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Introduction 

Whatever I did in my life, the biggest challenge for me was always practicing, to work 

consistently on deepening a certain knowledge. Usually, in the beginning, most things were 

easy for me. But when things started to get harder, instead of learning to work for something 

and practice efficiently, I would just blame myself for not being good enough to do it at once. 

For some reason, I started to develop huge expectation for myself and at the same time a bad 

feeling about practicing. I have a habit of setting unachievable goals for myself and when I 

would have to start making the steps to achieve it, I had to face that I cannot and I had failed 

in practicing and making the necessary consistent steps. I worked a lot on this topic over the 

years and I made a lot of observation on what worked, where I developed and what is still a 

big struggle. 

 Practice is necessary for the development of any kind of skill. So I decided that I want 

to dig deeper into the topic and structure my knowledge and experiences. By writing this 

thesis I would like to clear out why I have this big struggle with practicing and how I can 

make more conscious steps to overcome it, while at the same time it is a practice in itself 

because the idea came from my struggle with trying to make my super huge first thesis topic 

smaller and achievable. 

Many questions arose when I started working, for example: why do we need practicing 

to attaining a certain skill? What is practice? Repetition? Problem-solving? What goes on in 

our mind and body when we are practicing? What is effective practice? Is there a kind of 

practice which works in an opposite way? Is frustration a necessary part of practice? If yes, 

when does it become too much and unhelpful? Do you have to feel always the effectiveness 

of the practice right away? What are the good methods for practicing? How can we divide the 

problem into smaller parts? How can we keep up the motivation to practice? But maybe the 

two most important questions I could summarize my interest in are: how can a practice 

become effective and enjoyable? Is there such a thing as innate talent or it all comes down to 

the ability to practice? 

This paper may contain statements that can easily seem like clichés. But clichés are 

clichés for a reason. They are said so many times because mostly they are timeless universal 

truths. At the same time, they are interesting because they are often misunderstood because 

the depth of their true meaning can only be learned through experience. And with the layers of 

understanding, they get new and new meaning. The more we live, the more we can realize 
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how much truth clichés actually hold. The important question is how each one of us comes to 

this understanding. Clichés are tricky because it is seemingly easy to understand them, but the 

harder it is to really live by that understanding.  

Practice is similar to clichés, it seems obvious what it is and how it works. We often 

simply define it as ‘practice equals repetition’ and we stop there; if someone is not developing 

so fast, we say that he or she is not talented enough. But what talent actually is? Is there 

something like innate talent or the person simply has unconscious previous practicing 

experiences which are connected to the certain skill? Maybe they simply have better strategies 

to practice...  

This thesis is based on my experiences and knowledge I collected throughout the years 

of practicing different kinds of skills as a child; and through my studies in BCDA focusing on 

dance, movement, and performance related practicing, including learning to play an 

instrument, which is in my case guitar. In BCDA there is a big emphasis on personal practice. 

Every day there is an obligatory 90 minutes of individual work for digesting the material, free 

dancing, and bodywork. This put me it the position to engage with practicing consistently 

through a longer period of time. There is also obligatory creative work in each period (a year 

is built up from 5 periods, 5-10 week each), which gave me further space to observe the 

process of work and practice. 

Through my struggles with practice, I finally experienced a big development in my 

practicing and with this paper I wanted to trace back what are the changes that helped and 

influenced me in my development and what where factors holding me back. And at the same 

time experiment and learn more about the nature of practice. The references I used were 

collected on an associative base. It involved tracing back information that I collected prior to 

my writing, which I knew had a part in shaping my thinking. At the same time making further 

readings, which were supporting my present experimenting. I also took writing as practice, 

observing and documenting the process. I made a lot of notes on paper, made little sheets for 

organizing and drawings for illustration. I added my drawings and some personal experiences 

and viewpoints to the text with a light blue colored text.  
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1. What is practice?  

According to the online Oxford dictionary
1
, there are three main usages of the world 

practice that can be seen in this picture
2
: 

 

1. Practice 

 

This thesis deals with the third usage, for which my own definition is the following: 

  Practice is the act of repeatedly engaging in an activity with the intention to 

develop a certain skill. 

In both definitions, four important factors appear. The first factor can be connected to 

the first usage: that it is an action, an actual application of something, not just theory. The 

second is connected to the second usage: that it involves repetition, doing something over 

and over again. The third is that it has a goal, to improve or develop the action. The fourth is 

                                                 
1
 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/practice  accessed: 2018.05.07 

2
 The illustrations in this thesis are my own work unless ohterwise indicated. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/practice
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something that is called skill. In the following part, I will discuss these components more into 

detail. 

Action 

What is action? In the simplest way it could be defined as a movement, but then what 

about thinking? What about practicing mathematics, for example, division? It could be written 

down or acted out with objects, but it could still be simply practiced by thinking. Another 

example is that studies show that mental practicing, imagining, replaying something in the 

mind, can have a similar effect as normal practice and significantly more effective than no 

practice at all, if the act has already been performed physically. (Pascual-Leone, 1995) On the 

other hand, according to the theory of psychologist Jean Piaget, the first stage of thinking 

development is gained through our senses and learning of movement. (McLeod, 2015) By 

moving around the child experiences his or her body and the basic physical laws and objects 

of the world. Later he or she learns to name them and abstract concepts are added to them. 

(McLeod, 2015) For example, division which is a cognitive process of dividing numbers into 

different groups. But the concept, the thought, the understanding can be traced back to an 

experience, the memory of the movement of dividing the objects. The other example also 

works with the memory of the image of movement, and although the actual action may not be 

acted out, the studies show that the muscles react in a similar way. (Pascual-Leone, 1995)  

But then movement actually is the contraction of the muscles in a certain specified 

order. What controls this specified order is the neural circuits in the brain. The circuits are 

built from neural connections, step by step (actually by unconscious practice,) and wrapped 

by myelin. Myelin is the substance that surrounds the neurons, and by this allows the 

information to travel faster and more accurately. (Bosler and Greene) Actually, all that 

practice is building myelin. (Coyle, 2009, pp 30-53) And this leads to the second element of 

practice: repetition. 



8 

 

 

2. Myelin
3
  

Repetition 

 It is often said that practice equals repetition, but this simple statement can cause 

confusion. First, let us look at what repetition is. It is the act of doing the same thing again 

and again, giving the same information to the muscles, ’firing’ the same connections between 

the neurons, so myelin can wrap them, and make the action automatic. This process makes us 

able to act out without consciously going through each step. (Coyle, 2009, pp30-53) 

The question could arise how can be the ’right connections fired. That is something 

that is chosen by the mind through feedback, and evaluation, an information that comes from 

the experience of trying different versions. (later can be guided by a more experienced one, 

for example by a teacher but still has to be tried out by the individual) For example, a child is 

trying to walk, she tries to make the first step but something goes ’wrong’ and the child falls. 

She stands up an tries again probably a bit differently and slowly figures out what works and 

what does not.  

The important conclusion here to make is that repetition in practice is a conscious act. 

The action is monitored and corrected constantly trough tries and mistakes. Repetition in 

practice is filled with constant awareness and could be compared to problem-solving.  

Goal 

The aspect of the goal is basically already explained in the repetition part. Practice is 

not simply a mindless repetitive action, but a series of trials to achieve bigger or smaller 

goals. If one goal is too far away it can be broken down into several smaller goals. The tryings 

are evaluated compared to the desired goal and then new goals an approaches are taken. 

                                                 
3
 The pictures that served as a sample can be found on this page: https://www.selfhacked.com/blog/myelin/  

https://www.selfhacked.com/blog/myelin/
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Again, it is like problem-solving. A task or a problem arises and the person has to find the 

solution that solves the problem 

 3. Action, Repetition and Goal 

Skill 

In order to be able to improve, we need something to be improved. This subject is 

often called a certain skill. Skill could be defined as the categorization of knowledge. First, 

some basic starting form of a skill has to be built through experiences and from other 

knowledge and then it can be developed directly or indirectly. The concept of breaking down 

actions and capabilities into skills helps to target the problem. For example, if something is 

not working out with a music piece, it could be said that the rhythm is not punctilious 

therefore the sense of rhythm should be developed. Skills can be separated into two groups: 

flexible skill and constant skills (Coyle, 2009, pp 191-195)  

 

4. Skill 
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2. Key elements and the stages of practicing 

As it was mentioned in the previous chapter the key factors of practice are action, 

repetition, goal, and skill. In the next section, we will observe how these elements interact: 

What are the key elements of practice? What is the actual process of practice?  

The first important element of practice is the individual itself, without a (human) 

being there is no practice. Then necessary tools and surroundings are needed. For example, 

if one wants to practice guitar, a guitar is needed or an appropriate substitution tool for the 

skill. For example some violin teaching methods, they first use shoeboxes to teach the 

children the correct hold of the instrument. (Coyle, 2009, p192) For dancers, there is 

surrounding which is necessary, space for movement. A distinction can be made between 

necessary and optimal tools and surroundings. Without the necessary surroundings, practice 

is not possible but optimal surroundings can further support the practice. For example, a child 

may get an instrument to practice but if it is too big, it will be harder to practice on it. Or if the 

surrounding is really noise, the child cannot hear clearly what is played, and it will be hard to 

practice.  

5. Tools and surroundings 
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The actual process of practice starts with an input. Information comes from the 

outside world, that triggers a need in the individual for action. 

Then a strategy is created in the mind, either consciously or unconsciously, of how to 

try and achieve this desire. How to start? What to do?  

Then Action takes place, and it is followed by reflection.  

Reflection is an observation, a feedback on the outcome, which can develop, become, 

or integrate into the information input and the cycle starts from the beginning.  

6. Cycle (simple) 

This process can be guided or monitored by outside help. For example, a parent or a 

teacher can give the input, help to create mental strategies, and reflect on the action. 

Eventually, this outside help can get internalized and the developed process of practice can be 

done alone by the individual. The capacity to make mental strategies and individual 

observations and comparisons are developed, so the person is not so dependent on the 

’teacher’ anymore, and makes the actions individually. Still, the information exchange 

between people goes on forever, so does development and shaping of the structure, which 

could also be called learning.  

The concept of necessary and optimal can be applied also to the input, to the feedback 

and to the teacher. Both quality and quantity are important. The overdose of information can 

be as harmful as the lack of information. And the form and amount of feedback can make a 

big difference. 
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3. How does the cycle work?  

An input starts to set the system in motion. At first, probably a bigger strategy is made, 

from a wider perspective. A decision is made what to practice and how to start. Then when it 

gets to the action ideally an immediate reflection comes, an evaluation of the movement for 

example. Which becomes the new input and the cycle starts again. So the cycle goes around 

with each movement made with awareness. The focus can go into tiny details or come out to a 

bigger picture.  

 

7. Cycle (complex) 

Input 

First, a need is created for understanding and capability to recreate, relive, experience, or as a 

whole attain a certain skill. This need could also be called desire and the process motivation. 

Motivation is ’a reason or reasons for acting or behaving in a particular way’
4
. 

If there is no information input at all, nothing happens, the practice does not start at 

all, there is no motivating factor to do something. If the information is too low or not 

consistent, it can just stop the practice, lead to boredom and maybe another input takes 

                                                 
4
 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/motivation 2018.05.07 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/motivation
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charge. (which is not necessarily all the time bad, especially if it is conscious, putting to rest 

something and actively engaging something else can bring new insights, but if it is 

uncontrolled and against the intention, it is blocking the specific practice). If the input is too 

overwhelming, it can also cause a blockage. We start to feel incompetent to organize a mental 

strategy and to take actions. It can even result in a feeling of not having enough time, or even 

not seeing the possibility of achieving the skill. Furthermore, it can either stop us from taking 

the action completely, doing a halfhearted try, or doing it with tension and frustration, lack of 

self-value, feelings of shame and guilt. 

The information comes from the outside and reaches the mind through the senses of 

the body. Later the input can develop into a routine and get internalized. There is no separate 

outside input each time before practice but an inner need is created through the memory of the 

information. Although for the routine to keep up some amount of outside information is 

needed but the input can come less often. 

Strategy 

The strategy part is the ability to break down a problem, to make plans of how to 

approach the problem. It could be also called thinking or creative functioning.  

The information arrives through the sense and goes through a set of filters. Filters are 

dependent firstly on the present mental and physical level of the individual, prior fears and 

blocks and the point of view that is offered. Then the information is filtered by the personal 

thinking structure which is in connection with already existing knowledge.  

8. Filters
5
 

                                                 
5
 The inspiration came from a talk with fellow student Judit Polgár about students filtering information on class. 
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The already existing knowledge could serve as a reference point for connecting the 

information. This could also be called memory. After the processing of information, an idea 

or a strategy is created which will then form into action. 

9. Memory
6
 

A lot of factors rule this area; such as confidence, self- value and connected emotions.  

Confidence is the self-belief in the ability that the person will accomplish any task, it 

can be developed by repeating, recreating, reliving a certain thing (Joseph, 2012). Generally, 

confidence is used in a social situation, meaning that someone has belief in his/her own 

abilities to handle the situation and go through with the many possible outcomes. This means 

that the person has the experience of handling different situations. The same way confidence 

in strategic or creative thinking is built through the experiences of being able to function this 

way. Another way of describing practicing is gaining the confidence in a certain ability. 

Teacher (teachers can be all people who teach directly or indirectly through setting an 

example to the person) have a big influence in building the mental strategies. The metal 

structures can be copied and integrated into the own thinking and functioning. This 

mechanism can be either conscious or unconscious. Children do it automatically, but also later 

the more conscious coping with time integrates into the thinking and feels like an innate 

capability. It can even become part of the identity. 

Action 

Making the action is an essential part of practice. Action is the trial of the planned 

strategy. The information goes back to the outside world, either through verbalization, 

materialization or movement (or the combination of these). The outcome of the action tests 

the present level of understanding. It is important to keep the awareness and the constant 

interaction with the other parts of making observations, correcting, setting new strategies. 

                                                 
6
 The inspiration cam from psychologist Mérei Zsuzss on a class while she talked about the reference point for 

understanding. 
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interactions between body and mind. Practice is a constant conversation between these two 

elements. By the action, the mind is thought to reproduce certain movement patterns. By the 

constant awareness, the body is monitored by the mind in order to give better orders to the 

body.  

10. Body and Mind 

Reflection  

Reflection could be given simply by the body. Through awareness and observation, the 

achievements and mistakes are spotted and transformed into a mental information. The action 

contains all the information but it is hard to take notice of everything at once and evaluate the 

outcome. An image of the desired skill can help, it can set a comparison. For example, if a 

teacher shows a dance movement, with the right observation it can show the mistakes to the 

students compared to their own movement experience. Further help could be if the teacher 

actually explains the certain thing and gives verbal feedback to the student. Similarly to the 

information input, it is important to have the right level and amount of feedback compared to 

the students’ capacity and state. Actually, the feedback often becomes the new input and the 

two stages merge. 

The ongoing process of the cycle through the stages of input, strategy, action and 

reflection clears out understanding which by experiencing becomes our own knowledge and 

adds to the already existing one. 
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4. Misbeliefs that can block the cycle 

If we think of practice superficially, the part of the action may seem the most important 

but if we look at it more closely it is the right communication between body and mind. 

Although the action is a really important factor of practice many misbeliefs can block the 

cycle. This happens on the mental level, mostly on the stages of strategy and reflection, 

because those are the factors controlled by the individual and the decisions made on these 

levels determine the action. The reflection and input can come from an outside source 

(teacher) but it is filtered and altered by the individual both consciously and unconsciously. 

Consistency and starting to work 

The first block that can happen is that the practice does not start at all. Maybe there is 

an impulse but the taking of action is procrastinated (postponed to do later). The incapability 

to do something consistently and start it on time is often labeled as laziness. Perfectionism is 

sometimes used as a positive term but it can serve a cause of excessive procrastination. The 

positive usage of perfectionism is actually patience to work on details and precision. In the 

next part, I will clarify these notions more in detail.  

Procrastination 

Procrastination is the act of not starting to working on a certain task which is due and 

negotiating to do something else instead. Additionally, it often means that one postpones 

things to the last minute and either is not able to do something fully or to do it at all. It is 

really important to learn to start working on something sooner and sooner. That does not 

mean that one has to do everything right away but rather that one should learn to put some 

prior deadlines for the work. So one could work at a comfortable pace and not have the last 

minute rush. It is better to share something in time even if we do not feel that it is 100% ready 

than to negotiate the obligation away or to postpone it and be late with a ’more ready version’. 

Adam Grant (2016) mentions in his TED conference talk, that a certain degree of 

procrastination is beneficial. 

By not starting actively working on a problem right away, there is space for the brain 

to unconsciously start the digesting process which can lead to a more creative solution in the 

end. Only excessive procrastination is a real holding-back factor, which case actually means 

full avoidance of the problem. 
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I used to hold up the belief that someday something will click and that I will be 

effective and put in a lot of work. I imagined that it will come easily. So I convinced myself 

that it is not worth trying at the moment. I made myself believe that tomorrow I will do the 

extra work I missed today.  

Laziness 

If I am not practicing, I am lazy 

I used to think that I was lazy for not being able to practice and ’work hard’, and I 

would also judge people for being lazy.  

 There are people who are judged as lazy but are actually working much more than 

people who are labeled hard-working. They are simply working in the wrong direction, on 

another skill or they are fighting with emotions. (Cameron, 1992, 2002) Laziness is not really 

a personality trait, it is more like a state. The state of being uninspired to do a certain thing. 

 It is also important to differentiate between seeming lazy and feeling lazy. Seeming 

lazy is a judgment from the outside that has maybe nothing to do with the actual situation. 

The judgment of being lazy is irrelevant to the person unless one is dealing with a situation of 

teaching or co-operation and that should be addressed by questioning the other person. 

Whether we are or are not judged, is not under our control. Therefore, it is a question of 

integrity to keep up the work.  

On the other hand, feeling lazy is a state. It is the feeling that one would suppose or 

one would like to do something, but something is stopping him/her from doing it and giving 

up the more comfortable situation for the action, which can be a cause of many factors. It can 

be the lack of inspiring surroundings, lack of capability to find one's own interest, lack of self-

esteem, feeling of contentment, overly comforted situation, learned helplessness or 

internalized outer judgment of being lazy. The over-repetition of the state, the feeling of 

incapability to change it, or the acceptance of it may lead to a personal identification and self-

characterization of ‘I am lazy’ but it is not an innate personal trait. 

Perfectionism 

If I do something, it is only worth doing it if I will become the best at it. If that is not a 

possibility, I should give it up completely. 
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Perfectionism is strongly related to procrastination. If we cannot make something 

perfect right away it is tempting to convince ourselves that we should not start at all. Full 

perfection is not humanly possible, people are created as flawed, and every learning process 

involves making mistakes. To act with the knowledge of not being perfect requires 

vulnerability. Learning to be resilient with the feeling of vulnerability is very important. The 

work of Brené Brown (2012) can help a lot with understanding what vulnerability really is, 

and what are the emotions accompanying it. There is an important distinction between shame 

and guilt. While shame says ‛I am bad’, guilt says ‘I did something bad’. One can react to a 

mistaken act with any of them. None of them is a good feeling, but while guilt is saying ‛I did 

something bad’, it is constructive because it can encourage development in the future. Shame, 

on the other hand, identifies with the bad action and takes it as an attack on self-worth. That 

can lead to trying to avoid making an action at all. 

Patience 

I am not patient enough if I cannot keep up the practice. 

Similarly to laziness, I used to think that I am not patient enough to really practice 

something with a high level of precision.  

One could think of ’patience’ more as a skill that develops with personal growth and 

understanding. At the same time, it is also connected to value. Patience could be defined as 

the ability to deal with emotionally more challenging situations in a balanced way. It may not 

be an innate personality trait. It is strongly determined by one’s learned pattern through 

growing up but it is a skill that can be developed. While one can train it with developing more 

compassion and understanding for oneself and others, it is also connected to personal value. 

What does one value enough to be patient with? What does one value enough to stick with, 

not to go away from, and work through even if harder emotions arise? Patience is also 

connected to judgment. One gets frustrated by the others and judge them because it brings up 

something inside the person that one does not like. Patience in practice means that one values 

the desired skill enough to deal with the harder emotions and the amount of work it requires to 

attain it. To have the patience to work on details and precision, one has to get to the point 

where one values them. 

Hard work and discipline 

 Another notion is that practice requires hard work and discipline which can be true 

but easily misunderstood. Hard work is often mixed up with suffering. Practice necessarily 
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involves struggles. It is not easy because it often does not involve instant pleasure but if it is 

done right it can be a really rewarding process.  

Discipline is often pursued by making rules appear as an order from the outside. Two main 

tools for that are punishment and praise. Both can be misused and block mistakes which is a 

necessary part of practicing.  

Hard work vs Joy 

Enjoying a process means that I don’t work hard enough  

As a child, I attained many skills through playing. I did not know what I was doing I just 

engaged in activities that interested me. Then I was spotted as ‘talented’ and told to practice in 

order to get even better. This idea confused me and left me thinking that practice is probably 

something difficult and hard. If something had come with ease and joy, I would feel that ‘I am 

cheating’ 

It is often said that achieving something requires hard work and practice. We may 

misunderstand this and feel that without struggling we are not actually practicing.  

Punishment and Selt-Punishment 

If I punish myself enough, eventually I will learn the thing  

This idea of punishing is connected to the idea that ‘I am lazy and wrong’. If I cannot 

work hard enough for something, I would punish myself to an extent that I feel really really 

bad that eventually I cannot bear it and I will start to do something. 

It is hard to let go of this thinking because it does work to a certain degree. That is 

why parents and teacher use punishment. It brings someone out from the comfort zone and 

triggers survival instincts. It gives the message to the person if one does not do a certain thing 

one is not safe, so it triggers action. This kind of thinking is a big holding-back factor because 

the action is tied to the need to make someone approve our work. Otherwise, we are not loved 

and shame comes into the picture. 

Praising 

I am talented and intelligent 
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 Growing up I received feedbacks of being talented and intelligent. It put a lot of 

pressure on me, it led me to a feeling of having to fulfill these evaluations and avoiding of 

failing them. It made me expect from myself to achieve something really great in life.  

There is a study on how the appreciation of effort versus ability effects motivation and 

work. In the study kids first had to do a test with relatively easy tasks. Then they were divided 

into two groups. One group was phrased for their efforts the other for their intelligence, for 

example ‘you must have been working really hard’ or ‘you must be really intelligent’. Then 

they did a harder test and the ones who were phrased for their efforts did significantly better. 

If one is appreciated by talent and intelligence one is motivated to keep up this image and 

avoid mistakes. In contrast, if one is appreciated for efforts that encourages him or her to take 

further challenges and to put in more effort. (Cimpian, 2007) 

Making mistakes 

I should know exactly every detail beforehand in order to avoid practicing the wrong thing  

I often thought that I don’t have enough information to start making something 

perfect. The teachers didn’t tell me the information well enough, my knowledge is not 

complete yet. I was really afraid if I practice the wrong thing that will really harm me and it 

will just cause me even more work. 

Fear of imprinting mistakes can cause blockage in practicing. One has to realize that 

one will eventually practice wrong things, but making mistakes is part of a process. Knowing 

what is wrong will give a better understanding of what does.  

Social benefits and outside goals 

Beside the avoidance of mistakes, another misusage of punishment and phrasing is that it can 

lead to an outside perspective, to think more about others opinion and outside goals to be 

achieved. The inner motivation from the process can shift to social benefits. The social 

pressure can emphasize the expectations of hard work and lead to unnecessary suffering. For 

example, in the picture of the suffering artist, building destructive behaviors or by pushing 

into fake practice. Another social expectation is to create something new and original. Let 

us observe some of these notions more in detail. 

Goal versus  process 

Someday I will become the example guy, the good professional, the best. Someday I will be 

professional and I will just know it all 
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I used to take the goal to be appreciated for my skills more important than the actual 

skill. I wanted to become the role model, the example person who makes no further mistakes. 

Is important to face with the fact that learning has no real limits, no end, there is so 

much possibility in the world that is cannot be all mastered through the time of a human life. 

Mastering one skill perfectly is also impossible. With more knowledge and understanding, 

more possibilities arise for further development. The goal should not be to achieve something, 

but the process of working in a certain direction. It may lead to achievement by the terms of 

humanly set-up parameters, but that does not stand as a proof of mastery from the point of 

view of the doer. Simply said: satisfying the ego is not possible, therefore one should go 

around it and not to work for it. 

Social Benefits and Inner motive 

I have to do work which is for the benefit of the society 

I felt a really strong need that I have to build a career that serves the society. 

Otherwise, nothing is worth doing.  

It is a good thing if the work benefits the society, but it is not healthy if this comes 

from the need to be approved as good and successful. This need could be also phrased as a 

need substituting love and acceptance from the outside, instead of having an inner 

contentment and an autonomous self. If one is not able to possess the minimum amount of 

selfishness to do things for one’s own well-being and enjoyment, then one cannot be a true 

benefit for the society, because that way the person is completely dependent from the outer 

impulses and approvals. If one can live and do work with integrity and self-work that can 

result in giving value also to society then it cannot take the priority of one’s own basic needs. 

It is hard to give oneself permission because selfishness is looked at as a completely bad 

quality. By allowing ourselves to make an act out of selfishness we are risking judgment and 

disconnection from others.  

 

Fake practice 

Sometimes I knew that I was supposed to practice but felt incapable to get into an 

effective practicing mode. I had this image how practice supposed to look like and tried to 

force myself into that. I was also struggling with the possibility of people watching my 

practicing and I developed this outside eye of how my practice probably looks like.  
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The term ‘fake practice’ comes from Kristof Várnagy, ballet and repertoire teacher at 

BCDA, but the same teaching can be found in many different forms and expressions. In the 

process of learning it is dangerous to engage in fake practice. We may pretend that we are 

practicing as result of outside obligation or expectation but it is not useful if we are not able to 

engage in it actively with the right intentions and awareness. If we are engaged in fake 

practice we are practicing a false image. We are firing the circuits of struggle which could 

actually work in an opposing way to our development. It is important to learn to be alone in 

the presence of others. (Winnicott, 1958) 

Another way of approaching the phenomenon of fake practice is described in this 

quote by Terry Laughlin: ’Make a commitment to avoid ’practicing struggle’ at any stage. 

Anytime you feel yourself losing control, stop and rest, regroup at the prior drill or skill, or do 

both. If you don’t, you’ll simply end up imprinting struggle in your muscle memory and your 

body will naturally revert to inefficient patterns whenever you get a bit tired.’ (Laughlin, 

2012, p121) 

Originality and Plagiarism 

I have to create something new that didn’t exist before 

I felt this pressure that I have to create something new, something original in order to 

be successful and appreciated and serve my talent. And I would get frustrated if I could feel 

that I took an idea from someone. 

Eventually, a lot of great thinkers came to the realization that there is nothing 

completely new to say or do. If one is looking deep enough, one will probably find something 

similar that has been done or said already. The writer William Ralph Inge wrote: ’What is 

originality? Undetected plagiarism’
7
 So everything contains parts that are already existing, 

what makes them different is the selection and digesting process (which could be called 

creative process) of one's mind. The question may arise why do it then if it is not new. Firstly, 

because it is the (only) way to make that knowledge into really one’s own understanding, and 

secondly how the author André Gide put it: ’Everything has been said before. But since 

nobody listens we have to keep going back and beginning all over again’
8
 One could also say 

that the basic teaching of life remains the same so every generation has to make their way 

                                                 
7
 Quote available at http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-

00005771 (accessed 13/05/2018  
8
 Quote available at http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-

00004815?rskey=BEFRLa&result=1 (accesed 13/05/2018) 

http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-00005771
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-00005771
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-00004815?rskey=BEFRLa&result=1
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826719.001.0001/q-oro-ed4-00004815?rskey=BEFRLa&result=1
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through understanding them. And that eventually leads up to some ’seemingly’ new ideas, but 

the core message stays the same. By the way, these quotes and the phrasal verb ’put it’ were 

stolen from the book Steal Like an Artist by Austin Kleon (2012) 
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5. Techniques for changing the cycle of practice 

The mental level of practice is really determinative. What can actually cause a change? Often 

simply understanding the problem, the mechanism of something, the hidden elements of a 

certain function can set a change in motion. This is why observing the mental blocks and 

common misbeliefs can be beneficial. Probably the most important factors are the mindset 

and mental strategies which are used in facing the problems. These I will address in this 

chapter. The third element which can help with the change is to learn from professional, to 

copy the already working strategies and tricks of people who are already good at practicing. 

The next chapter will contain some information about this. 

Mindset 

 A lot of thinking systems are based on activity, on doing more. For example, strengthening 

muscles, working harder, making new ideas etc.. Controlling has a big role in making the 

future planned and predictable but there is another kind of mental attitude of letting go, doing 

with less and letting things naturally unfold. Some examples of this are Minimalism, 

Vipassana, and Alexander technique. All of them have a similar approach of ’less is more’. 

While Minimalism focuses on the material level, Vipassana emphasizes more the mental and 

Alexander technique is approaching the concepts through the body. 

Minimalism 

Minimalism is a concept and a movement that states that people should only own 

things that really give value to their lives. By an effect of consumerism and capitalism people 

generally have too many belongings that they do not need. By getting rid of possessions, 

clearing the clutter, one gets also mentally more focused and pure in terms of values 

Vipassana 

Vipassana is a meditation technique. The word ’vipassana’ means seeing the world as 

it is. The method I learned is in the tradition of teaching by S. N. Goenka. It is said to be the 

meditation technique of the Buddha kept in its original form in Burma. It was brought back to 

India in the XX
th

 century. In the last few decades, it has been spreading around the world and 

became more and more well-known in Europe and North America. The technique is thought 

in meditation centers and in 10-day off center courses. The 10-day course is necessary for the 

experience-based proper teaching of the technique. There are many rules helping the deep 

practice. There is no contact with the world outside of the course, no talking between students 

and strict daily schedule from 4:30 am till 9 pm which solely consists of activities of 
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meditation, meals, an hour of videotape of the teaching of S. N. Goenka and some resting 

time for sleeping and walking.  

The technique in its practical terms is simple. It supported by teachings for further 

understanding but has no religious bound. The course starts with three days of Anapana 

practice which is the practice of observation of the natural breath, for sharpening the mind and 

deepening concentration. Afterward starts the actual practicing of Vipassana. It could be 

simply described as systematic observation of sensations on the body with keeping a balanced 

mind. The teaching says that our unconscious is actually always present in our body in the 

forms of sensation. By observing the sensations on the body and teaching the mind not to 

react with craving or aversion, we can teach our mind to avoid ignorance and old habitual 

patterns and perceive the present moment as it is. 

Alexander technique 

Alexander technique (Craze, 1996) is a method hard to categorize. The technique 

works with the basic principle that thinking effect functioning of the body. Therefore making 

a change in thinking can alter the movement habits and get rid of unnecessary tension in the 

body. According to the Alexander teaching, the body and the spine have its natural balancing 

position but as growing up by unnatural stimulus most people lose this natural balancing, 

create tensions in the body and develop bad posture and movement habits. One of these big 

misleading influence factors are chairs. The human body is not anatomically designed to sit 

on chairs and as people are spending a big amount of time sitting on chairs from a relatively 

young age this hugely affects the system. What makes the situation worse is that children are 

not taught how to sit efficiently. They are often told to sit up straight but that creates an 

opposing overcorrected posture that they try to maintain. F. M. Alexander developed his 

technique because he wanted to be an actor but he had problems with losing his voice. He did 

not have problems with his voice from regular daily life so he started to observe what is he 

doing differently while acting. He realized by looking in the mirror that he starts to hold his 

neck differently as he is preparing for an acting speech. So he slowly thought himself to 

‘inhibit this habit’, ‘let go of the unnecessary tensions’ and ‘let his neck be free’ while 

speaking up. He regained his voice and was able to go on with acting. But he became more 

famous for his finding during this voice regaining process, in which people got interested in 

seeing his achievements. He started to teach them and it later developed into a technique.  
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The basics principles of Alexander technique is that the head sits on the top of the 

spine and has a direction of up and forward. The direction of the head is followed by the spine 

all the way from the pelvis, including it as part of the torso. It is advised to learn Alexander 

technique with a help of a teacher who helps with touch to direct the attention, clear the 

directions and let go of tensions. It is thought through physical principles of the body but the 

teaching strongly involves the mental functioning and philosophical viewpoints. Therefore the 

technique can also help to eliminate mental and emotional patterns.  
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6. Learnings and Tips 

What are the factors that could be improved in the process of practicing? The first 

important thing is to start the practice and to keep it up. Then to make the practice effective 

and enjoyable. And finally, to constantly have a clear direction. I attached these values 

separately to the stages of the cycle, although their right functioning is influenced by all the 

stages: 

Input is responsible for starting and keeping it up. 

The strategy is to be effective. 

Action needs to be enjoyable. 

Reflection’s role is to give direction. 

We will now observe how these factors can be improved. 

Starting and keeping up 

The element which fuels the practice is generally called motivation or as D. Coyle 

phrases it, ignition. As practice necessarily involves some level of struggling, there is an extra 

energy that we need invest in the process. This energy can come from primal cues. For 

example, from the desired future belonging to a certain group or from fear generated from 

losing safety or facing with mortality. (Coyle, 2009, pp 97-120). 

Constant too big challenges are not beneficial. They lead to a sense of failing and the 

comparison to the others who succeed (probably because of prior knowledge) turns the failure 

into a feeling of shame (’I must be wrong that I can’t do this’) and that leads to low self-

esteem which blocks further achievements. A contrasting low level of challenges can set a 

false sense of confidence and ego which can lead to avoiding practice by making it seem 

pointless and boring. Ideally, a teacher can help to set the level of the challenge in a right 

balance with the present skill level of the individual. We also have to learn to do it by 

ourselves during practice and at the same time strive for a surrounding which fits the level of 

our capabilities and interests. 

In order to trigger oneself to start working, it can be helpful to learn not think about 

everything as a final product. A system like a school can really help in learning this 

functioning. It is important to keep in mind that a creative process mostly has the following 
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steps: first investing energy in it, making variations, making more material than necessary, 

then editing later and selecting the best parts. Maybe not all of the work will have a good 

outcome. There may be some valuable part of a lesson that one has to learn from it. Not 

everything has to be a finished artifact. But each trial and dead-end has its importance in the 

learning process. Maybe it is the mistake necessary for the skill to be attained. 

11. Editing 

There can be a conflict in between work within a strong frame of rules and routine or 

with a free following of impulses and flow. Actually, both of them are important. If one is 

mostly able to work in a free kind of way, it can be very useful to learn to push oneself to fit 

into the frame of rules. With that, one can feel like the freedom of creativity is being lost but 

once the other skill is attained, one can find the creativity back and get the two things in 

balance.  Find ’freedom within the frame’, as Kristof Varnagy said during repertoire work. 

Effectiveness 

The effectiveness of a practice is strongly dependant on the mental strategy that is 

used. Of course, reflection can help to develop the strategies. It is important to arrange the 

strategies to the present level of each skill. At the beginning of the learning process, the 

knowledge of the whole picture is so low that an overly conscious practice it not yet 

necessary. An intuitive and not so conscious repetition could serve the learning well. Children 

should be let to explore the skill in a playful surrounding until enough motivation is built to 

be introduced to deliberate practice. (Ericson, 1993) Deliberate practice is a consciously 

aimed practice filled with awareness into developing details. 

Chunking-up is one of the most important tools of deliberate practice. It means that the 

skill is divided into subskills or smaller tasks. (Coyle, 2009, pp-79-80). For example, a 

rhythm, concentration or adaptability could serve as a subskill. One movement or a movement 
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of one body part could be a smaller task. Chunking-up can help in setting the right level of 

challenge.  

12. Chunking-up 

The nature of effective practice also depends on the type of skill that we are building. 

In the book ’The Talent Code’, Daniel Coyle (2009, pp 191-195) writes about how different 

skills need a different form of training. How the neural circuits which are being built during 

practice, have a different form. For example, a football is a flexible skill where fast reaction 

and spontaneity is important, while violin requires a consistent ability to reproduce something 

the same way. While flexible skills can be thought with less interaction from the side of the 

teacher and more self-realization, constant skill needs more corrections for building a proper 

base.  

13. Skill Form 

Often chunking-up is not enough, slowing-down is also needed. Making something 

slow gives space for correcting small details. It gives time for myelin to rewire the right 

neural circuits. (Coyle, 2009, 84-85) Doing something slow could seem boring, but with the 

right awareness and set task, it is the necessary speed making a change. If the task is in 

balance with the slowness, it requires as much concentration as a faster tempo. In that case 

boredom is not a question anymore. 
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After chunking-up and slowing-down it is important to build thing back up. If it is not 

connected to the whole, it remains a separate skill, another neural circuit. In order to build 

things back up, bigger and bigger chunks can be built and the tempo can be gradually faster 

and faster. 

It is important to realize that doing something on our own could be looked at as a 

separate skill which also needs practice. The presence of a more skilled individual can help to 

experience new levels and break limits but this knowledge has to be incorporated into our 

own. For this teaching Zoltán Batyu Farkas (folk dance teacher of BCDA) used the analogy of 

being an octopus and sticking on to other people’s knowledge will not work if the individual 

is gone. 

14, Integrity
9
 

Enjoyment 

Practicing involves some level of struggle but if it is done right it can become a really 

rewarding process which fuels the further engagement. With the right level of difficulty of a 

task, we can be completely present in the process and we can achieve a concentrated state 

which is often referred as Flow state. 

The ‘flow’ is a term used in positive psychology. It is commonly used in association 

with the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2004), a Hungarian psychologist who is based in 

the USA. Flow refers to a state where one gets engaged in an activity so deeply that forgets 

about outside factors, time and physical needs and only focuses on that certain activity. In this 

state, the work seems effortless, easy and fulfilling. We could also call it a state of happiness. 

The ability to get in this flow state requires certain pre-knowledge, pre-existing skill in the 

activity and the level of the task’s challenge has to be in balance with the level of the skill. 

                                                 
9
 The inspiration came from Zoltán Batyu Farkas, folk dance teacher of BCDA, talking on class about integrity. 
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Otherwise, other states dominate the action like boredom and anxiety. If the level of the 

challenge is too low compared to the skill level, we get boredom, relaxation or control. In the 

opposite case, it is apathy, worry, anxiety and arousal that take over. 

15. Flow
10

 

In order to be able to concentrate on the process, we have to get rid of 

overemphasizing the outcome. One way to this is to get deprived of the obligation of the 

activity and get bored to regain a sense of interest in the activity itself. (Neill, 1960) Another 

way to realize the importance of the process itself is to push our limits into achieving a certain 

goal until we realize there is no real end. Therefore it is not worth to run after the goal. It is 

better to enjoy the process.  

Naturally, sometimes a certain plateau is hit or a new insight comes that changes the 

whole picture. Often the two come together and as a result of the other. This phenomenon can 

require that we go back to the basics and build a new base for the skill. 

16. Plateau and New Insight
11

 

                                                 
10

 The picture is based on Mihaly Csíkszentmihalyi’s picture in the book called ’Flow, The psychology of 

optimal experience’.  
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Direction 

Goals should not be confused with directions. It is really important to have clear 

directions to work towards. They are constructed from values and interests and they are 

constantly changing new experiences. It is the role of the reflection process to orientate our 

values. The role is to determine the next important step to make. 

It is important to be conscious of our values when learning a certain technique in order 

to be able to get the development we need the most and to integrate it into our own work. 

17. Form
12

 

Another important factor is the outside feedback that influences the direction we take. 

Outside reflection can be controlled by choosing right people and surroundings for 

constructive feedback. It is important to learn to take criticism. What can help is to work 

towards detaching feedback from self-value. Work is not the evaluation of the one’s 

worthiness. If we look at our actions as communications of our own understanding of 

something, we can look at feedback as a reflection on how much of that understanding got 

transmitted and what are the possible flaws and missing elements in ours. Feedback should be 

detached from the pure evaluation of good or bad and replaced by direct information. It is also 

important to detect hurtful criticism and separate information from the ‘attack’. It is often hard 

to make protection against destructive criticism because it also contains some level of ‘true’ 

information besides the attacking wrapping.  

Besides outside feedback, it is important to develop the skill of self-reflection and 

monitoring. For this, a useful tool is keeping a notebook. Dividing observations into to an 

opposing notation system can help to identify the restraining force in practice. A page can be 

divided in half and there can be written on the top of the parts ‘What worked…’ and ‘What 

not…’. If we make observations while practicing or working on something we can write on 

                                                                                                                                                         
11

  The inspiration is pased on photo desribing precieved and actual skills: 

https://petapixel.com/2014/10/13/dunning-kruger-peak-photography/ 

The inspiration comes from hungariand folk dance class and connected to an improvisation exercize. 



33 

 

 

the two columns. This can help in not just realizing the patterns and habits but to put them 

into opposition to the solution. 

18. What worked and What not 
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Conclusion 

To summarize my thesis I will look at the questions I had to begin with: 

How can practice become more effective and enjoyable? 

Practice is a repeated action with a goal, an intention to develop a skill. Practice is like 

problem-solving and the process could be represented in a system of a cycle with four stages 

(Input, Strategy, Action, Reflection). Similarly to clichés knowledge concerning to practice is 

easily misunderstood and the depth of their true meaning can only be learned by experience. 

Misunderstandings and misbeliefs can cause blockage in the cycle. Understanding of the 

blocks can help to restore the natural flow of practicing. In order to gain back the ability to 

invest in an activity for the sake of the process, it is important to overlook our mental 

strategies. Techniques involving the concept of less is more and purifying can help to make a 

change in the mindset. In order to be able to be present in the process and achieve a state of 

flow, it is important that the level of challenge and the level of the skill are in balance. 

Chunking-up and slowing-down can help in setting the right level. By reflection, we can learn 

to consciously filter information and to set tasks for ourselves.  

Is there such a thing as innate talent or it all comes down to the ability to practice? 

Practice is a constant interaction between body and mind. Practice is a skill in itself 

and it can be developed. Practice is more important than talent. Innate talent could probably 

be traced back to prior undetected or unconscious practice. What the innate part could be is 

the interest that we get to engage in a certain activity and practice it. 

 

The work on this thesis gave me a lot of new insight. My practice developed to a 

whole new level. Although it is narrower than my first topic it is still a really wide subject. 

There are a lot of thoughts and elements, which could not fit into these pages and topics that 

could be further investigated. I am grateful for what I gained from this work and I realize the 

importance of sharing this knowledge because I believe that it is relevant to all fields of study. 

Learning to practice should be an important part of education. 
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