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FINDING YOUR GROWTH ZONE

As musicians, we consmntly move between moments
of ease, challenge, and even frustration.

Karl Rohnke’s Comfore, Strecch, and Panic model
helps us understand how we respond to different
levels of challenge—and how to grow without
becoming overwhelmed.

When combined with the Yerkes-Dodson Law, which
shows how performance improves with moderate
pressure but drops under too much stress, we get a
powerful framework for musical growth.

Whether you're practicing scales or preparing a

concerto, recognizing which “zone” you're in can help
you push your skills without pushing too far.
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WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE FOR US CELLIST
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Reflection from the Karl Rohnke's Comfort, Stretch and Panic model
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WAYS TO MANAGE THE ZONES

Comfort Zone — “Where You Play With Ease”
You're relaxed and in control, playing familiar pieces or techniques that feel natural.
There's little challenge here—but also little growth if you stay too long.

“Too Easy, Not Growing”
Tip 1: Add a Twist

Change something small—use a different bowing, play in a new position, or add dynamics to
make the familiar piece feel fresh.

Tip 2: Set a Micro-Challenge

Choose one technical or expressive detail to improve (e.g., smoother shifts, better vibrato) to
gently push into the Stretch Zone.

Stretch Zone — “Where Growth Happens”
You're pushing just beyond your current ability. Mistakes happen, but you're focused,
engaged, and learning. This is the sweet spot for progress and creativity.

“Challenging, But Productive”
Tip 1: Break It Down

Slow the tempo or isolate a tricky measure—this keeps you learning without sliding into
panic.

Tip 2: Reflect & Reset

After a stretch session, return briefly to a comfortable piece to reinforce confidence and
process new learning.

Panic Zone — “Where Learning Shuts Down”
The challenge is too great, and tension takes over. You feel overwhelmed,

disconnected, or discouraged. This is not where growth happens—it's where you risk
burnout.

“Overwhelmed and Stuck”
Tip 1. Zoom Out

Step away from the passage and simplify—play just the rhythm, or air-bow while singing the
notes. Reduce pressure to reconnect.

Tip 2: Ask for Help or Rethink the Goal

Talk to your teacher/mentor or break your goal into smaller steps. You're not failing—you just
need a better entry point.
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The Yerkes-Dodson Law explains the relationship between pressure and performance

A moderate level of pressure helps you focus and perform at your best—too little leads to
boredom, while too much causes stress and mistakes.

e Low Pressure = under performance (boredom, distraction)
e Optimal Pressure = peak performance (engaged, focused)

e High Pressure= performance drops (anxiety, overload)

This means finding that sweet spot where you're challenged but not overwhelmed
— working in your Stretch Zone.

EXTRA TIPS

Zone Check-in: Before practicing, rate your target piece—comfort (1), stretch
(2), or panic (3)? Start with lower-level stretch and gradually elevate.

e Break It Down: If you find yourself in the Panic Zone, segment the passage
into smaller, focused chunks.

o Reflect & Reset: After stretching, return to something comfortable to
reinforce technique and rebuild confidence.

o Track Progress: Document pieces once in Stretch Zone that now fall into the
Comfort Zone—your journey of mastery.
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THE STRETCH ZONE IS WHERE CHANGE HAPPENS

BUT STAYING THERE TAKES SUPPORT

TOO MUCH STRETCH = PANIC
TOO LITTLE STRETCH = STAGNATION

OPTIMAL STRETCH= PEAK PERFORMANCE
THIS IS WHERE GROWTH LIVES.

THE SWEET SPOT

» CLEAR STRUCTURE

» PURPOSEFUL FOCUS

» SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITY

THAT'S WHAT PRACTICE ROOM AND INNER STUDIO ARE DESIGNED TO SUPPORT

THE CELLO LAB
TWO WAYS TO STAY IN THE STRETCH ZONE L Q®

FOCUSED FOUNDATION CREATIVE EXPANSION

THE PRACTICE ROOM THE INNER STUDIO

" PRACTICE ROOM

¢ MONTHLY THEMED FOCUSES DEVELOPMENT
(INTONATION, RHYTHM, BOW ¢ MASTERCLASSES,
CONTROL..) e PRIVATE LESSONS,
* MONTHLY PRACTICE e SMALL GROUP SUPPORT
COMPANION e PERSONALIZED “CELLO EDGE” PLAN
e PLAY-ALONG VIDEOS —~ FOCUSED GOALS TO MOVE PAST
o LIVE Q&A PLATEAUS
e GENTLE ACCOUNTABILITY AND e FULL ACCESS TO THE PRACTICE
SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITY ROOM INCLUDED

BOTH OPTIONS KEEP YOU IN MOTION — NOT STUCK, NOT SPIRALING — BUT GROWING.



YOUR
personalized
STRETCH ZONE

(choose a different aspect of
playing for each part of the pie)
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A Sample Cellist
Practice Zone Pie Chart

Sight Reading Increasing Tempo
in Fast Passages

HUNGARIAN RHAPSODY

too fast with tension,
increasing tension throughout
varying parts of the body, inability
to see bigger line/phrase)

even making mistakes in the
easier parts

too big a leap!

Intonation, pulse,
tone and rhythm
all suffer

CHANSON TRISTE

oose pieces that include an
extra sharp or flat than you
normally do; push through a tricky
passage without allowing yourself
to slow down (even if the notes
are incorrect); make yourself scan
ahead a beat or two more than

varying practice approach
(articulation and bow stroke
when slower, bigger note
groupings and phrasing when
faster, incrementally speeding up
then revisiting a slower tempo

afalse sense o
confidence/

Choosing

Confidence
Fingerings

stickingto [ never reaching
pieces that J the indicated temp3
look easy, only practising in one
familiar keys J way (eg. Under tempo
and with a focus on each
fingerboard [ individual bow
positions  [etroke/faster

experimenting with
new fingerings,
anticipating string
colour changes,
balancing keeping a
smooth musical line
with technical ease

trying something
new every time
you practise,
gradually
mastering new

process,

fingerings,

i facking note skills and moving
(e forbest musical ff'always choosing the Hefinition them to your unrealistic
Oeseiliee outcome fingerings that are Blways sticking withthe}  comfort zone SEEEETE
in headlights

technically the
easiest/most
comfortable/fam
————

familiar, fearful of the
unknown;

i sticking with the Sl
LG deliberate sameg things alright... as good slow, open strings overly self-
Atz mindfulness around because they feel as yesterday near the bridge conscious,
approach to y Teel N . > S
N body awareness, “comfortable” good enough experimenting with inability to
practice, identifying areas of attitude body weight and relax and
'la'ck of body that may have lovely, a nice awareness for a fuller enjoy the
willpgness unwanted tension, hmm.. good middle of the sound (noticing sound...
trying new techniques enough road mf... all the changes on each sound

to support relaxation
with patience and
intention

time doesn’t

breathe,

to slow
down and
break thing:
down,
increased

string, in different
parts of the bow, and,
even for each note

Increasing Tone

F re e d O m & how in tune can | make how SOfF/SCYO"E canl
this? let’s slow down, play?; think characters
turn off the tuner and instead of amount of
. work our inner ears... sound; experiment with
R e lax at I O n possible practice with the bow variables

adrone

SCALES IN LOWER
& UPPER POSITIONS

gosh my C Major
Scale is SO perfectly in tune...

hame | don’t ever apply strong becomes scratchy
these listening skills to my :nd sque?zedi:::‘t
still out of tune pieces... ecomes inaudible

POPPER NO.1

Intonation i
Dynamics

BREAKING THROUGH PLATEAUS : DR. SOPHIE'S CELLO LAB



Examples of
different aspects of Tam po |ntonation
playing that could
be focused on

T
Quali Body

y Awareness

Bow Phrasing,

Control Expression

Dynamics Inner Ear
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Dr Sophie has performed across the States and in the UK, has received
numerous awards and prizes for her playing, and has released three
critically acclaimed albums.

With over 25 years of teaching experience, she is a sought-after
pedagogue and is frequently invited to give masterclasses across the USA
and beyond.

She is also the Founding Artistic Director of Fused Mused Ensembile, a
music and mixed media non-profit organization with a mission to amplify
voices too often left unheard.

THE CELLO LAB

Inside the Cello Lab, you'll find two distinct paths to grow your playing and
artistry: one for deep, foundational focus (the PRACTICE ROOM), and one for
expressive exploration with high-level support (the INNER STUDIO).

the PRACTICE ROOM: For cellist of all levels seeking fresh, focused and
foundational exploration for their “practice room” with access to a community of
other adult cellists.

Offers monthly themed practice companions, topical trainings, live Q&A
interactions, a supportive community, as well as community cello chats.

[CLICKHERE TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE PRACTICE ROOM]

the INNER STUDIO: For cellists ready to explore artistry, expressive themes, score
analysis, interpretations along with foundational focuses.

Offers a creative growth space in a professional online studio environment that
includes master classes, small group instruction, private lessons and
performance opportunities.

[CLICKHERE TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE INNER STUDIQO]
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