where does that stop physically? So zone 1 is high, 

zone 2 is mid, and zone 3 is low. Now we can mix them up. Zone 4 may be left hand in 

mid, right hand in the high zone. Zone 5 may be right hand in the mid zone, left hand in 

the low zone. Zone 6 may be right hand in the high, left hand in the low, ok? That’s 

physically splitting your instrument up. And then we would take that and that would be a 

stop on our assembly line and we would stop and go, “here’s this idea of this series of 

chord changes, the scale, this melodic idea I have and now I need to run it in these 

different zones.” That’s physically splitting up the instrument and that’s going to be 

different depending on what instrument you play. If you’re a sax player you’re already 

thinking, “ok I’ve got a high register, a mid register, a lower register.” All of those things.  

I remember Miles Davis being quoted as saying at the beginning of his career, or toward 

the middle of his career, he played a lot in the middle range of his instrument and didn’t 

reach out to the more extreme higher ranges and all that stuff until later. He said, “I 

heard everything in that middle area.” And that makes me think, “well I wonder if he just 

never practiced in that upper region of his instrument or if he just did that later when he 

started hearing ideas in that region that he liked.” Many times we don’t play on certain 

areas of our instrument because we’re not comfortable there and I want to be 

comfortable in ever physical area of my instrument.  

So zoning is a systematic way to have an organized and systematic practice time. It’s 

simply a way to get all of your ideas through all the various physical parts of your 

instrument. Now, let’s talk about conceptual zoning. Conceptual zoning would be, for 

instance - you have a stylistic zone. So maybe you have a jazz, and then you have a 

blues, and then you have a rock, and a pop, and a mambo, and a reggae. Those would 

be stylistic zones. We can have chordal zones and we’ll talk more about those in a 

while. But they can be conceptual, they don’t just have to be physical. We will talk a little 

more about those in a couple of minutes.  
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The rules for zoning are simply a way for us to have a structure to create in, ok? It’s a 

way for me to limit my tools and go, “I’m just playing in ‘this’ area.” Because all too often 

we have this whole instrument and it’s like, “I gotta get this idea around the whole 

instrument.” Well, if we methodically put it through a series of ‘play it in this zone’, ‘play it 

in this zone’. Now ‘play it in this chordal zone’, now ‘play it in this chordal zone’. If we go 

and put that through those different spaces that will help us.  

Some of you might be like, “Stephen there’s already 12 major scales, I’ve got my scale 

zones I just go through those 12…” and that’s cool, that’s maybe your way of doing it. 

For me, when ever I look at the 12 major scales, the 12 harmonic scales, and the 12 

melodic minor scales, and the pentatonic, and then the chromatic, and then we have 

whole tone scales. What do I do? I put them in zones and I go, “ok here’s my 12 major 

scales.” There’s 12 of them. That’s major scale zone, there are 12 stops there. And then 

it somehow that helps, in my mind maybe I’m strange, but it helps me organize that and 

helps me see, “ok there’s a logical end, I’ve got it.” I just work my way through all this 

and I can see where I stop in the progress and all those things.  

It also unleashes your creativity. Because when you’re forced to create with a specific 

set of tools you’re able to create so much more. It’s like, I’m going to give you a couple 

analogies, I like analogies because I like how they put it in a better perspective. My son, 

I can give him a thing of Legos and he will sometimes not know what to create. But if I 

give him a “set” of Legos, with a specific set of instructions, he goes, “oh cool I have a 

goal, I’m going to build this and this is what’s going to look like.” Sometimes when he 

goes in and plays by himself he’s a little lost for a while because he’s like, “well I don’t 

know what I want to build.” And then something will spark and he’ll get to it. But it’s 

instant whenever he gets a set. He’s like, “this is what I’m going to build and this is 

going to be the outcome.” And then later you may see him tear it apart and do 

something different. But he started there and that, I see later, unleashes his creativity 

over here because he will have learned how to put wheels on a certain way and he’ll go, 
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“ohh I’ve got these parts and I could put these wheels on there, and then I could put that 

on here.” So it helps him unleash that creativity and in that way.  

Another example would be with my kids, we’ll say that again. And you may be able to 

see this, I don’t know I you can see it - we were wrestling last night and they busted my 

lip. Awesome wrestling match, that’s a little side note there of my dad life. So yeah my 

lip may be a little red over here, it’s sore that’s for sure. Cheap shot. So, let’s say we’re 

going to a playground and I tell my kids, “you can only play in this playground.” But they 

see across the street that there’s a pond they want to go play in. I’ll say, “no you can’t 

play in the pond you can only play in this playground.” Well over here there’s a sand pit. 

No we’re just playing in this playground - not the sandpit and not the pond. Now, if they 

were in the pond, they would be completely different things they could do in the water 

and different way they could play. If they were in the sand pit there’s different things they 

can do and build. But if they are in the playground they can’t build a sandcastle because 

there’s no sand there. They can’t have water play because there’s no water there. But 

they can play in different ways and use their creativity in different ways. So those are 

different zones that they can play in, ok? Like stations in a classroom or whatever. We 

can make all kinds of analogies but the idea is - you’re going to get specific zones that 

you put your playing and concepts through, ok?  

So, the rules are not made so they can’t be broken. They are made for organization. 

You want to break one of these rules during practice time, it’s ok. You can step outside 

the zones, no one is going to rap your knuckles with a ruler, ok? Don’t let yourself get 

tied in to, it has to be so methodical all the time. The rules are made to be broken, but 

they are also made so that when we need them, we can work ourselves through a very 

logical and organized method. I’ll stress again, they are simply the elements within the 

assembly line. The assembly line is the overall structure, so we can have several zones 

in that assembly line that we’re stopping at and working our ideas through. And in 

extended assembly lines I’m really going to get into that and show you how that works.  
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Now, I want to take a second and draw your attention that there is, in the PDF transcript 

for this module, there is a section for zoning where I give you a worksheet where you 

can begin to work out some different zones and how you might think through those. 

Because this is the time away in your scheduling time, this would be something I would 

put in my scheduling time of creating my assembly lines, creating my zones. The cool 

thing is, once you’ve created a set of zones you can use them over and over and over. 

Alright?  

So, what this does is the same thing assembly lines does. It takes away the, “what do I 

do next?” Because, for instance, if I have made zoning for “the big 7”, the big 7 zone is 

going to have 7 stops through it. So I’m going to have 7 zones in that 1 overall zone. It’s 

going to be dynamics, articulation - and I know I’m not done working that concept 

through those 7 things until I’ve hit every one of those zones. It’s a physical place for 

you to check off. I can use that zoning structure whenever I’m working through chords, 

scales, learned a new lick, a new song. All of that one structure, I can put everything 

through that. If it’s traveling along the assembly line, it makes that stop it’s like, “time to 

go though the big 7.” And then it goes through the big 7, ok? So that’s how that works.  

Now, we can have physical zones, I gave you a good example of that - splitting the 

instrument up in different physical zones. We can have chordal zones. So we have 12 

major keys and 12 minor keys and we can decide that we want to work our chords 

through those or whatever that may be. Maybe you have modal zones. There are 7 

modes - Phrygian, Ionian, dorian, and all of those. Maybe we have that as a zoning 

stop, that’s our modal zone. We go through 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and we know every time 

our assembly line pulls us up to that zoning area we go, “ok we need to work this idea 

and see if I can apply the concepts of these modes to that zone.” Maybe we have scale 

zones, right? I’ve already gone through we have the 12 major scales. And we have 12 

harmonic minor. And we have 12 melodic minor. We have pentatonic. And we have 

chromatic. And we have whole tone scales. Lots of scales.  
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So we can use this idea - you can make the stop and, “oh this is my major scale zone 

area.” So I have 12 zones in this, so I go through those. Then I go over, “ok I have 12 

harmonic minor scales in this zone.” And I go through those. Ok, “now I go to the 

melodic minor and I have 12 zones to go through.” And we can work our idea through 

there. But. You don’t have to restructure the zones each time. You can take them and 

go, “ok new idea work it through the zones.” Here’s the deal - the content changes, but 

the assembly lines and zoning don’t. The structure stays the same.  

It’s like an assembly line with a car. We may have a different car at the end, and that 

may require us to put different little zones in there on the assembly line to make that 

particular car. But the overall system stays the same. The car starts ‘here’ and not put 

together, and ends up ‘here’ as a full blown car and we can reproduce that at any time 

that we want. It’s a very logical system. You can also have chord progression zones, I 

love doing this. So you have a series of, maybe jazz standards that you know. “Bye Bye 

Blackbird” or “Summertime” or “Autumn Leaves” or “My Funny Valentine”. What I would 

do is I would just make up 6 or 7 of those. Say, “this is my ‘song zone’ or ‘chord 

progression zone’.” So what I’m going to do is I’m going to take that idea and I’m going 

to go through and start with an easier one, you know? Maybe start with “Autumn 

Leaves” or a simple blues and you take that idea through there. Then you go to the next 

one “My Funny Valentine” and you go through that. Then you go through “Summertime”. 

So you’re working this through some very common songs that you’re familiar with that 

have chord structures that you feel are relevant to other songs.  

So by doing that, you’re taking something new and applying it to old knowledge. 

Remember that idea of chunking that we talked about? Those songs are chunks that 

you have already learned, don’t make it a new song that you don’t know. This is the part 

of your practice time that you need to know this song, you need to know the melody, 

you need to know the chord structure. Now we have an idea. I’m going to introduce this 

new idea into this old song that I’ve chunked that I can play like the back of my hand. 

What does that do for our learning? Remember the three levels of learning - we have 
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the cognitive, we have the autonomous, and then we have the automatic. What that 

does is, you’ve already got the song over here in the automatic, right? It’s in level 3. It’s 

arrested development. The only way we can kick it back to that first stage of learning is 

to introduce something new to it. So we introduce a new line that we are learning, or a 

new lick that we’ve developed into an idea. We introduce that there and we begin 

running it through that series. That takes us all the way through the three levels of 

learning again, it allows us to form myelin, allows us to go through deep practice with 

repetition. We’re learning the song at a deeper level. All of that. Do you see how that 

works together?  

These small concepts, the small stops along the assembly line, these zoning areas 

allow us to constantly kick something. Ok, I know this concept, now I want to kick it back 

to stage 1 because remember - that’s what the professionals do. That’s what experts 

do, they are constantly seeking to stay in stage 1. The amateurs stay in stage 3, they’re 

like, “I’ve got this, smooth sailing on easy street”, right? And the experts go, “I don’t want 

to stay here I have to do something different to kick this song back to here.” Ok? I would 

progressively make my zones harder, if you can do that. So I would start with like, 

maybe if you’re in a chordal zone. I would start with the keys that I was most 

comfortable in, and end with the keys that I was not as comfortable in. So progressively 

it gets harder. The same thing with the songs, I would start with an easy blues and I 

would end with “Giant Steps” if you are feeling progressive. Whatever you want to do. 

And as you learn those you’ll learn the songs at a deeper level, and then you’ll learn 

these concepts. You’ll be able to take that chunking thing, that thing where the song is 

automatic - and then you can take this new idea and focus on it. Remember, if you’re 

learning the song and the idea it’s not going to work because you are having to focus on 

too many things. But if the song’s already learned and it is in that automatic phase, you 

can now kick yourself back into phase 1 of learning, back in that cognitive phase, by 

introducing a new concept.  
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Zoning allows us to do that in a very consistent method. So by the time we hit that 

automatic phase, we know the next step to throw ourselves back into the learning 

phase. Alright? You can also have stylistic zones. So maybe you have a reggae zone 

and you have a rock and you have a…So. All of these can be applied in different ways 

and I’ll talk about it a little bit more in the extended assembly line lesson. So, again, 

watch assembly lines, zoning, extended assembly lines, watch all of those together. 

Because you’re really going to get the overall concept of what I’m talking about if you do 

that.  

It makes me think of a great teacher, if you’re a drummer you know his name - his name 

is Alan Dawson who is a great teacher and a great player. One of my old drum teacher 

took from him, and he had several systems that he put people through and he was 

known for these systems. One of them was “The Rudimental Ritual” that I’ve talked 

about before, I’ve used it as a warm up for years and as a launching pad for creativity. 

It’s really helped me. The other thing was he was known for - there’s a book called 

Syncopation. It’s a very simple book, it’s a series of syncopated notes that beginner 

drummers would use to learn basic subdivisions. So it’s like (hums rhythmic melody) 

that kind of thing, right? Well, he took that and applied it to jazz comping. That’s the 

chatter that you hear underneath a solo, the little snare drum chatter, the little kick drum 

chatter - they do a little something then the drummer does a little something.  

It’s very hard to learn how to function in that manner, so he took it and he made a 

system and you worked through the system. In other words, he made zones for this and 

he had 70 or 80 different ways that he came up to do this with. And he based it upon a 

series of short and long notes, based upon what the note was doing that’s what voice 

you played it on. And you started off with something simple. You started off playing right 

here on the ride cymbal, and then you started off with just the snare (sings swing time 

and rhythm), right? Then maybe we move it to the kick drum (sings melody). Then we 

move it to the tom (sings melody). Hi hat (sings melody), right? So you are moving it 

around the kit. Then you mix the voices (sings melody), right? I’m gonna sit here and 
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mouth drum for you all day. So, he worked it through that. It worked because it was a 

logical system and every time you got done with the other one, you knew the next step. 

By the time you got done with that, you knew all of these different methods to 

incorporate the drum kit into your comping. The only step that you needed to take at 

that point was to learn how to do it musically and not over play, and that’s another step 

in the zoning. 

So we can take that and apply it to zoning. It’s the same thing. He was limiting your 

focus by saying, “no, just play it on the snare drum.” Ok, I got it. “Now just play it on the 

tom.” Ok. “Now just the kick drum.” “Just the hi hat.” So he’s changing those things and 

it’s the same for your instrument. Limiting your number of tools is going to help you 

learn and it’s going to help open up your creativity.  

Another example would be Picasso during his blue period. He wanted to see if he could 

replicate things in blue. And he could. He was very good at it, right? But he has this 

whole time in his career where he was just doing blue and he was working himself 

through methods and trying to do that. That was his blue zone, right? And so, we can 

look at creatives across fields and they try to take times and they try to create systems 

that allow them to hone in on one set of things and then move to the next thing in a 

logical progression. The more they can do that, the quicker they can kick themselves 

back to that first phase of learning. Which is what makes the difference between experts 

and amateurs. It’s that deliberate practice and them staying in that first phase of 

learning by deliberately practicing. Attention, incorporating feedback loops, all of those 

things.  

So, I want your comments. Put your thoughts and your comments down about this. If 

you are not understanding something about that put your questions down there as well. 

I’m reading all of those, I really want to talk to you, I love the way I’m getting to know 

some of you with the emails and the comments, it’s great. The way I teach this is very 
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personal, or I try to make it as personal I can via an online outlet. So, put those 

comments down there and then jump over to the next lesson.

� !10


