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Hi there!I'm AJ and I have been teaching guitar for over half my life. I have taught in some of the best music schools in the Chicago area and now I own my own business teaching lessons and always have a full schedule. I have degrees in Classical and Jazz Guitar from Carthage College. I love rock, blues, and metal. I also teach bass, ukulele, mandolin, and banjo. In addition to teaching I also have a recording studio where I mix and master my own music for fun!I love teaching the guitar, it's what makes me jump out of bed in the morning. I can't wait to share everything I know with you.You might not ever know how thankful I am for this opportunity to be teaching you. So believe me when I say. "Thank you."Now let's go...
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10 Practice Hacks Cheat Sheet 
 

This is by no means an exhaustive list. These are some of my favorite ACTIONABLE steps to practicing 
your guitar better. 

 
1. Keys to Practice 

There are three things you need to improve with anything in life. Repetition, Variety, and Feedback. 
 
Repetition - Do it a lot. Then do it more. Obvious. 
 
Variety - Mix it up. Make sure that you are attacking things from different angles. Also cures boredom. 
 
Feedback - It helps to have some kind of mentor or teacher. A good one will see the obvious and subtle 
things that need improvement. 
 

2. Practice Backwards 
Not literally. But if you have 4 measures that are a problem spot. Start on measure four. Practice that as 
many times in a row as is needed. Then, when it’s in a good spot. Move back a half or a whole measure. 
This will help you play towards something you know better. Repeat until you’ve covered it all. 

 
3. Morning/Evening 

Morning and evening practices are extremely helpful. If you practice even 20 minutes and hour or two 
before bed. Your brain will continue to work on it while you sleep. When you wake up play it again. You’ll 
be amazed by what you remember and internalize. Do it for a week and you’ll supercharge your gains! 
 

4. Practice Slowly, Forget Slowly 
If you practice slowly, you’ll forget slowly. Give your brain time to absorb what it’s doing. Separate your 
pieces problem spot and see if you can do it perfectly five times in a row, very slowly. If you screw up on 
attempt 5, go back to number one. If you win on number five, do it again a little faster. 
 

5. Environment 
Your environment matters. A lot. 
 
If you keep your guitar perfectly tucked away in its case. What is it? Out of sight, out of mind. That’s 
what. 
 
You should keep your guitars out, either in a floor stand or a wall hanger in a high traffic area that is 
easy to grab and go. That’s a lot less willpower and obstacles to get in the way of practicing. 



 
6. Listen 

If you are learning a song. You should be listening to it. Daily. Multiple Times. No Exceptions. There’s so 
much to learn on multiple listens between phrasing, arrangements, memorization, and more. 
 
Use your commutes to listen to the songs you’re learning. Put it on repeat. It’s okay if you zone out too, 
when you catch yourself, bring it back and be present. 
 
Also, make sure you play along with your recording. It’s a great alternative to a metronome, or a band. 

 
7. You Have Ultimate Veto Power 

When it comes to my students learning a song, they have Ultimate Veto Power. 
 
I remember wanting to learn certain songs as a kid and even up to today, and as soon as I got some 
sheet music or looked it up on the internet. It’s like, “oh…” this song is not as fun as I was expecting. 
 
“NEXT!” 
 
Don’t get precious about sticking with a song. There are tons of great songs out there. Life is too short to 
play the songs you don’t love. 
 

8. With Intention 
When sitting down to practice make sure you’re doing so with an intention. What’s your goal? Are you 
practicing things that direct towards that goal? Do your chords lack clarity? Then don’t practice scales 
for twenty minutes, you’d be better off working on at most a handful of chords. 
 
Also, don’t belittle the power of affirmations. It sounds like woo. But I can tell you they work when you 
write ‘em down. It makes it real. 
 
In the vain of writing things down. Write down what you practiced. It doesn’t have to be great, just get it 
on paper. What went well? What needs work? Those are two good questions to start you off. When you 
write it down a few things happen… Again, it makes it real.  
 
And... 
 
What Gets Measured, Gets Managed, Gets Mastered 
 

9. 80/20 Rule 
This is a deep topic, but I’m going to focus it down to learning a song quicker. 
 
A typical song goes like this… 
 
Verse, Chorus, Verse, Chorus, Bridge, Verse, Chorus 
 



You start from the beginning and work your way to the end. But you get to the Bridge and it all falls 
apart. Why? Well, look at all the FREE practice you get with the verse and chorus. Quick Math here… In 
comparison, you’ve only played the Bridge 20 times in comparison to 80 times of the verse and chorus.  
 
Don’t be tied down to learning a song in order.  
 
Scan your song, learn the bridge and any other “connective tissue” parts (parts that show up once for a 
measure or two). Learn those first, then when you go back to the bulk (verse/chorus) of the song, you’ll 
learn that like normal. Then, when you play the song through, you won’t have to slam the brakes at 
those one-time sections. 
 

10.Fail Forward 
Another important concept when practicing to get better is find a way to Fail Forward. First, I believe you 
need to have a Can-Do Attitude, sounds cheesy, but it’s legit. 
 
“Over-Training” as I like to call it is simply to stretch past what you think you can do, even if you fall short 
you’re still failing forward. Do that enough times, all of a sudden… Boom. You just leveled up. 

 
Routs v. Retreats 

 
This is more long game thinking. But stick with me...  
 
In terms of warfare, there are retreats and there are routs. A retreat, in short, is actually when you fall 
back, regroup, and attack again. A rout is when everyone runs for the hills, that’s when there are the 
most casualties.  
 
When you’re practicing...  
 
Take a break, (retreat) from what you’re working on and try again later. Sometimes a break can be a few 
minutes, weeks, or months. As you practice something new that compliments the thing that was 
originally kicking your butt. You come back around to work on that old challenge and Presto! It’s easy. 
 

You don’t have to be all these things at once, every single day. But over time you’ll internalize these 
hacks to reach your goals quicker and easier than ever before! 

 
Keep practicing, 
 
AJ Hanson 

 


