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mistakes and learn from them, our 
emotions steer us away from making 
mistakes. In school we get bad grades if 
we make mistakes on tests; no one cele-
brates our mistakes. At work we can get 
a poor performance review if we make 
too many mistakes. Hence, even if we 
know that it is okay to make mistakes, 
we are conditioned to avoid making 
them and, if we do make a mistake, we 
feel frustrated and often embarrassed.

Similarly, we understand intellectu-
ally that technology can accelerate our 
learning. Simulation technologies of-
fer to train us in skills without the risks 
of injury if we make mistakes—for ex-
ample, in a flight simulator. Yet even in 
virtual environments people common-
ly get frustrated with their inability to 
learn as fast as they want and they give 
up. Internet and Web technologies of-
fer to bring vast stores of information 
to our screen on demand via search 
and give us access to the world’s best 
courses free via MOOCs. Nonetheless, 
most of us discover that neither Inter-
net searches nor MOOCs answer our 
questions. Instead of feeling empow-
ered by these technologies, we often 
feel overwhelmed and anxious about 
how little we know compared to what 
we think we should know, but do not. 
We feel stupid if we do not know some-

W
HY  IS  IT,  when we need 
to learn something 
new that will benefit 
our work or home life, 
we often find ourselves 

blocked by seemingly invisible forces? 
When learning fails we miss out on im-
portant projects, promotions, and op-
portunities. We end up suffering and 
falling short of our objectives. Some-
how, for many of us, our natural capac-
ity to learn seemed to deteriorate over 
time, especially in areas that we care 
about the most.

Educators and business leaders 
have used the term “learning to learn” 
to name a missing skill that would re-
verse the deterioration. The business 
literature is filled with tips and buzz-
words about this skill: “learn from 
mistakes,” “fail fast and often,” “learn 
faster with technology,” “be curious,” 
“collaborate,” and “take down silos.”7,8 
But despite these wise aphorisms, 
something holds us back. Something 
within us resists—and even gives up 
on—learning. What is it?

Time after time in our work with 
professional teams we have found that 
many are in the thrall of deep, auto-
matic, and unnoticed assessments 
and assumptions that guide what they 
think is possible or appropriate to do. 

These assessments and assumptions 
are the invisible force blocking learn-
ing. They manifest as moods.

Cultivating moods conducive for 
learning is not as simple a setting up a 
good physical environment, for exam-
ple with moveable tables, calming mu-
sic, and bean-bag chairs near the com-
munity watercooler. In this column, 
we argue here that learning to learn 
is a navigational skill of recognizing 
moods that block learning and of shift-
ing to moods that enhance learning.

Developing the Skill
Although we understand intellectu-
ally that learning requires that we make 
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where they must learn something new.5 
We chose a virtual reality game (World 
of Warcraft) because it contains many 
quests that will test a team’s ability to 
coordinate. Very few on the teams have 
ever played this game before. Hence 
most teams are rank beginners who 
know nothing about the game. They 
cannot move their players until they 
develop touch sensitivity with the left-
hand movement keys. They cannot im-
mediately fathom the game’s undocu-
mented complex structure or strategies 
for completing quests. In such a situa-
tion, you would expect them to ask for 
help from the coaches standing by or 
from their peers who may know more 

thing that seems so easily accessible. 
In other words, access to these ad-
vanced technologies, whether for skill 
development or knowledge accumula-
tion, is not a surefire path of learning.

Overwhelm, frustration, and anxiety 
not only cause us stress, but they also 
close us down to learning. Then we fall 
into a no-possibility mood, in which we 
see no chance of ever learning enough 
to achieve our objectives. Often, we feel 
like running away and quitting instead.

In short, there is an intimate con-
nection between moods and learning. 
Certain moods support our learning; 
others block our learning. Learning to 
navigate away from learning-blocking 
moods and toward learning-enhanc-
ing moods is at the core of developing 
learning to learn as a skill.

Learning and Learning-to-Learn
Let us distinguish between learning a 
skill in a domain, such as music, sports, 
architecture, or programming, and 
learning to learn. Learning-to-learn is a 
disposition of openness to learning in 
a domain. If we are not open to learn-
ing, we will not learn.

We have found that the skill acquisi-
tion framework proposed by Stuart and 
Hubert Dreyfus in 1980 is excellent for 
understanding how we learn skills in 
a domain.4 Their framework says that 
a learner moves through six stages: 
beginner, advanced beginner, com-
petent, proficient, expert, and master 
(see Table 1.) A person’s progress takes 
time, practice, and experience. The 
person moves from hesitant rule-based 
behaviors as a beginner to fully embod-
ied, confident, intuitive, and game-
changing behaviors as a master. Hu-
bert Dreyfus gives descriptions of these 
levels in his book On the Internet.3 A 
beginner, for example, does not know 
the domain and must rely on others to 
teach the basic rules and correct mis-
takes. A competent person knows how 
to do all the basic standard practices of 
the domain and does not need supervi-
sion to avoid common mistakes. Con-
tinued practice is necessary to guaran-
tee progress through these levels.

But there is more to the story than 
practice. In working with hundreds 
of people as they sought to develop 
new skills, we have seen that, in each 
of these stages, people routinely fall 
into unproductive moods that make 

them no longer want to practice, block 
them from progressing toward the next 
stage, and divert them from reach-
ing their learning objectives. Despite 
an initial desire to succeed, they of-
ten disengage and ultimately give up. 
The key to learning to learn is to culti-
vate moods that will enable us to keep 
learning, and to shift out of those that 
will block learning.

Moods and Assessments 
that Block Learning
We work with professionals who want 
to learn how to build high-performing 
teams. As part of the training, we pur-
posely place the teams into situations 
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themselves to is a big step forward in 
enabling them to develop the skill of 
learning to learn.

Navigating Moods
All teams must deal with risk and un-
certainty. To be an effective learner in 
such situations, you must learn two 
things: first, to identify the moods 
that you find yourself in and, second, 
to shift into moods that open you to 
learning. Tables 2 and 3 give examples 
of common productive and unproduc-
tive moods for learning.1,2,6 You can 
recognize a mood from the assess-
ments you see yourself making about 
the world around you. For example, if 
you are experiencing awe and eager-
ness about what is going on, you are in 
a mood of wonder. If you see no possi-
bilities for moving forward, you are in 
a mood of resignation.

The navigational skill of identify-
ing and shifting moods follows the 
Dreyfus progression just like any other 
skill development. The beginner learns 
the names of moods and the conver-
sations that characterize each one. 
The advanced beginner recognizes 
moods more easily and can shift some 
moods. The competent navigator read-
ily identifies unproductive moods and 
can usually shift to productive moods 
alone or with assistance.

Shifting moods requires reflection 
and practice because you may have to 
unlearn some habits that you formed 
for coping with different situations. 
We have found that asking four ques-
tions and reflecting on their answers 
can open the door to shifting moods. 
We recommend that you engage 
these four questions with the help 
of a teacher or teammate. Although 
you can do this on your own, we have 
found that a different observer can 
help you uncover your hidden assess-
ments, standards, and habits faster.

 ˲ What are my prevailing moods and 
assessments in the situation?

 ˲ What standards do I have that pro-
voke these assessments?

 ˲ What habits do I have that keep me 
conforming to the standards?

 ˲ Why is reaching my learning objec-
tive important to me? What will I be 
able to do if I persevere?

In this investigation, it is impor-
tant to notice that moods are different 
from emotions. Emotions are “fore-

than they do. More often than not, 
however, that is not what happens. 
They become frustrated and confused 
and then give up. In the after-action de-
briefs, we ask them about their moods 
and ferret out their hidden assump-
tions. We hear assessments like these:

 ˲ Frustration: I want to contribute to 
my team, but I have no idea what to do. 
I add no value to the team. 

 ˲ Confusion: I do not understand 
the game. It is way too complex. It is 
bad not to understand right away. I do 
not like this.

 ˲ Resignation: There is no point in 
me being part of this team since I do 
not understand this game. I am never 
going to understand it. 

Occasionally a team has a member 
who is an expert gamer. You might ex-
pect their teams would make better 
progress. Often the exact opposite hap-
pens. The expert player cannot stop 
from telling everyone else what to do. 

Many team members resent the expert 
for not giving them to chance to learn it 
for themselves. A few wait docilely to be 
told exactly what to do—at the price of 
being immobilized when they encoun-
ter an unfamiliar situation.

During debriefings, we assist team 
members to discover what holds them 
back from asking for help. Their hid-
den assessments are mostly variations 
of these five:

 ˲ It is important to be competent.
 ˲ It is important to be efficient and 

avoid waste.
 ˲ It is important to be independent 

and self-reliant.
 ˲ It is important to be useful.
 ˲ It is important to be prepared at all 

times.
In each case, they judge themselves 

to be incapable of doing these impor-
tant things. Helping them discover 
these assessments and then examine 
the standards that they are holding 

Table 1. Stages of learning and their moods.

Stage Behaviors Mood Dispositions

Beginner Person knows of the domain and desires to 
learn. Declares a commitment to learning 
the domain. Capable only of following rules 
given by a teacher or representative of the 
domain. Must trust the teacher. Can be very 
slow and tentative while learning and trying 
out the basic rules.

Positive: wonder, ambition, resolution, 
confidence in ability to learn.
Negative: fear of failure, discomfort  
with not knowing what to do, impatience 
with the slow speed of advancement, 
distrust of the teacher, feeling “I ought  
to know this,” frustration that even  
simple things do not work as wanted.

Advanced 
Beginner

Familiarity with common situations.  
Learns and applies maxims—tips and rules 
of thumb to be used when certain symptoms 
appear. Still needs help and  
is faster about figuring out what to do  
and making the moves.

Positive: resolution, ambition
Negative: Boredom, apathy, distrust

Competent Has learned the norms of the domain. 
Common situations all look familiar  
and the person knows what to do right 
away. Does not require supervision to avoid 
common mistakes and satisfy customers. 
Asks for help when confronted with an 
unfamiliar situation.

Positive: resolution, ambition,  
confidence in network and in capacity  
to ask and receive help
Negative: overwhelm, anxiety, insecurity, 
impatience, frustration

Proficient Has developed a high level of skill that 
others admire and imitate. Sets new 
standards of performance. 

Positive: ambition, resolution, care, trust
Negative: Impatience, frustration, 
arrogance

Expert Has extensive experience. Quickly sees 
solutions to problems that baffle others. 
Sought out as a teacher, manager, and 
problem-solver.

Positive: confidence, wonder, serenity, 
ambition to achieve mastery, resolution
Negative: arrogance, impatience

Master Has developed a long view of the domain 
and knows how to intervene to change the 
game that everyone else is playing.

Positive: wonder, exploration, ambition 
to contribute to a field, serenity
Negative: arrogance, boredom, 
disinterest
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 ˲ Overwhelm: There is too much to 
do. I do not have time to wait for other 
people to do what I need them to do. I 
just have to do it all myself and hope 
that I can complete everything. No one 
can help me.

As you reflect on these moods, you 
discover you have acquired these 
standards:

 ˲ The leader must be competent at 
all times. Therefore, I must be compe-
tent at all times.

 ˲ If the leader delegates and the 
team fails, it is the leader’s fault. Del-
egating to people that are less compe-
tent than me is too risky. I might be out 
of business or get fired.

 ˲ If team members are not up to the 
task, the leader must step in. If people 
cannot perform up to my expectations, 
I must take over to save the project.

From this reflection you discover 
that you avoid delegating because of 
standards you acquired in the past.

ground” occurrences that we feel as 
sensations such as anger at an insult 
or joy at a child’s smile. Moods are 
“background”—they are more like an 
atmosphere, saturated by vapors of 
our history and experiences, in which 
things and possibilities show up in our 
situation. We can almost always iden-
tify the event that triggered an emo-
tion, but we seldom notice our moods. 
They are automatic assessments that 
open or close possibilities for us out-
side our awareness.4

Sometimes moods are temporary 
and can shift easily. For example, you 
can be in a mood of resignation (no 
possibilities are visible) and a par-
ent, teacher, or manager can show 
you a new possibility that breaks the 
mood. Sometimes a prevailing mood 
will yield when you discover a hidden 
standard and determine to change it. 
However, some moods are deeply in-
grained habitual dispositions that lead 
you into actions you do not intend. You 
have adopted a set of personal prac-
tices that keep you in conformity with 
your hidden standards. If you try to vio-
late a practice, you feel extremely un-
comfortable and you do not even know 
why. To shift the long-term mood you 
will have to train yourself into new 
practices. That may take time.

Example: Delegation
Let us consider an important exam-
ple: delegation. You consider yourself 
a poor delegator and you see that you 
and your team could accomplish more 
if you were to delegate more. Others, 
including potential investors in your 
company, agree. But, for some reason, 
you do not delegate despite your desire 
to learn to do so. In your exploration 
of the four questions, you discover you 
have these moods:

 ˲ Distrust: My team members lack 
important skills; I dare not delegate.

 ˲ Insecurity: If I delegate, team 
members are going to think that I am 
not capable of handling things myself.

 ˲ Resignation: Every delegation I 
have tried fails. I wind up having to do 
it myself anyway.

 ˲ Frustration: I would like other 
people to do as well as I do, but I can-
not seem to get that to happen. I just 
have to do it myself and not get to the 
other stuff that needs my attention un-
til later.

Table 3. Moods that block learning.

Mood Associated Assessments

Apathy I don’t really care about this. I see no reason to try.

Arrogance I already know this. There is nothing new for me here. They ought to listen 
to me. I don’t need to listen to other people because what they have to say is 
irrelevant. 

Boredom This is totally uninteresting. What a waste of time. There is no point even in 
pretending to be engaged.

Confusion I do not understand what is going on here and I do not like it. It is bad to be 
confused. Get me out of here.

Distrust, 
skepticism

They are insincere or incompetent. They are not watching out for my interests. 
This may backfire or otherwise not work out.

Fear, anxiety I don’t know what is going to happen. Something bad will happen to me. I will be 
harmed if I make a mistake. It’s better not to do anything than to try and fail.

Frustration I keep trying and failing. I cannot do it as fast as I should. It does not work the 
way it is supposed to.

Impatience This is wasting my time. There is no value here. Let’s move on, now.

Insecurity I have no confidence in myself. I can’t do this. I am not good enough to be here. 
People are going to criticize me.

Overwhelm The sheer volume of what is going on is too much for me. I cannot find a way to 
move forward, except to keep working hard and expect to fail.

Resignation There are no possibilities for resolving the issue. I am never going to be able 
to do this. I have seen this happen over and over in the past. Nothing new will 
happen. There is no point in trying. 

Table 2. Moods that support learning.

Mood Associated Assessments

Ambition I really want this outcome. I am sure I can achieve it.  
I am committed to achieving it. 

Confidence I believe in my own capabilities to achieve my goals. I have done this before  
and can do it again. I know who to ask for help and who will take care of me.

Perplexity, 
bafflement

I am unable to make sense of what is going on, but I am intrigued.  
I will keep looking until I figure this out.

Resolution I am determined to make this happen, no matter what.

Serenity, 
acceptance

I accept that the past has already happened and I have no control. I accept that  
the future is full of surprises and I cannot predict. I am grateful to life.

Trust I am learning from experienced people who are taking care of me. I know they 
are competent and sincere when the make promises to me. I believe they have 
my interests at heart.

Wonder I do not know what is going on, but I like it. There are so many possibilities  
to learn more.
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and the practice necessary to reach 
your objective of learning to delegate.

Conclusion
When we are blocked from learning, 
the chances are the blockage comes 
from hidden internal assessments and 
standards, not from external factors 
in the environment. Learning to learn 
is a skill with which we recognize our 
prevailing unproductive moods and 
shift to productive moods. The shift 
frequently involves retraining our auto-
matic responses to learning situations.

Perhaps the most fundamental as-
pect of learning to learn is learning to 
be open to learning. As beginners we 
are more likely to learn if we are open, 
curious, and in a mood of wonder 
about what we do not know. Instead, 
beginners frequently experience frus-
tration, insecurity, confusion, anxiety, 
and resignation—which block learn-
ing. In those moments, it is important 
to reflect on what may be provoking 
those moods so that we can see what ac-
tions will shift our moods and allow us 
to continue learning. Part of the learn-
ing process requires that we develop 
emotional fortitude to tolerate dis-
comforts that come from mistakes and 
from changing our habitual patterns. If 
we do this, we will be much more likely 
to reach our final learning objectives. 
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Having become aware of these 
standards and the habits that you have 
acquired to support them, how do you 
change them? Begin by focusing on 
Question 4 in the list of four questions 
we presented earlier. Why is reaching 
your learning objective important 
to you? If you delegate more will you 
have a stronger team? Will you have 
more time to focus on strategic is-
sues that benefit your team over time? 
Will people want to join your team 
because of their potential for growth? 
The answers to these questions will 
help you to cultivate a mood of ambi-
tion about the benefits of delegating 
more effectively. Supported by your 
ambition, you can resolve to embark 
on a process for learning to delegate. 
You start delegating and sharing your 
expectations for your team members’ 
successes. You will need to cultivate 
some emotional fortitude during this 
learning period because it will not be 
comfortable for you—but you are con-
fident that learning to delegate more 
effectively and have others grow in 
their responsibilities is good for you, 
your team, and your company. If a par-
ticular delegation does not work, you 
take time to evaluate why it did not 
work, talk to the person about it, and 
try again until it produces successful 
results. In other words, by cultivating 
moods of ambition and resolution 
you begin to shift away from moods 
that block you from learning to del-
egate and you give yourself the time 
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requires  
reflection and 
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