
EdITS | February  4

How do you get to Carnegie Hall? Practice, practice. In a 
groundbreaking paper published in 1993, cognitive psychologist 
Anders Ericsson added a crucial tweak to that old joke. How 

do you get to Carnegie Hall? Deliberate practice. It’s not a minor 
change. The difference between ineffective and effective practice means 
the difference between mediocrity and mastery. If you’re not practicing 
deliberately — whether it’s a foreign language, a musical instrument 
or any other new skill — you might as well not practice at all. I was 
reminded of the importance of deliberate practice by a fascinating new 
book, Guitar Zero: The New Musician and the Science of Learning. Its 
author is Gary Marcus, a cognitive psychologist at New York University 
who studies how the brain acquires language. Marcus is also a wannabe 
guitarist who set out on a quest to learn to play at age 38. In Guitar Zero 
he takes us along for the ride, ewxploring the relevant research from 
neuroscience, cognitive science and psychology along the way. One of 
his main themes is the importance of doing practice right. “Hundreds 

of thousands of people took music lessons when they were young and 
remember little or nothing,” he points out, giving lie to the notion that 
learning an instrument is easiest when you’re a kid. The important thing 
is not just practice but deliberate practice, “a constant sense of self-
evaluation, of focusing on one’s weaknesses, rather than simply fooling 
around and playing to one’s strengths. Studies show that practice aimed 
at remedying weaknesses is a better predictor of expertise than raw 
number of hours; playing for fun and repeating what you already know 
is not necessarily the same as efficiently reaching a new level. Most of 
the practice that most people do, most of the time, be it in the pursuit 
of learning the guitar or improving their golf game, yields almost no 
effect.” So how does deliberate practice work? Anders Ericsson’s 1993 
paper makes for bracing reading. He makes it clear that a dutiful daily 
commitment to practice is not enough. Long hours of practice are not 
enough. And noodling around on the piano or idly taking some swings 
with a golf club is definitely not enough. “Deliberate practice,” Ericsson
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