
GROWING A DAILY PRACTICE 
A personal perspective by Robert Waterhouse 
 
For some students, maintaining a Tai Chi practice regularly or often between classes can be 
a major hurdle. I know from my own experience how easily the day can be overtaken by 
family responsibilities, work commitments, hobbies, interests, social activities, etc. Trying to 
fit Tai Chi practice in to an already busy life can quickly lead to a clash of priorities. Often, 
students will say that they don’t have enough time to practice.  
 
How is it possible then, to make time for practice? Or perhaps, is having enough time, not 
really the main barrier here? 
 
Several years ago, I was handed a copy of ‘Irish Fighter’ magazine. As I was casually turning 
the pages, I stopped at an article that caught my attention called “Which way are you 
going?” by Dr Thomas J. Nardi. He began his article with an excerpt from ‘Alice in 
Wonderland’:  
 
“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” said Alice. “That depends a 
good deal on where you want to get”, said the Cat. “I don’t much care where”, said Alice. 
“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go”, said the Cat. 
 
In his view, these lines by Lewis Carroll, capture a common dilemma of many martial arts 
students and the importance of having a clear direction, or setting goals, in the training. He 
noted how many students start out by giving a lot of time and energy to their training, but 
after a time, for a variety of reasons, they gradually lose motivation and enthusiasm for 
their particular art, skipping classes, until they become former students.  
 
At that time, the question, “Where am I going with Tai Chi?” was a recurring thought, and 
sometimes, I wondered whether I should continue. Gradually, my enthusiasm for Tai Chi 
was waning. Even though I attended Tai Chi classes regularly and had progressed to the end 
of the long form, I felt that my progression had all but ground to a halt.  I could often see the 
progress other students were making, but not my own. I felt hampered by the same 
repeated obstacles, especially when it came to partner work and posture testing. My 
personal practice was sporadic, fitting in Tai Chi practice only when it occurred to me and 
only when I could make space and time for it. It seems obvious to me now why I was having 
difficulties. 
 
Reading that article gave me a jolt and I could see that my Tai Chi progress was suffering due 
to a lack of direction. In my employment as a Rehabilitation Training Instructor (in mental 
health recovery), I was helping others plan definable and realistic future goals using the 
S.M.A.R.T. acronym (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Timely) as a basis for setting 
smart goals. For some reason it hadn’t occurred to me that setting goals could also help me 
make progress in Tai Chi.  
 
So, I followed the advice in the article and took myself aside with a note pad and thought 
hard about this question, “Where am I going?” I then asked myself, “What am I trying to 
achieve by practicing Tai Chi?” “What do I need to prioritise in my training?” “Why is 
practicing important?” “For how long and how often should I train?” There were a range of 
goals I could have set, but I knew none of them could be achieved unless I practiced 
regularly.  
 



I looked at my current daily home/work schedule and I thought about when a practice 
session might best fit in.  Next, I put together a short training plan that included Chi Kung 
and Tai Chi Form practice. I concluded that sticking to a short daily practice session was of 
the highest importance. I knew if I set my sights too high, this would be the most likely way 
of undoing my plan.  
 
If any goal is going to have a high chance of success then it really needs to pass a smart test, 
if the goal is going to get you to where you want to go. Breaking down my initial goal in to 
S.M.A.R.T. sections, looks a bit like this:  
 
Specific – A daily session plan: What, when, where and for how long. 
Measurable – 100 days (minimum) continuous, no days off.  
Achievable – A 15-minute daily practice, same time, every day before breakfast. 
Realistic – Get up 15 minutes earlier to accommodate practice at start of day. 
Timely – start tomorrow (while I have the momentum). 
 
It didn’t take long to establish this simple routine and when the health benefits became 
apparent, I began rising a little earlier to do a longer practice session. I also had the thought, 
“What if I did a lot more?”  But, I knew realistically that I had to keep the goal sustainable 
and keep any extensions or updates to it smart. That also means, sticking to the schedule 
and not allowing it to drift across to alternative times of the day, unless for taking on extra 
practice. In my view, the daily practice has to be nurtured in to a scheduled routine if it is to 
become self-supporting and unwavering.   
 
Back to the present and I’ve recently made it past my first year as a Tai Chi instructor, and I 
regularly attend retreats and workshops now. My daily practice is now embedded in to my 
day as much as my breakfast and showering routines. And my scheduling has expanded to 
include several practice sessions throughout the day.  
 
Considering again that conversation between ‘Alice’ and the ‘Cheshire Cat’, I think finding 
one's way in Tai Chi should be a continuous process of practice and discovery, looking for 
new goals to set and always having questions. Therefore, setting long and short term goals 
continues to be an important part of my direction in Tai Chi. This also includes, maintaining 
my practice, growing my understanding of the art and staying resolute, especially when 
experiencing doubts or obstacles.  When I face these difficulties, they most often present as 
an opportunity for direction, like reaching a closed door, but one that will open, if I patiently 
keep going. And behind each door is usually where a little bit of insight or progress can be 
found. 
 
“Although the guidance of a superior teacher and practice with fellow students is 
indispensable, the most important thing is one’s own daily practice.” – Yang Ch’eng-Fu 
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