
The 4 Keys to Learning Anything

I’ve been studying how to learn, as I try to teach myself new skills … and absolutely love
learning new things. But I keep running up against a few key problems:

Becoming overwhelmed. The more you learn, the more you see there is to learn. The1.
beginner doesn’t know how much there is to study, but as you start to explore, you find
new caverns, and they are immense. Then as you explore those caverns, you find even
bigger ones. It can become overwhelming, and lots of people eventually give up
because of this feeling.
Failure feels bad. If you want to learn to play chess, you’ll lose a lot at first. Then you2.
get better, and lose a lot. In fact, no matter how good you get, you’ll probably lose a
bunch of times. This happens not just with games, but with learning languages, physical
skills, academic subjects — you’ll fail a lot. There are ways to set it up so that you rarely
fail, but then you’re not really learning much.
It can feel like you’re just treading water. In a fantasy world, you’d learn at a3.
breakneck pace, downloading new skills and knowledge into your brain like they do in
the Matrix. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. You read and read, or practice and
practice, and a lot of the time you barely get better. Other people seem to be learning
at twice your speed! Sometimes it seems like you’re not learning anything. This can be
really discouraging.
There’s always a strong feeling of uncertainty. Humans don’t like the feeling of4.
uncertainty, for the most part. We avoid it, become afraid of it, get angry or frustrated.
But when you try to learn a new skill, it’s almost all uncertainty. You constantly forget
things, you don’t understand anything, or when you think you do understand, you try it
and it turns out you didn’t understand at all. This feeling of uncertainty causes a lot of
people to give up.

OK, so we all want to learn skills — new languages, programming skills, physical skills,
history, math, writing, games, so much more. But these four problems stand in our way.

Let’s take them on. We’re going to discover four keys to overcoming these four problems,
so that we can tackle anything we want to learn.

First Key: Small Focuses

Yes, it’s true: there’s a vast amount of things to learn, and it can be overwhelming. But
that’s true of life itself — there’s so much to see and do, and no one can ever do it all. All
we can do is one step at a time.

So we have to not focus on all the innumerable huge caverns that have yet to be explored
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… but the ground right in front of us.

What small area can we study right now?

What small focus can we conquer? What little area can we explore?

Ignore all the vast uncharted territories for now, shut the rest of the world out, and just be
in this one place. Just study this one thing. One small step at a time, a few small steps each
day, and we can explore a lot over time.

Second Key: Flip Failure on Its Head

Did you all see the video of Deepmind’s AI after it taught itself to walk? The amazing thing
about this is that it did all of that through trial and error. Every single mistake was a lesson.

In fact, that’s similar to how we learn. We don’t know that our knowledge is wrong until we
test it out and see whether it works. We can’t truly learn something new until we try and
fail a bunch of times.

We all learned to walk that way … wobbly, falling down, until we got the hang of it. That’s
also how we learned to talk, to feed ourselves with a spoon, etc. Sure, we had the benefit
of being able to see examples of doing it right, but we had to try and fail a whole lot of
times before we got it.

Unfortunately, at some point we start to fear failure, but that fear is just holding us back.
Failure is really the learning process. Every loss at chess, every falling down when we’re
learning a backflip … those are lessons.

So instead of looking at failure as “bad,” we have to flip it on its head. Failure is a lesson,
an opportunity to get better, a wise old teacher telling us where we need to focus our
learning efforts.

When you fail, smile and say thank you for the lesson.

Third Key: Find Enjoyment in the Process

It’s a tough thing when we feel we’re not making progress, that things are moving too
slowly. We want to get to expert level (or at least “advanced beginner”) as quickly as we
can, and when it takes five times as long, we can get frustrated.

The answer is to forget about the pace of our progress, but just focus on enjoying the
process of learning.

It’s like when you go on a hike, and you’re fixed on getting to your beautiful destination …
but it’s a long journey, and you get frustrated by how long it’s taking. Instead, focusing on
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the journey itself is a better way of traveling. Enjoy the scenery, the exertion, the beauty of
each step.

When we’re learning, instead of focusing on where we want to be, we can enjoy the
particular focus we’re studying right now. We can be grateful for where we are, for having
the opportunity to learn at all. We can enjoy the falling down, and any progress we’ve
made so far.

Whenever we find ourselves wishing things were moving faster, that’s a good sign to
change focus to where we are.

Fourth Key: Learn to Relish Uncertainty

I think the uncertainty of learning something new, of being in such a foreign place, is
probably the most difficult thing. We don’t like that uncertainty, and we usually shy away
from it.

With conscious practice, we can change our feeling about uncertainty. We can start to find
the joy in this place of not knowing, of not being in complete control, of not having solid
ground under our feet. That might sound weird, but it’s possible.

Let’s take a few examples:

You’re learning to play Go, and you are playing your first few games. You keep losing,
you don’t have any idea where you should play, you worry that every stone you place is
a big mistake. This is a place of uncertainty. Can you enjoy this process of trying
something and not knowing how it will turn out? Be curious about what might happen
when you play your moves? See it as an exciting opportunity to experiment, to explore,
to play and have fun!
When you’re learning a language, you might be deeply afraid of speaking, because you
don’t know what you’re doing (uncertainty). But if you don’t speak, you’ll never learn.
So instead of fearing this uncertainty, you dive in and make a complete fool of yourself.
Better to be a fool who’s learning than the chicken who doesn’t learn anything new. It’s
like dancing wildly with random moves in the middle of a crowd … just have fun being
silly! You can do the same thing with speaking a new language — try it, look foolish,
enjoy this place of wild abandon.
When you’re learning to play music, you can get stuck on the certainty of learning
songs from sheet music, because it’s easy to just follow pre-written instructions. But
you don’t really learn until you put the sheet music away and try to play the song on
your own. And you really learn when you try to play without following someone else’s
pre-written music — just playing your own song, riffing and making it up as you play. Of
course it’s much more uncertain, and will probably suck. But so what? Just have fun and
make stuff up. Relish this place of creation and uncertainty.
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So uncertainty can be enjoyed if we think of it as play. If we think of it as creation, learning,
exploration, curiosity, finding out, experimenting, openness and newness. It’s courage.

Be courageous today, and put yourself in a place of uncertainty. And then let your heart fill
up with the freedom of not knowing and flying without a plan.


