Lifelong Learning—What If?
By Marc Dicciani
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ne of the greatest things about being
a teacher is learning; and one of
the most important things I’ve ever
learned is how to learn. As a teacher, I
believe my primary goal is to teach students to
become lifelong learners. This is a valuable skill
that helps not only with drumming but with
almost everything we encounter in life. Worldrenowned musician Herbie Hancock once said,
“A great teacher is one who realizes that he
himself is also a student, and whose goal is not
to dictate answers but to stimulate his students’
creativity enough so that they go out and find
the answers themselves.”
I believe some of the best drummers in the
world are not necessarily the ones who have
been playing the longest, but the ones who have
been learning the longest. These are the ones
who continue to learn and reinvent themselves,
and their playing, throughout their entire
career—every time they pick up the sticks, read
articles and books about drumming, listen to
music, observe other drummers, or even just
think about their role in an ensemble or band.
So what does all this really mean? How can
we put this concept into practice to help us
become better students? (Remember, we’re all
students.) Here is my number-one principle
in learning how to learn: keep an open and
creative mind and constantly explore the
infinite possibilities and combinations of things.
I call this principle “what if?” I use this simple
phrase in every lesson, rehearsal, and class. I use
it to challenge students to examine the ways in
which they think, some of which might actually
be holding them back from realizing their full
potential.
This principle is not so much about a specific
idea in drumming, but how to take all your
learned drumming and musical ideas, lessons,
and concepts and make them truly your own.
This can be done by understanding, examining,
exploring, finding, analyzing, creating,
synthesizing, building, evaluating, and turning
these ideas upside-down and inside-out. I
feel strongly that learning music is less about
judging, critiquing, and trying to be better
than someone else, and more about evaluating,
assessing, being open, and trying to be better
than yourself.
So for right now, let’s not think about how to
play the drums or what to play, but about the
infinite possibilities of how and what to play.
We can never exhaust all of the combinations
of sounds, rhythms, accents, patterns, feels,
styles, groupings, phrasings, and interpretations
that can be created. When you combine all of
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these musical ideas with the sonic potential
of tuning choices, drums, cymbals, heads,
sticks, and brushes, the resulting combinations
are limitless. When we play and practice,
our greatest barrier is not a lack of blazing
technique or speed, or the shortcomings of our
equipment, but quite possibly the breadth of
our imagination.

in music and drumming. True innovation and
the development of our own unique and special
musical voice is easily within our grasp through
simply applying the “what if?” principle to all
that we do.
As we continue to venture down the road
of learning and becoming better drummers
(and people), we must make sure to keep our

One of the biggest myths in drumming is
that “everything that can be played
has already been played.”
Here’s an example: One of the biggest myths
in drumming is that “everything that can be
played has already been played.” Let’s have a
little fun with math to help support my claim
that we will never exhaust all of the possibilities
for what and how to play.
Let’s start simple, with eighth notes in 4/4
time. There are 256 different combinations
of eighth notes and rests in one measure of
4/4. When you add just one level of accents
(so you can play each note with or without an
accent), the possibilities now increase to 6,561.
This is already a big number, and if you wrote
out each variation listing 20 per page it would
fill a 300-page book. Let’s now add a level
of volume (soft, medium, and loud) and one
other drum (small tom). We now have 390,625
combinations, and we haven’t added any other
toms, bass drum, hi-hat, or cymbals—and we’re
still only looking at one measure of eighthnotes.
If we calculate the same five options for
one measure using sixteenth notes instead of
eighths, we come up with 152,587,890,620
possible combinations; that’s 152 billion
combinations in just one measure! Let’s put
that number into perspective; it would take 414
drummers playing 365 days a year, 16 hours
each day, non-stop for 70 years at a tempo of
quarter-note equals 60 beats-per-minute to play
all of the combinations in just one measure! So
when you begin to imagine all of the possible
variations of rhythms, sounds, accents, and
interpretations in a four-minute song, the
possibilities are virtually and literally unending.
What does this math prove, and what point
does it make about learning? Simply this: Keep
an open mind and constantly explore new ideas.
Don’t just accept anything as “fact,” especially

minds open and explore the endless capacity
for expression through the drums. Always
remember to take your best learning mantra
with you everywhere you go to keep you fresh,
creative, unique, and a student for life. What if?
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Lifelong learning is the "ongoing, voluntary, and self-motivated" pursuit of knowledge for either personal or professional reasons.
Therefore, it not only enhances social inclusion, active citizenship, and personal development. In some contexts, the term "lifelong
learning" evolved from the term "life-long learners", created by Leslie Watkins and used by Professor Clint Taylor (CSULA) and
Superintendent for the Temple City Unified School District's mission statement in 1993, the term recognizes that... Lifelong learning
keeps your brain healthy. Henry Ford said, â€œAnyone who stops learning is old, whether at twenty or eighty. Anyone who keeps
learning stays young.Â Teach what youâ€™re learning. One of my all-time favorite books is Stephen Coveyâ€™s The Seven Habits of
Highly Effective People. One of the skills Covey teaches in the book is that to truly learn something you need to teach it. Lifelong
learning is the only way to succeed in the dynamic environment which we live today. However, lifelong learning not only provides
benefits for your career, it can also help you to reach your full potential. This can help you achieve self-actualisation, the top level of
Maslowâ€™s Hierarchy of Needs: http://www.timvandevall.com/printable-maslows-hierarchy-of-needs-chart/. When we talk about
learning in this context, weâ€™re not referring to continuing education in the same field you have already studied. This is just one option
open to you. Lifelong learning can mean following your passion for languages, developing your first mobile app or even improving your
musical or artistic skills. The only requirement is to learn something new every day throughout your life. What type of learning counts
and what doesnâ€™t? Does the learning always have to happen between the walls of a traditional classroom or institution to be
considered valid? What does it mean to truly grow and evolve over a lifetime? For a little help, letâ€™s look to the dictionary, which
describes lifelong learning asÂ A lifelong learner uses formal opportunities to learn. Formal learning opportunities can be anything from
taking a pottery class at the local art center to earning a Ph.D. These are the traditional forms of learning we automatically think of.
Things like taking a graduate class, obtaining a higher degree, or enrolling in a community education class. These are accomplishments
youâ€™d feel proud adding to a resume. A lifelong learner uses informal opportunities to learn.

