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As musicians, individual practice is one of the most important and time-consuming activities we 
do. Although there are no cheats or shortcuts for spending long hours locked alone in a tiny 
room, there are ways to get the most out of your practice time.  
 
Streamlining practice can alleviate stress, help with time management, allow you to perform well 
under tight time constraints, open up time for other necessary music-related activities, as well as 
allow you to have a social life and get plenty of sleep without feeling guilty. 
 
The purpose of practice is to build myelin, a fatty substance which insulates axons that transmit 
electrical signals in the brain. The more a particular neuron is fired, the more layers of myelin are 
built. Complex actions, like playing a musical phrase, consist of a neuron circuit, or many 
neurons firing together to produce a single result. Myelin layers help the signal be transmitted 
faster along the axon, therefore making an action easier and faster. Anything we are skilled at is 
the result of a buildup of myelin along particular circuits. Skill is a cellular insulation that 
wraps neural circuits and grows in response to certain signals. 
 
So how do we put this to practical use?  
Every time we practice something correctly, myelin is formed along a circuit we want. Any time 
we make a mistake, myelin is formed along another circuit, making it easier for our brain to 
make that mistake again. When we make a mistake in the practice room, we must immediately 
stop, direct our attention to the mistake, think about how to fix it, then go back and play it again 
correctly. We can't un-wrap myelin, and therefore can't unlearn mistakes. We can only continue 
to build myelin where we want it.  
 
Three Rules for Deep Practice (from Daniel Coyle) 
1. Chunk It Up 

• Absorb the whole thing: can involve studying part without instrument, listening to 
recordings, singing the part, etc. 

• Break into chunks: use varying rhythms to focus on component pieces, then link chunks 
together in progressively larger pieces. 

• Slow it down: allows you to focus more closely on precision and to better catch errors, as 
well as start to gain an understanding of the skill's "blueprint," the interlocking skill 
circuits. 

2. Repeat It 
• The most important aspect of developing any kind of skill, but is only productive so long 

as you are able to be in the "zone" which we call deep practice – able to focus intently on 
specific goals, recognize mistakes, and provide yourself with feedback.  

3. Learn to Feel It  
• Recognize the signs of deep practice. 
• Key words: attention, build, alert, focus, mistake, repeat, awake, tiring. 
• Pick a goal. Reach for it. Evaluate gap between target and goal. Return to step one.  
• The more we develop a skill circuit, the less aware we are of using it. 

 



Kim Cassisa 

Other notes:  
There are studies that show that we retain the most information at the beginning and ending of 
each practice session (or lecture, presentation, rehearsal, etc.). Therefore, it is a good idea to 
work on music you are least familiar with at the beginning and end of every practice session. The 
middle is the best time to review materials you are already comfortable with. This is also a good 
reason to take frequent breaks while practicing – ten minutes of mental and physical rest for 
every hour of practice is a good rule. 
 
Studies show that taking notes by hand improves memory retention. It is always a good idea to 
take notes, preferably handwritten, during practice sessions. This will help you track progress in 
addition to helping the brain retain what you worked on.  
 
According to Coyle, most professionals (at anything) practice between three and five hours a 
day. In most of the "talent hotbeds" he visited, people practiced for less than three hours a day, 
but it was always intensely focused deep practice.  
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