
Your Mastery Piece

My friend and student, Leslie, leafs through a three-ring notebook of songs that she has 
collected over time. Some she has downloaded from the Internet, while others found 
their way into her book by way of a friend, a jam, a workshop, or a class. 

"You know what?", she says. "I've got a lot of great songs in here, and I can manage to 
strum my way through most of them, but when it comes right down to it, I don't think 
there's even one song I could say I play especially well."

Another friend and student, Tom, leafs through his songbook too, but his reaction is 
different. He says, "I can pretty much play these songs in my book, but I'm kind of 
getting bored with them, and how I play them. They're all beginning to sound the same 
to me. I wish I could find a way to kick my playing up a level or two, get inspired, learn to 
play some songs with new riffs or rhythms that make me feel like I'm actually getting to 
be a better player."

How about you? Do you feel you can't play any one song all the way through especially 
well? Or, are you bored with what you know now, ready to grow, and hungry for a 
challenge? 

Good news: there's a perfect remedy for this common predicament, and it's called a 
Mastery Piece. The fact that you're feeling stuck where you are right now with your 
music will be radically and wonderfully shifted when you take on a Mastery Piece. 

When I mention the term 'Mastery Piece' to you, you might think, "oh no, that sounds 
way over my head! I'm not ready for anything with the word Mastery in it! Yikes!'

The truth is this: the exact opposite is true. 



Your Mastery Piece is not over your head, and, you are absolutely ready. In fact, that's 
the whole point. 

We tend to think of 'mastery' as a rarefied expertise, being super-good at doing 
something extremely difficult. But let's take another look at the word and its meaning. 
Expertise, yes, as in, being able to do a certain task with ease, essentially by second 
nature. The feeling is: you know what you're doing. You've got this. 

You can tie your shoes. You can make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. You can drive 
you car and flick the turn signal or windshield wipers when needed, without looking all 
around for the switch. You can claim mastery of these skills and many more because 
you can do them with confidence and ease. 

Mastery is all about your state of mind and state of ability to complete a specific 
undertaking well. The activity itself does not have to be rarefied and inherently difficult. 
We amazing humans can achieve mastery at any number of a zillion activities - from the 
far-out extraordinary, to the basics of daily life - including the musical miracle of playing 
a song well. 

What is a Mastery Piece?
  
A Mastery Piece is a single song that you choose, and make a special commitment to. 
The plan is for you to become comfortable playing this piece all the way through, start to 
finish, with confidence and relaxed enjoyment. This will not only add a song to your go-
to repertoire, but it will also invite you in a transformative experience of musical 
engagement and growth. 

Developing your Mastery Piece immerses you in a musical relationship of wholeness 
with a piece of music. It's the whole song, the whole package deal of chord-changes 
and rhythms and lyrics and riffs, played by the whole you, all in, finely focussed and at 
the same time, relaxed and enjoying the process. 



A Mastery Piece is not a labored strain to learn to play something that is currently way 
over your head, rife with fancy new riffs and twisty chords. It's not meant to be a Mount 
Everest slog, where you're stretching far beyond your current comfort zone to 
accomplish something wildly difficult. 

There is definitely a time and a place for taking on that super-ambitious, technically 
difficult pieces. That is a whole other kind of project, filled with excitement, challenge, 
and opportunity. We will get there in another chapter, I promise!

But meanwhile, back to you, and your Mastery Piece.

How Do You Choose a Song for your Mastery Piece Project?

The key to a perfect Mastery Piece is that you choose a song that you love, that can be 
played beautifully with skills that are in alignment with your current comfort zone. Not 
some way-over-your-head piece that your judgmental inner voice asserts "you should 
be able to play by now, considering all the time you've had to practice this instrument". 

If that negative self-critical voice even dares to open its mouth, please ask it to just stop 
talking. Put your hands over your ears, yell "na na na na" and refuse to hear it. There 
are no "shoulds" here, and no place for negative self-judgement. It simply is 
unnecessary, and categorically unwelcome. So hush, self-criticism, just hush.

You love music and music loves you and you wouldn't be reading this book if that were 
not the case. Allow yourself to love the music in you, regardless of its so-called 'difficulty 
level'. 

Look at the songs you have collected that you feel you could learn to play well, given a 
focussed step-by-step approach which you will learn in this chapter. Or, look at your 
song wish-list, and see if a song jumps out at you - but is not wildly over your head. 
(sure, I want to play like Jake Shimabukuro too, but the fact is there's a towering 



mountain of pre-requisites I'd need to get under my belt before ever coming even 
remotely close to his virtuosity. Not gonna happen.)

It can be tempting to equate musical exquisiteness with musical complexity, but the fact 
is, music can be stunningly beautiful even when it is very spare and simple. Like a 
buttercup: one fine little wildflower with four insightful yellow petals. A mesmerizing four-
note tune played soulfully on a wooden flute. A sweet four-line lullaby played for a 
sleepy baby. What's not perfectly beautiful about that? 

If your comfort zone is two chords and a simple strum, then so be it. Let's find a great 
song that can be played beautifully with that skill-set. If your comfort zone is at a more 
advanced level, but you're bored with it, then let's choose a great song that moves you 
forward into new and exciting abilities. 

Your Mastery Piece could be a 2-chord summer-camp memory, a 3-chord campfire folk 
song, a gritty bluesy lament, a chirpy vintage shuffle, an 8-chord classic rock power-
ballad from your younger years, or a new song you just discovered and have fallen in 
love with. 

Just be sure that it's a song you love, and difficulty-wise, it is in, or very close to, your 
current comfort-zone. You'll already have a leg-up towards success when love and 
ability are in place.

Whatever song you choose to focus on, working on your Mastery Piece will do powerful 
things for you as a developing musician. Because your Mastery Piece is one song, 
which you will nurture through a clear and specific practice process, you'll be actively 
witnessing your skills improving right before your eyes. Your improvements will show 
themselves to you in undeniable detail. 
 
And oh what profound good this does for your musician's heart and soul! Not to mention 
you'll be able to rise to the occasion when someone says, "so I hear you've been 
learning to play. Play me a little something, would you?". Of course you don't have to 



comply, but at least you'll know you could if you felt like it. And knowing that about 
yourself and your music feels really good.

With a Mastery Piece successfully under your belt, when you find a few spare moments 
of quiet at home, you can pick up your instrument and play your song, just for yourself. 
No struggle, just a quick-dip into the solace of your musical self, and a song you know 
so well, it has become a precious friend.

The musical advances you experience while working on your Mastery Piece are specific 
and direct. Where one particular juncture in the song used to be clunky and awkward, it 
is now becoming smooth and sleek. Where one particular tricky note or chord used to 
feel chronically off kilter, it is now coming into focus, growing clearer, cleaner, and easier 
every day. Transitions are smoothing out, crescendos are rising with grace, resolving 
with satisfaction. You and your song are developing a symbiotic relationship. 

What does this do for your core beliefs about your ability to be a continually growing 
musician? It defies your doubts, and it proves your potential. Your tangible growth flies 
in the face of any inklings you may harbor that you're not capable of all that much when 
it comes to music. You're becoming a better player, in real time, right before your own 
eyes and ears. Notice it, let it in, listen to it, feel it, believe it, love it.

A cautionary note: because the song you choose for your Mastery Piece is in, and not 
wildly above, your comfort zone skill-wise, it can be tempting for your mind to drift down 
a self-deprecating detour of doubt or dismissal.  'Yeah, so what, I can play this song. But 
it's just this silly little song that anybody could play'. 

Do you ever catch yourself sabotaging your musical joy that way? Calling it silly, 
downplaying it? Saying to yourself that anybody could play this, so what's the big deal?

First, that is simply not true. 'Anybody' could not play your song. Second, why rain on 
your own parade? What good comes from that? It takes tremendous courage to give 
yourself credit, to acknowledge your accomplishments, no matter how incremental. Be 



brave and let this in. Enjoy that subtle Mona Lisa smile that comes to your face with a 
little self-satisfaction and pride.

Through working on your Mastery Piece, you re-affirm to yourself that you are a musical 
person. You cannot deny that improvement is happening. That's powerful stuff. It not 
only adds a new song to your repertoire, but literally works to rewire your brain in ways 
that will make learning music continually easier and easier for you. You open up and 
forge brand new neural pathways that will serve you generously from now on.

You will find that because you've invested this time and focussed attention on this one 
song, when you go to play other songs, unexpected advances your overall skill-level will 
surprise and delight you. Because you've worked hard to make one song flow, other 
songs will magically begin to fall into place with greater ease. The rising tide of your 
investment in your Mastery Piece raises all boats. 

Your Mastery Piece Project gives you the opportunity to get to know a song so well, that 
you can play it free of the stress of intense concentration. You can play it as though it's a 
story you're moved to tell in a fun conversation with good friends. The music comes 
through the whole of you, body and soul, as you have worked to integrate all the moving 
parts so they flow with the seamlessness of the infinity loop. There is a name for that 
exquisite sensation: Musical Ease.

As a developing musician, you deserve this experience right from the get-go. You 
deserve to know the powerful delight of playing a song you know well, to taste and 
savor the ecstasy of Musical Ease, as if it's an essential nutrient (and favorite dessert) in 
your diet. Musical Ease is not just peak experience reserved for the seasoned pro's. 
Musical Ease is available to you for free, whatever your level of experience. Your 
Mastery Piece Project will take you there.

Is it Necessary to Memorize Your Mastery Piece? 

No. Memorization is a whole other process and project, that we will address in depth in 
another chapter. Now, if you happen to get lucky, and your song manages to set up 



camp in your memory bank where you can play it without having the written sheet music 
in front of you, then congratulations and lucky you! 

Meanwhile, if magic-memorization does not happen to occur, welcome to the club, and 
don't worry about it. What you're aiming for is to be able to use your printed music as a 
reference in front of you, to help you keep on track. You'll have become so intimately 
familiar with the song that you can lift your eyes and look around the room and smile. 
Your printed music will become more of a handy cue-sheet to keep you oriented as you 
play a song you've worked to know well. You will no longer be glued to it. 

How to Work on Your Mastery Piece 

Find a quiet private place in which to practice. Even if you have to close yourself in the 
bathroom to get your family or pets to leave you alone for a little while, do it. 

Tune your instrument, and warm up by doing some finger stretches, and strumming 
through a song or two just for the fun of it, just to get the blood moving and get some 
music into the room.

Now, turn your attention to working on your Mastery Piece. 

Set your intention to concentrate on this special project for the next while. Clear any 
distractions from your visual field so you can really focus. Sit and face the wall if you 
have to. Place your music on a music stand in front of you, and have a pencil ready for 
making notes. 

Me, I like to light a candle. It helps invoke a feeling of meditative focus, the gentle light 
of a single flickering flame reminding me of my singular and sanctified purpose: 
connecting intimately with my music, my self, and this one beautiful song.



Review any notes you have written to yourself during past practice sessions. Look the 
song over, remind yourself of the various sections, chord changes, riffs or variations that 
you will be working with.

Play through the whole song. Notice which parts are flowing well, and which parts could 
use some more work. When the whole song is your Project, any rough spots you 
discover within the song become Mini-Projects. 

These could be particular chord changes that are not smooth yet, little fancy figures or 
chord variations that could use some more confidence and shine. Areas of  
awkwardness or uncertainty on the rhythm or picking. Clear plans for how to begin the 
song, and how to end the song.

Circle these junctures on your page. Each of these becomes a mini-project that you 
identify as a puzzle to be solved. WHY is it not working the way you'd like it to yet? 
Simplify it down to its most basic core elements. Put your detective hat on and resolve 
to try to solve the puzzle. 

Ask questions: Why is this chord-change still coming in late? What are my fingers 
thinking, doing, or not doing, that is causing this to be a chronic rough spot? Explore 
different approaches to solving the puzzle, trusting that you will ultimately find a 
solution. Don't criticize your dear fingers for their stubbornness - love them, believe in 
them, coach and coax them along. They want this as much as you do.

Try to avoid this cliche fallback conclusion when a rough spot persists: "Sigh, I guess it's 
just practice, practice, practice". In fact, if you practice practice practice a not-there-yet 
strategy, and you'll get really really good at not being there yet. You'll come to believe 
that "I just can't play that chord", installing false barriers in your true potential as a 
developing musician. 



What you repeat becomes what you know and own. What you believe about yourself 
becomes self-fulfilling prophecy. Handle yourself with tender loving care here: don't 
allow perceived limitations to convince you they are real. They are not.

Keep the faith, and stick with the investigation and the problem-solving mindset. More 
often than not, it's entirely possible to identify a specific reason why the puzzle remains 
unsolved. One finger misunderstands what exact position it needs to be in. Your hand 
position, your wrist angle, your thumb placement, your thoughts - not yet optimized to 
ace this section - but on the right path.

Experiment, observe like a scientist with a microscope, trouble-shoot until you can 
figure out what is clogging up the works, and how you could plan to do it differently for 
much better results. Use your findings to come up with a Game Plan for clearing up 
each problem spot. Write it down on your music page. 

Your notes might look something like this: 'hold ring finger steady while making this 
transition. Play this note with the pinky. Adjust hand angle here." And so on. Read those 
notes before your next practice session, to remind yourself of your fresh approach, and 
avoid falling into the old habits that were getting you in trouble in the first place.

And now comes the time for 'practice, practice, practice' - but ONLY with your newly 
refined approach! Rehearse this new Game Plan several times over, assessing and 
tweaking it as necessary. Let the new approach begin to forge a new neural pathway in 
your physical memory. Let it begin to glue up as a neurological sequence in the 'I-know-
this-by-heart' side of your brain, a package-deal of thoughts and movements that result 
in your playing through the Mini-Project with a fresh new strategy, and newfound ease.

When unhelpful habits or negative thoughts creep in and cause flubs or self-criticism, 
deflect them by reminding yourself, "I do this because I love this.", and go back at it. 



Expand the Canvas 

Now that you've come up with a new Game Plan to get from Point-A to Point-B in the 
song with better flow, expand the boundaries around the Mini-Project your are working 
on. Practice playing the freshly-reworked tricky part, and then continue forward in the 
song, flowing right into whatever happens next in this piece of music. Do that several 
times, and allow yourself to get accustomed to trusting that you can move through this 
section more smoothly now. 

Then, start back a few measures or lines that precede the refreshed tricky-part, and try 
playing right on through as though there never was a glitch at the juncture at all. Again, 
let the success happen, and let your self learn to believe that this juncture in the song 
can now be trusted. It is no longer a place to tense up and worry about making 
mistakes. 

Integrate Your New Discoveries into the Whole

Return to the wider view of your Project (the whole song) and try incorporating all your 
new freshly-fixed up mini-projects into the grand flow. 

Breathe through the transitions between what you've been thinking of as the "easy 
parts" and "hard parts". Your breath literally helps soften and dissolve any perceived 
boundaries around these parts of the song, allowing them to join up and flow through 
with greater and greater ease. 

Notice, investigate, problem-solve, practice the new way, repeat. This is what 'practice, 
practice, practice' really means, and it is actually fun, deeply engaging, and richly 
rewarding. It's only when you iron out all the details that you are freed to experience the 
song in an expansive new way, as a whole.



How long does it take to get your Mastery Piece down? It doesn't matter. This is not a 
race, contest, or an audition you're preparing yourself for. All that matters is that you're 
actively engaged in the process of bringing this song up to your best ability to play it 
through. 

It makes no difference that someone else might be able to play the song better than 
you. That's just an immutable truth about music-makers: there will always be people 
whose skills are not yet where yours are now, and there will always be people whose 
skills are well beyond where you are now. Get used to it, and don't get hooked into 
downplaying wherever you fall on the spectrum of musical experience. It's all good.

This pursuit is about you and only you, here and now, doing your best, appreciating your 
own growing musicianship exactly where it is today. 

The Promise You Make

Once you've chosen a song for your Mastery Piece Project, the promise you make to 
yourself sounds something like this: 

I will work on honing my playing of this song until I have ironed out all the wrinkles and 
buzzes, pings and pauses, and I can play it start-to-finish without a hitch. 

As I work on this, I will make note of any rough spots, make mini-projects out of them, 
and work them through until they flow. I'll reduce the puzzles to their smallest elements, 
and work through them until they loosen up and cooperate. Then I'll expand the 
boundaries around those tough parts, . And on it goes, as I massage out the all kinks, fill 
in the gaps, join up the all the sections of the song, one flowing smoothly into the next.

By engaging in this methodical practice-of-practice, I will integrate all the freshly re-
worked sections into the whole of the song. I will then bring my attention to allowing the 
song to flow seamlessly, section by section, and ultimately, from start to finish. 



I will be mindful of remembering to breathe and relax as I play. I will intentionally notice 
what it feels like to be playing music, and also be physically and mentally relaxed. I will 
flag this feeling as 'Musical Ease', and I will know for certain that it's something I'm 
capable of because I'm experiencing it in this very moment. I will notice that the sweet 
experience of Musical Ease is freely available to me, even as an amateur player. 

(BTW, "amateur" equals: 'for the love of it. 'Ama', Latin for love. Isn't that what we all 
are? People who make music for the love of it?)

I will make a clear plan for how I want to begin the song, and for how I want to end the 
song. I will practice bringing life and personality to the song through the use of dynamics 
(the spectrum of loudness and softness in playing). Transitions from one section to 
another are wonderful opportunities for me to shift the energy, and play the song as if it 
is a story that I know and tell well.

I will work on my Mastery Piece until I'm able to play it all the way through, without 
snags, consistently. I'll work on it until I know it in my soul. Once I believe I have it down, 
I will write it on my list of go-to songs, chalk it up as a song I have under my belt, 
another tune in the repertoire of this budding musician. 

And, I'll continue to play it every day or two, deepening and securing my relationship to 
this song, and to my musical instincts. When I make the occasional blip of a mistake, I'll 
smile and laugh it off and call it "improvisation".
 
And if I have the nerve, I might even play it for someone. 

The Miracle of Musical Ease

Inside the experience of Musical Ease dwells pure joy. When you are experiencing 
Musical Ease, you are the infinity loop in seamless action. You, the music, and your 
instrument are inseparable and in constant flow. In a state of Musical Ease, you and 
your music are an integrated, circulating, sonic soulful whole. 



Mastery and Musical Ease are things we tend to think of as being reserved for the pro's. 
But this is simply not true! Musical Ease can be as perfect and simple as losing all track 
of time while strumming a mesmerizing a 2-chord chant, or, as complex and virtuosic as 
playing a Bach Cello Suite you've poured your heart and discipline into for years.

Please don't dismiss your entitlement to Musical Ease, even if you're a beginner. It's too 
easy for us to equate our fledgling skills with some form of personal failure or lack. 
Fledgling skills are beautiful. A single note can ring like a bell-tone from Heaven. A 
simple chord is the natural miracle of musical harmony, several notes played at once 
that blend into a sonic rainbow of simpatico tones. A simple song is a beautiful song. 
You can make all these things happen, and immerse yourself smack in the middle of the 
magic. 

This is why you choose a very playable song for your Mastery Piece. The purpose of 
this endeavor is getting beyond your mental habits of self-doubt, and getting acquainted 
with the feeling inside of yourself that "I can do this". 

Musical Ease is an experience you deserve and need to know. We spend so much time 
and effort in a state of musical non-ease, when we are concentrating hard on learning 
and practicing new things. That's perfectly natural, and comes with the territory of 
learning something new. 

But it is also essential to yourself as a growing musician to know what Musical Ease 
feels like, to come to know it as a familiar, welcoming, and blissful state. 

This is why it is absolutely essential you choose a song to master that is in your comfort 
zone, skill-wise. It doesn't matter if it has one chord or fifty chords. If it's a one-minute-
wonder or a fifteen-minute rhapsody. All that matters is that it is clearly within your reach 
to master - a song you can learn to play from beginning to end, without a hitch. 

Working on your Mastery Piece, you are settling in to a place of inquiry, puzzle-solving, 
and the thrill of growing noticeably better and better at playing a song you have chosen 



to focus on. Behind the scenes of working on your project, your inner musicality will be 
blossoming and thriving in ways far more powerful and consequential than you may 
realize.

Let's Do This!

So go ahead, get out your music collection or your song-wish-list and have a look at a 
few songs that are in, or close to, your musical comfort zone. Play around with them a 
bit. Notice which ones keep calling you back, saying "Me! Pick me!".

And then, choose one song that you especially love, and would like to become very 
good friends with. 

Print out a nice fresh copy, get a pencil to make notes to yourself, and get ready to dig 
in.

Your song, the step-by-step plan that is the core of the Mastery Piece process, and the 
living magic of music itself will be cheering you on and loving you the whole way. Know 
that you are feeding your musicianship in ways more deep and powerful than you might 
realize.

Take your time, have fun, take notes, be kind to yourself, and enjoy this journey with all 
your heart.

 'Mastery Piece' is a component of the Note2Self® Method of music-learning, created by 
Lisa McCormick. ©2017, All rights reserved. Advance draft chapter for your eyes only - 
please do not share or duplicate. 




