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By Frank Ferraro, Ph.D.

want to share a few comments I've
heard from my students in drum
lessons recently: “Drumming is too
hard; I need to pick an easier instru-
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ment” “I don't have time for this, I want
to quit lessons.” “I can't play in front of
people, I feel judged.” “I see all these great
drummers on social media, I'll never be
that good.”

Sound familiar? These are all common
feelings (what I call “mental roadblocks”),
and I'm sure you have directly encoun-

tered them as either a student or a teach-
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er. Through a mixture of evidence-based
psychology findings, along with personal
student anecdotes, my PASIC presentation
aims to help you overcome these “road-
blocks” with practical behavioral strate-
gies rooted in the science of psychology.

TOPIC 1: EXPERTS ARE MADE,
NOT BORN

The first section will emphasize that
learning anything well will take signif-
icant effort, especially percussion and
drumset. However, the way you practice
matters greatly. You can waste time with
inefficient practice routines and not see
tangible results. I will emphasize the prin-
ciple of deliberate practice.! An important
conclusion from psychological research
will be emphasized: experts are made, not
born.

TOPIC 2: YOU'RE NOT A GOOD
DRUMMER

Drumming requires two important as-
pects of motivation: intrinsic drive and
growth mindset. Students who are able
to be motivated by personal goals (ie.,
intrinsically motivated), as opposed to ex-
ternal rewards or praise, will experience
more consistent practice and long-term
enjoyment of the instrument.> 2 Further,
drummers who view musical difficulties
as healthy challenges (a component of

growth mindset) will be more likely to
overcome obstacles when they arise.

One key aspect of intrinsic motivations
and growth involves teachers focusing on
the learning process, rather than telling
students they are “good” at what they do.
Praising “good” playing seems natural, but
if used too often, can undermine intrinsic
motivation and actually slow a student’s
progress when material becomes more
difficult.

TOPIC 3: OVERCOMING THE
JITTERS

Performance anxiety can be reduced
with understanding cognitive psycholog-
ical principles based on the person, the sit-
uation, and the task at hand. Understand-
ing the human stress response can also be
helpful in managing performance anxiety.
I will provide specific examples and relax-
ation routines that are effective.

TOPIC 4: CONNECT RATHER
THAN COMPETE

I will emphasize that cell phones are an
outlet for good and bad habits. Specifical-
ly related to drumming, social media can
lead to unrealistic social comparisons of
drumming skills and performances.* The
multitude of drummers on social media
may create a mental impression that they
are “better” or “more successful” players.



Highly edited and mistake-free perfor-
mances also create a false impression of
drumming that especially affects young
drummers.

Despite these drawbacks, I believe so-
cial media can be a powerful tool if used
to connect with an online community
of more advanced players. This can help
drummers more rapidly learn their in-
strument and build confidence. Related to
this, it is important to have “good inputs”
for your musical ideas, so I will highlight
several social media accounts that pro-
vide good inspiration, especially for young
drummers.

CONCLUSION

No musician, whether student or teach-
er, can expect music to be a simple path.
The difficulties will be numerous, and per-
haps a large degree of them will be mental.
The goals of this session include learning
how to overcome some mental obstacles
by adopting a deliberate practice routine,
growth mindset, understanding and man-
aging stress, and using social media to
your advantage psychologically.

Finally, the future of almost all human
abilities will involve understanding the
complexities of the brain. Thus, the field
of neuroscience will be critical for drum
educators to follow. Already, neurosci-
ence research is revealing intriguing ideas
about neural pathways (mirror neurons)
that may be linked to musical develop-
ment and creativity. I hope the future ex-
plorations of neuroscience will keep you
intrigued about the possibilities it holds
for drumming education.

In the meantime, the psychological
skills discussed in this session should in-
spire teachers to help their students be
better musicians, and ultimately mentally
healthier people.
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