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FOREWORD
By
Richard Sheridan
CEO, Chief Storyteller & Tour Guide
Menlo Innovations, Ann Arbor, MI

In one of my first jobs out of college, I had a magical technical experience.
The memory of that experience was brought back in vivid detail while reading the book you are
holding. I believe the chapters that follow will cause you to remember, too. Remember that part
of yourself you’ve let atrophy with the busy-ness of life and work. There is good news! The Habits of Mind necessary to revive the most cherished part of you, the part that makes you feel so
alive, are perfectly and succinctly described in the pages that follow. Revel in them and put them
to work.
Moments of Wonderment and Awe Change Us (We Must be Open to Them)
It was 1984, only two years after I graduated with high honors from the University of Michigan
College of Engineering with a Master’s Degree in Computer Science & Engineering. At this
point, I had already been programming for 13 years, having gotten an early start as a freshman in
high school in 1971. At Michigan, I had taken the most advanced courses in operating systems,
compiler construction, artificial intelligence (AI), and I learned the most modern programming
languages and methods. I excelled in every one of these courses. I was darn good at my chosen
profession, and I loved it. None of that adequately prepared me for what I was about to experience.
One of my peers at work wanted to share some classwork he had done in a recently completed
AI course. I loved the AI class I took at Michigan and was pretty well versed in the latest thinking. I was also keenly aware of the limitations of how much AI could actually accomplish in areas like inference and natural language processing. I knew this new science was still a long way
off from this working in any practical and usable way. Howard, the junior programmer peer,
wanted to show me the results of his AI project. To say I was prepared to be underwhelmed
would be an understatement.
As I sat down at the terminal, he had me run the program he had written. I was presented with a
simple prompt. Howard said I could ask the computer anything I wanted and it would answer
me. I knew this wasn’t true. I figured I would ask it a couple of questions, it would mess up and
we would have a good laugh and all get back to work.
“What is today?” I typed.
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“Tuesday” the program answered immediately. Nice, I thought. Howard encouraged me to ask
harder questions.
“What’s the date?” wondering to myself if it knew about contractions.
“May 15th.” Ok. I was actually impressed, especially that it added the ‘th’ to 15. Clearly Howard
had done some extra credit work here. Howard pushed me further.
“Who is the President?” I asked ambiguously.
“President of what?” It interrogated. My mind started to whirr. I was trying to imagine how this
had been implemented. It must have a network of terms and when it found multiple matches, it
knew it needed more information so it inquired for more detail before answering. Seriously impressive. I told Howard I was impressed. He smiled, nodded and pushed again.
“US” I wrote, teasing it with an abbreviation and not re-asking the originally question, while intentionally leaving out the periods.
“The President of the United States is Ronald Reagan.” Wow, I thought, nice sentence construction. And awesome that it remembered context.
This went on for several minutes as I dove deeper and deeper with more esoteric and difficult
questions. By this time, several more of my peers had gathered to see the magic unfold. Every
question was answered perfectly and with very little processing time to produce the answer. I
was flummoxed, humbled, and in awe. I kept asking over and over “how did you do this?” I had
fully experienced Wonderment and Awe, one of the Habits of Mind the authors will reveal in the
upcoming pages. I was fully applying (as best I could) my “Past Knowledge to New Situations.”
I was clearly trying as hard as I could to be open to Continuous Learning as I was seeing something I knew wasn’t possible, and certainly well past anything I could do myself. That Howard, a
junior programmer, could do this in an undergrad class, as a multiple week project, was beyond
comprehension to me.
Then the laughter broke out from everyone gathered around me! I had been “had” by this clever
corps. Mike, another one of the programmers, senior to me, had been sitting behind us all, typing
in the answers to all my questions. A total ruse. And the laugh was on me for sure.
However, the Wonderment and Awe of that moment has never left me. Obviously, my gullibility
was present and my actual professional embarrassment could have been profound enough to be
damaging.
But I took in that moment for what it represented … I was given a peek into a possible future and
I embraced it. Even if for only a few minutes. I was drawn in magically & mysteriously and was
delightfully able to experience the exhilarating emotional weightlessness that one feels when
something is so profound, it can only be described as magic. It felt real and, that reality, although
false, changed me. It created a new curiosity in me that has never left.
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These kinds of moments await us all. There are magical mysteries all around us, waiting to captivate us, excite our curiosity, bring us to laughter, wonderment and learning. While the embarrassment of being wrong stalks us all like a neighborhood bully, that constant and fearful worry
robs us of the part of the mind that is the most powerful, the part that gives us creativity, imagination, invention and innovation.
In the years that followed, I became frustrated with my career and my profession. I thought
things could be better. I patiently and persistently became a student again, but this time it was not
a technological study, it was a human study. I went on a search to find the problems that plagued
my efforts and seek out better ways to work. How we organize, grow and inspire the teams
around us became a passionate pursuit. Ultimately it led to change. Big change. And this led to
me finally pursuing the lifelong dream of entrepreneurship. I co-founded Menlo Innovations in
Ann Arbor, Michigan. It is a place filled with laughter, camaraderie, and human energy. It is a
learning organization in the very essence of the term. It employs people who are specifically
sought for the kindergarten skills (do you play well with others? Are you curious? Do you still
love learning new things?). We applied the field of anthropology to designing software, because
ultimately software serves people and if we don’t understand the people we intend to serve, we
will cause them unnecessary frustration. We work in one big open room together, in what we call
a one-room schoolhouse for innovation. People come from all over the world just to see how we
do it. Many of these visitors are educators who plead with us: tell the world this is what school
should look like.
This kind of change is ripe for the picking for you, the reader.
Embrace your inner child because that kindergartener hasn’t forgotten what magic feels like.
Learn the Habits of Mind that are central to your learning and the learning of those around you.
This book will remind you, as it has me, of when my Habits of Mind were most aligned for making me a better version of myself.
Grab a hot cocoa, add tiny marshmallows, put on some great music, crack open the book and relight the fire inside you. You and the world will be a better place when you do.
Richard Sheridan is the author of “Joy, Inc.: How We Built a Workplace People Love” (2013).
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PREFACE
“The greatest discovery of any generation is that human beings
can alter their lives by altering the attitudes of their minds.”
—Albert Schweitzer, M.D.
Watch the dynamics of a vibrant organization and you will observe that there are commonalities
below the surface of the productivity. This book aims to capture those common skills and processes through a set of dispositions, 16 Habits of Mind, that will operationalize your commitment
to communication, problem solving, cooperation, and innovation today and in the future.
The purposes of this book are as follows:
•

To provide support for businesses, schools and corporate organizations as they transform
themselves from “business as usual” to modern organizations that desire to grow, to create new and improved products and processes, and to sustain themselves over time.

•

To support the concept of businesses becoming learning organizations. We used to think
that having a defined amount of content knowledge prepared people to enter a career and
to be productive. Given the volatility of change, modern organizations realize that they
must become communities of continuous learning that includes both mental and emotional resources.

•

To describe, define and provide examples of self-directed leadership as self-managing,
self-monitoring, self-modifying, monitoring others and managing others.

•

To provide a set of 16 dispositions referred to as “Habits of Mind” that can pervade the
language and culture of the learning organization, the dispositions that leadership embodies, and the decision-making and problem-solving competencies of all members.

In Chapter 1, we set the stage for why we need to pay attention to creating a learning organization, one that is continuously adapting and adjusting to an ever-changing world. The organization
learns best when the culture establishes a sense of trust, cooperation, inclusion of diversity, and
norms that guide the behaviors of the people within the organization.
Chapter 2 provides a prelude to the descriptions of the Habits of Mind in Chapters 3-6. This
chapter introduces you to the Habits of Mind and provides a backdrop for understanding them—
what they are, where they came from and intentions for their use. We focus specifically on metacognition (thinking about your thinking) because it is the executive center for all of the habits.
In Chapters 3-7, we introduce each of the habits. We provide a summary description, suggest
reflective questions to stimulate your learning, and offer tips for how to use each particular habit
in multiple situations.
Chapter 8 focuses on how to grow these habits in ourselves and with others. Usual metrics for
growth are not helpful because in most instances it is a combination of habits that are working in
viii

a given situation. For example, when you are solving a problem, you may start by questioning
and posing problems (page 13) which may lead to applying past knowledge to a new situation
(page 32), to gathering data with all your senses (page 38). Therefore, rather than developing a
complex matrix of possibilities, we suggest prompting self-reflection and assessment.
In Chapter 9, the research in neuroscience, specifically about how the brain operates when
learning, provides a strong case for why the Habits of Mind are so powerful. We examine nine of
the 16 habits with greater research-based depth and show how these habits are important for all
human beings in all walks of life—whether at a meeting, at a social event, or making a choice
about which might be the best automobile to purchase. The brain can depend on these habits to
serve as a GPS system for knowing what to do when confronted with problems or challenges, the
answers to which are not immediately apparent.
Chapter 10 returns to the learning organization and focuses on the role of leadership in the organization. We suggest that leadership is not seen as positional but rather as a set of actions that
anyone in the organization can initiate. Leadership is not owned, it is behaved.
Case Studies. To illustrate how Habits of Mind is found throughout modern schools and industries, three case studies are offered as examples. While they are annotated to illuminate the use of
the Habits of Mind, the underlying habits should become obvious to the reader after reading
through this book. The first case study is from the Stryker Corporation, producers of hospital and
health testing equipment. The second case study illustrates the use of the Habits of Mind from
the perspective of an architect. The third case study provides an examination of the use of Habits
of Mind in an educational setting. A fourth case study is also included as an invitation to you, the
reader, to find examples of the Habits of Mind in an interview with a restaurateur.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
We are living in an era of increasing volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (often
referred to as VUCA), in which we are bombarded with conflicting models of what to value,
what to believe, how to make decisions and how to live productively. According to research,
when students were asked for the three words that best described their emotional feelings, 80
percent said “stressed,” “bored” and “tired” (Brackett, 2017). Further research showed that Yale
University students, teachers, and others in the workforce predominantly used the same words.
Our brains are wired for consistency, yet we are experiencing constant disruption of what we
have come to expect and this uncertainty is causing us stress and a general malaise. As a society
we have always been confronted with problems to solve, but in the past we were living in a far
less complex world. Our mental models are shifting. For example, many consumers used to assume that they needed to go to a specialty store to shop. We can now shop from in our homes at
any time and have almost anything delivered to us. We are all in a state of continuously shifting
our minds, our perspectives, and our alternatives.
One purpose of this book is to further the concept that learning is not limited to those who are in
school. Rather, every organization should be dedicated to the continuous learning of all of its
members, and new learnings from the neurosciences can affect the culture of an organization.
It is the role of any learning organization to help develop the mental and emotional resources that
are necessary to cope with the demands of our lives, now and in the future. These traits include
resilience, efficacy, self-regulation, flexibility, confidence, positivity, self-reliance, interdependence and, yes, even a sense of humor. These resources are psychological as much as they are material or social (Lucas, Claxton & Spencer, 2013).
Based on our research in the fields of cognitive psychology, emotional intelligence, and neuroscience, we observed that there were some common attributes or dispositions that appeared repeatedly. We distilled this finding into what we refer to as Habits of Mind. These habits, when
practiced, provide an internal compass for thoughtful behaviors. When we say thoughtful, we
mean full of thought as well as sensitivity and caring. They have been identified in successful
scientists, artists, mathematicians, mechanics, teachers, entrepreneurs, salespeople, and parents—
in other words, people in all walks of life (Costa & Kallick, 2008).
Another purpose of this book is to invite all learning organizations to embrace the Habits of
Mind. The Habits of Mind provide a road map for revitalizing the energy of learning organizations. Leaders need to capture the energy of the organization through a commitment to remaining
open to continuous learning. They need to embody new habits that signify the values and beliefs
of the shifts in the organization. In accordance with our research both academically and in the
field, the Habits of Mind is a powerful starting point for transforming into a learning organization in vision, beliefs, and actions.
The outcome of working with the Habits of Mind is not that it offers solutions in and of themselves. Rather, these habits offer more effective solutions because they communicate with greater
clarity, provide more options, and a broader range of perspectives. Commitment to the Habits of
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Mind enhances the process of determining what actions to take.
What are some of the beliefs of individuals in a learning organization that embrace the Habits of
Mind?
•
•
•

Have humility to recognize what you don’t know.
Be willing to learn from and with others; give up the need to be perfect and perfectly
independent.
Recognize the power of “don’t just do something, stand there.” Good solutions take
time. There is wisdom in “standing there” and taking time to define the problem before jumping too quickly to solutions, as well as paying attention to the impact your
solutions may have on the larger system (systems thinking).

If an organization is to flourish, everyone within that organization must flourish. It is the responsibility of those in leadership positions to facilitate this process (Kegan & Lahey, 2016 and
Brock, 2020). Leaders who accomplish this recognize that developing workers’ intellectual and
social potential is critical to not just surviving, but thriving.
Key to the belief that everyone can contribute and help to grow the organization is a concomitant
belief that all people can become more motivated and skillful thinkers (Swartz et al., 2007). Successful leaders know the benefits of effective thinking and are alert to situational cues that signal
when it counts; they are conscious of their own mental energies and problem-solving strategies;
they know when it is appropriate to use skillful thinking and they reflect on and continually
strive to improve their cognitive processes. A “good” thinker is not only skillful but also inclined, disposed and compelled to employ patterns of effective thought.
This attention to thinking dispositions, Habits of Mind, is not only being seen in the United
States. At this time there is an international surge—an “intellectual spring”—brought on by the
realization that a country’s ability to thrive in the 21st century and beyond depends on its population’s capacity for creativity, problem solving, communication and collaboration.
Many eminent authorities, leaders and futurists have projected what it will take to live productively in the world of the future. The following are descriptions of dispositions that are:
•

Inclinations that describe the likelihood, not the certainty, that effective actions
will be taken when confronted with problematic situations.

•

Cognitive propensities that show what goes on in the mind. They might be called
mental habits or habits of mind.

•

Broad, panoramic and expansive.

This attention to dispositions is emerging around the world. For example, ministries of education
as well as leading business organizations in many nations suggest the following essentials
(Mansilla & Jackson, 2011):
•

Investigating the world beyond our immediate environment;
2

•

Recognizing our own and others’ perspectives;

•

Communicating ideas effectively with diverse audiences;

•

Translating ideas and findings into appropriate actions to improve conditions.

These essentials require certain propensities, inclinations or tendencies, such as
•

Being curious: wondering, questioning and problem posing;

•

Taking risks: persisting, striving for accuracy;

•

Empathizing with others: collaborating, inhibiting impulse, listening;

•

Thinking flexibly: communicating with clarity, both orally and in writing.

Furthermore, we are finally realizing that every individual has the right to have their intellect developed to the fullest potential and that the human brain can continue to develop throughout
one’s lifetime (Boaler, 2019). As we create this highly personalized learning environment, we
suggest that the Habits of Mind becomes a learning organization’s fundamental set of behaviors
that define the culture.
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CHAPTER 2
INTRODUCING AND DESCRIBING SIXTEEN HABITS OF MIND
“One’s intelligence is the sum of their habits of mind.”
—Lauren Resnick (2001, p. 4)
Habits of Mind provides a universal framework for developing thinking dispositions and is as
essential now as when we first introduced this idea 30 years ago. Habits of Mind is a group of
dispositions people use when confronted with problems and situations to which the answer is not
immediately apparent. When we draw upon these intellectual resources, the results that are produced are more powerful, of higher quality and of greater significance.
By definition, a problem is any stimulus, question, task, phenomenon, or discrepancy, the explanation for which is not immediately known. Thus, performance to resolve a complex problem
demands strategic reasoning, insightfulness, perseverance, creativity, and craftsmanship. Habits
of Mind asks us to pay attention to how we behave in response to questions and problems when
the solutions are not immediately known.
When humans experience dichotomies, are confused by dilemmas, or come face to face with uncertainties, our most effective actions require drawing forth certain patterns of intellectual behavior such as Habits of Mind. When confronted with problematic situations, students, parents,
teachers, leaders, and workers might habitually employ one or more of these Habits of Mind by
asking themselves, “What is the most intelligent thing I can do right now?”
•

How can I learn from this? What are my resources or what resources do I need to generate? How can I draw on my past successes with problems like this, and what do I already know about this problem?

•

How can I approach this problem flexibly? How might I look at the situation in another
way? How can I draw upon my repertoire of problem-solving strategies? How can I look
at this problem from a fresh perspective?

•

How can I illuminate this problem to make it clearer and more precise? Do I need to
check out my data sources? How might I break this problem down into its component
parts and develop a strategy for understanding and accomplishing each step?

•

What do I know or not know? What questions do I need to ask, and what strategies are
in my mind now? What am I aware of in terms of my own beliefs, values and goals with
this problem? What feelings or emotions am I aware of that might be blocking or enhancing my progress?

•

The interdependent thinker might turn to others for help. They might ask how this
problem affects others: “How can we solve it together and what can I learn from others
that would help me become a better problem solver?”

Employing Habits of Mind requires a composite of many skills, attitudes, cues, past experiences
and proclivities. It means that we value one pattern of thinking over another, and therefore it im5

plies we must regularly decide which pattern should be used at any given time. It requires alertness to the contextual cues that signal an appropriate time and circumstance in which the employment of a given pattern would be useful. It requires skill to employ and carry through the
behaviors effectively over time. It suggests that as a result of each experience in which these behaviors were employed, the effects of their use are reflected upon, evaluated, modified and carried forth to future applications.
Mastering the Habits of Mind is like riding a bicycle: You need to develop all the knowledge and
skills in order to be considered accomplished. One must learn safety precautions, rules of the
road, gear shifts, steering, braking, and balancing, as well as developing physical stamina, muscle strength and endurance. As you gradually acquire these skills, biking becomes instinctive,
easy and enjoyable. The same thing can happen when you master Habits of Mind.
Following are descriptions and an elaboration of 16 attributes of what human beings do when
they behave intelligently. Based on our research, we describe the characteristics of remarkable
performers and highlight their efficacious behaviors through the lens of each habit. When we use
the term “efficacious” we are referring to the ideal set of behaviors towards which we aspire. We
further elaborate how these behaviors play out in our daily lives, recognizing that none of us is
perfectly in control of our behaviors at all times. The habits are never “perfectly” mastered. Rather, we strive to become as effective as possible as we grow in our understandings and use of
the habits.
These habits are seldom performed in isolation. Rather, clusters of habits are drawn forth and
employed in various situations. When listening intently, for example, one employs flexibility,
metacognition, precise language and, perhaps, questioning.
Please do not think that there are only 16 ways in which humans display their intelligence. This
list is not meant to be complete. It should serve to initiate the collection of additional attributes.
Although 16 Habits of Mind are described here, you will want to continue to search for additional Habits of Mind by adding to and elaborating on this list and the descriptions provided.
For the purpose of this book, we are focusing on habits that help to develop self-directed learning. We isolated our description of metacognition because it is the “Executive Director”—the
“GPS” of all of the Habits of Mind. The remaining 15 habits are categorized into five chapters,
Chapters 3 through 8. This organization serves as a framework for learners and leaders to become familiar with the habits as they consider work that requires self-direction. We organized an
introduction to the habits in five chapters: self-managing, self-monitoring, self-modifying, monitoring others, and managing others.
Please note that knowing and employing the habits is not limited to this framework. Once readers
are familiar with the habits, they will find them important in many different contexts. Once fluent with the habits, when confronted with problems, tasks, or conflicts, they will ask themselves,
“What is the most effective habit I can use at this moment?”
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Thinking about Thinking (Metacognition)
“When the mind is thinking it is talking to itself.”
—Plato
Like an internal compass, metacognition is the control and management of all our cognitive resources (also known as executive functioning). A simple example of this might be drawn from a reading task. It
is a common experience while reading a passage to have our minds
wander from the pages. We “see” the words but no meaning is being
produced. Suddenly we realize that we are not concentrating and that
we’ve lost contact with the meaning of the text. We recover by returning to the passage to find our place, matching it with the last thought
we can remember, and, once having found it, read on with connectedness. This inner awareness and the strategy of recovery are components of metacognition.
Occurring in the neocortex of the brain, metacognition is the uniquely human capacity to monitor
and control our cognitive processes (executive functions) and mental habits. It is our ability to
know what we know and what we don’t know, to plan a strategy for producing what information
is needed, to be conscious of our own steps and strategies during the act of problem solving, and
to reflect on and evaluate the productiveness of our own thinking.
The major components of metacognition include the following:
1. Developing a plan of action. One should maintain that plan over a period of time,
then evaluate the plan upon its completion. Planning a strategy before embarking on a
course of action assists us in keeping track of the steps in the sequence of planned behavior at the conscious awareness level for the duration of the activity.
2. Making temporal and comparative judgments. Assess the readiness for more or different activities and monitor our interpretations, perceptions, decisions and behaviors. An example of this would be what superior teachers do daily: developing a teaching strategy for a lesson, keeping that strategy in mind throughout the instruction, then
reflecting back upon the strategy to evaluate its effectiveness in producing the desired
student outcomes.
3. Having an inner dialogue (self-talk). This includes mental rehearsal, inner-coaching
and self-questioning. Our “inner voice” is what we use to reflect on what we do; how
and why we behave the way we do; how we critique ourselves; and how we connect
the knowledge, ideas, concepts and concept frameworks developed using each of our
four learning systems. It is the voice that challenges us to strive further and the voice
that condemns our foolishness (Treadwell, 2014).
4. Audiating (inner humming, or “ear worms”). Often after hearing a song or lilting
melody, it is replayed in your brain again and again. Composer Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart was quoted as saying, “The whole, though it be long, stands almost complete
and finished in my mind so that I can survey it at a glance. Nor do I hear in my imagination the parts successively, but I hear them, as it were, all at once. What delight this
is I cannot tell!”
7

Interestingly, Russian psychologist Alexander Luria found that not all adults metacogitate
(Whimbey & Whimbey, 1976). The most likely reason is that we do not take the time or recognize the importance of reflecting on our experiences. We are not wondering why we are doing
what we are doing. We seldom question ourselves about our own learning strategies or evaluate
the efficiency of our own performance. Some people have virtually no idea what they should do
when confronted with a problem or when they begin a complex task because they are not aware
of the strategies they use for decision making. When asked, “How did you solve that problem?
What strategies did you use?” or, “Tell us what went on in your head to come up with that conclusion?” they often respond by saying, “I don’t know, I just did it.”
Thoughtful people, however, plan for, reflect on, and evaluate the quality of their own thinking
skills and strategies. Through metacognition we become increasingly aware of our actions and
the effect of those actions on others and on the environment. We form internal questions as we
search for information and meaning, developing mental maps or plans of action. We mentally
rehearse prior to performance, monitoring those plans as they are employed, being conscious of
the need for midcourse correction if the plan is not meeting expectations. We reflect on the plan
upon completion for the purpose of self-evaluation. Throughout this process we develop a mental
picture of our outcomes and continually revise our plan based on experience.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what metacognition is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps you
would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
When do you find yourself engaged in self-talk or mental rehearsal before a performance?
What situations might there be for using this habit in your work and in your life?

Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
Practice using reflective prompts to grow your thinking about strategy and course of action:
•
•
•
•
•

How am I thinking about this?
What kind of thinking will be called for in this situation? Analyzing? Comparing? Creating?
How effective is the strategy that I am using? What changes might be needed?
Did my efforts succeed? What could I have done differently?
What learnings might I carry forward from this situation to problems I might encounter in
the future?
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CHAPTER 3
SELF-MANAGING
“The toughest management challenge is always yourself.”
—Bill Hybels
Leader of one of the largest non-profit organizations in the world
Self-Managing is defined as knowing the significance of and being inclined to approach tasks
with clarity of outcomes, a strategic plan, and necessary data. It involves drawing from past experiences, anticipating success indicators, and creating alternatives for accomplishment.
The habits included in this chapter are:
•

Managing Impulsivity

•

Questioning and Posing Problems

•

Taking Responsible Risks

10

Managing Impulsivity
“(G)oal directed self-imposed delay of gratification is perhaps the essence of emotional
self-regulation: the ability to deny impulse in the service of a goal, whether it be building a business, solving an algebraic equation, or pursuing the Stanley cup.”
— Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence (1995) p. 83
Effective thinkers have a sense of deliberativeness: They learn to think before they act. They intentionally form a vision of a product, plan of action,
goal or a destination before they begin. They strive to clarify and understand directions, develop a strategy for approaching a problem and withhold immediate value judgments before fully understanding an idea. As
reflective individuals, they consider alternatives and consequences of several possible directions prior to taking action. They decrease their need for
trial and error by gathering information, taking time to reflect on an answer
before giving it, making sure they understand directions, and listening to alternative points of
view.
Impulsive people sometimes shout out the first answer that comes to mind, start to work without
fully understanding the directions, and lack an organized plan or strategy for approaching a problem. They may take the first suggestion given or operate on the most obvious and simple idea
that comes to mind rather than considering more complex alternatives and consequences of several possible directions.
Findings from research studies are clear—by helping learners develop self-control and manage
their impulsivity, teachers can save them from a lifetime of difficulties and increase the probability that they will live successful lives (Ferlazzo, 2016).
Negative emotions such as anger, depression, stress, or frustration are likely to make us act impulsively. When we are upset, we are more likely to overindulge in food, drink or drugs. Sometimes just being tired makes us more likely to act aggressively or to engage in risky behavior.
Negative emotions seem to make us act in the moment, and to disregard future consequences.
While it is not certain, it may be that negative emotion draws much of our attention, and so compromises decision making, or that indulging provides short-term relief from anxiety.
Cues in the environment can make self-regulation challenging. If we are dieting, for example,
it’s harder to turn down a candy bar if we actually see it in a TV commercial. The visual appeal
might make us think about how delicious it would taste (Willingham, 2011). Knowing this, it is
imperative that we become aware of our emotions. Once we place labels on our feelings and
learn to stop and think before we act, we are able to manage ourselves better. The following is an
example of how the process of self-regulation can work:
•

“I’m feeling angry right now,” I’m frustrated,” “I’m confused,” or “I’m tired.”
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•

“What is it about this situation that is producing these feelings?”

•

“What are my options for dealing with this situation and what are the advantages
and disadvantages of each of those options?”

•

“What is the best solution?”

Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what managing impulsivity is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
When do you find yourself tempted to say or do something impulsively? What do you do or say
to yourself to control that impulse?
In what situations do you find it takes the most conscious energy to control your impulses?
Are you a STAR (Stop, Think, Act, Reflect) kind of person? What could you do to become more
so?
Tips For Strategically Using This Habit
•
•
•
•
•

Be aware of labeling your feelings. For example, “I’m angry right now,” “I’m frustrated,” “I’m confused.”
Focus on your breathing to settle down. Find other strategies to help keep your emotions under control.
Rewind the situation to examine it with a more deliberate eye. Reflect on what, where
and why this is happening that is causing the feelings that you are having.
Consider your options. Think about what actions you could take and what possible advantages or disadvantages might happen as a result.
Reframe possibilities. Believe that you can change the way you react when others push
your buttons, seeing it as an opportunity to learn about yourself, finding new ways to stay
in control of your emotions.
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Questioning and Posing Problems
“Good questions, ones that we care about and want to answer, call us outward and to each other.
They are an invitation to explore, to venture out, to risk, to listen, to abandon our positions. Good
questions help us become both curious and uncertain, and this is always the road that opens us to
the surprise of new insight.”
— Margaret Wheatley, Foreword of The World Café
One of the distinguishing characteristics between humans and other
forms of life is our inclination and ability to FIND problems to solve.
The drive to make sense of our environment, make inquiries and uncover
answers has been crucial to human survival. Curiosity is the desire for
knowledge in the absence of extrinsic reward. (Markey & Loewenstein,
2014). When individuals feel curious, they engage in persistent information-seeking behavior. Curiosity has been recognized as a powerful
motivator for not only learning but also creativity and subjective wellbeing. What sets effective thinkers apart is their passionate desire to contribute new knowledge and to find or invent better ways of living for our collective well-being.
When we are stuck, an open-ended, insightful question can activate the brain to discover a solution. Questions act as a catalyst for our brains to change and move forward with new insights,
thoughts and wonderings.
When asked a question, the brain becomes active. As we reflect, it releases serotonin, allowing it
to relax. This encourages gathering intelligence from all areas of the brain, which stimulates even
greater insight. New neuronal connections begin to be made as the brain searches to find solutions. As serotonin is released, a rush of energy (or insight) occurs as the brain fires up, moving
ahead and discovering the solutions to a problem. We become motivated and ready for action
(Asmus, 2017).
Some people may be unaware of the functions, classes, syntax or intentions in questions. They
may not realize that questions vary in complexity, structure and purpose. They may pose simple
questions expecting to derive maximal results. When confronted with a discrepancy, they may
lack an overall strategy of search and solution finding. Effective problem solvers, however, know
how to ask questions to fill in the gaps between what they know and what they don’t know. Effective questioners are inclined to ask a range of questions. For example, they pose questions that
•

Request data to support others’ conclusions and assumptions, e.g.,
a.

“What evidence do you have?”

b.

“How do you know that’s true?”
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c.
•

•

•

“How reliable is this data source?”

Seek alternative points of view, e.g.,
a.

“From whose viewpoint are we seeing, reading or hearing this?”

b.

“From what angle or perspective are we viewing this situation?”

Search for causal connections and relationships, e.g.,
a.

“How are these people (events, situations, etc.) related to each other?”

b.

“What produced this connection?”

Suggest hypothetical problems (“What if” questions), e.g.,
a.

“What do you think would happen if…..?”

b.

“IF that is true, then what might happen if….?”

Curiosity drives inquirers to recognize discrepancies and phenomena in their environment and
probe into their causes: “Why do cats purr?” “How high can birds fly?” “Why does the hair on
my head grow so fast, while the hair on my arms and legs grows so slowly?” “What would happen if we put the saltwater fish in a fresh-water aquarium?” “What are some alternative solutions
to international conflicts other than wars?”
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what questioning and posing problems is? Say or write it in your own
words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself needing to raise questions and pose problems? What signals in a situation prompt you to pose a powerful question?
In what situations do you find that it takes the most conscious energy to formulate good questions?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
The following sequence may help to generate deeper thinking:
1. Select a problem focus. Find some discrepancy, observation, community or global
problem or project that attracts you and that stimulates your curiosity.
2. Generate questions. Pose as many questions as you can; do not stop to discuss,
judge, or answer any of the questions; write down every question exactly as it was
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3.
4.
5.
6.

stated; and change any statements into questions. Marilee Adams (2009) calls this
“QStorming.” By listening to other’s questions you may generate even more and varied questions.
Classify your questions. Analyze the differences between your questions by stating
the intent of each question: What do you want to learn by asking that question? Categorize the list of questions you have just produced.
Prioritize your questions. Choose the three questions that have the greatest possibility of yielding the information you desire or leading you into new territory.
Decide on actions. Decide how to use the questions. What data will they yield? How
might these data provide insights into resolving the problem and deepening your understanding?
Reflect on what you have learned. Review the steps of the process. What helped or
hindered your understanding of question generating? What have you learned from
this process? When else might you use this process?
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Taking Responsible Risks
“There has been a calculated risk in every stage of American development—the pioneers
who were not afraid of the wilderness, businessmen who were not afraid of failure, dreamers
who were not afraid of action.”
—Brooks Atkinson
Risk taking can be defined as undertaking a task in which there is a lack
of certainty or a fear of failure. Risk takers seem to have an almost uncontrollable urge to go beyond established limits. They are uneasy about too
much comfort; they “live on the edge of their competence.” They seem
compelled to place themselves in situations where they do not know what
the outcome will be. They accept complexity, confusion, uncertainty, and
the higher risks of failure as part of their normal process and they learn to
view setbacks as interesting, challenging and growth producing.
When someone is averse to taking risks, they are confronted constantly with missed opportunities. Some learners seem reluctant to take risks. They may be fearful about the consequences of
failure and feel it more prudent to continue doing what they have always done. They hold back in
games, new learning, and new friendships because their fear of failure is far greater than their
sense of venture or adventure. They are reinforced by the mental voice that says, “if you don’t
try it, you won’t be wrong” or “if you try it and you are wrong, you will look stupid.” The other
voice that might say, “if you don’t try it, you will never know” is trapped in fear and mistrust.
They are more interested in whether or not their answer is correct rather than being challenged
by the process of finding the answer. They are unable to sustain a process of problem-solving
and finding the answer over time, and therefore avoid ambiguous situations. They have a need
for certainty rather than an inclination for doubt.
Responsible risk-takers are not behaving impulsively. Their risks are educated. They draw on
past knowledge, are mindful of options, thoughtful about consequences and have a well-trained
sense of what is appropriate. They know that all risks are not worth taking!
Risk taking is an increasingly critical element of leadership and essential for an organization’s
effectiveness. Risk taking can be defined as: “Undertaking a task in which there is a lack of certainty or a fear of failure.” Taking risks means confronting fears and challenges and having the
courage to move forward. In today’s rapidly changing and highly competitive business environment, responsible risk taking is essential (Wetekamp, 2020).
Risk taking can be considered in two categories: those who see it as a venture and those who see
it as an adventure. The venture part of risk taking might be described by the venture capitalist.
When a person is approached to take the risk of investing in a new business, she will look at the
markets, see how well organized the ideas are, and study the economic projections. If she finally
decides to take the risk, it is a well-considered one.
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The adventure part of risk taking might be described by the experiences from Project Adventure
(www.pa.org). If someone is attempting a challenging, high-adventure ropes course for the first
time, there is spontaneity involved and a willingness to take a chance in the moment. Once again,
a person will only take the chance if they know that there is either past history that suggests that
what they are doing is not going to be life threatening or if they believe that there is enough support in place to protect them from harm. Ultimately, the learning from such high-risk experiences
is that people are far more able to take actions than they previously believed. It is only through
repeated experiences of success that risk taking becomes educated. It is often a cross between
intuition, drawing on past knowledge and the wonderment of meeting new challenges.
“The only way to succeed is to be brave enough to risk failure,” (Briggs, 1999 p. 2A). Learners
need to challenge themselves to take intellectual as well as physical risks. They need to know
that they are capable of being different, going against the grain of the common, thinking of new
ideas and testing them with peers, parents, teachers as well as employers. Learners who do this
are more likely to be successful in an era of innovation and uncertainty.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what taking responsible risks is? Say or write it in your own words. Explain the differences between taking risks and taking responsible risks.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself feeling safe enough to take a risk?
What signals in a situation or environment let you know that you should or should not take a
risk?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
Take a responsible risk and apply one or more of these strategies:
•
•

•

Develop the capacity to live with some uncertainty—to be challenged by the process
of finding an answer rather than by avoiding what you don’t know.
Be patient with yourself. Think about necessary resources you might need (e.g., time,
feedback, conducive space) to sustain a process of problem solving, investigation,
or creation.
Live on the edge of your competence. If you want to grow your brain, work on problems and ideas that are hard. It may feel miserable, but when you struggle and make mistakes it may be the best time for your brain to grow. Ideally this work is done in an environment where mistakes are openly analyzed to promote flexible thinking and perseverance.
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CHAPTER 4
SELF-MONITORING
Self-monitoring means being aware of our own use of thinking skills, strategies and dispositions
and their effects on others and on the environment. It involves having sufficient self-knowledge
about what works, establishing conscious metacognitive strategies to alert the perceptions for inthe-moment indicators of whether the strategic plan is working or not, and to assist in the decision-making processes of altering the plan and choosing the right actions and strategies.
The habits included in this chapter are:
•

Persisting

•

Thinking flexibly

•

Striving for Accuracy
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Persisting
“If I had to select one quality, one personal characteristic that I regard as being most highly correlated with success whatever the field, I would pick the trait of persistence. Determination. The
will to endure to the end, to get knocked down 70 times and get up off the floor saying, ‘Here
comes number 71!’”
—Richard M. Devos, businessman
Persisting has a dramatic impact on successful problem solving. Ineffective problem solvers often give up in despair when the answer to a problem is not immediately known. They sometimes say, “I can’t do this,”
“It’s too hard,” or they accept any answer to get the task over with as
quickly as possible. Some have difficulty staying focused for any length
of time. They are easily distracted and lack the ability to analyze a problem, to develop a system, structure or strategy of problem attack. They
may give up because they have a limited repertoire of problem-solving
strategies. When their strategy doesn’t work, they give up because they have no alternatives.
Efficacious people, however, stick to a task until it is completed. They don’t give up easily. They
are able to analyze a problem, to develop a system, structure or strategy to attack a problem.
They employ a range and have a repertoire of alternative strategies for problem solving. They
collect evidence to indicate their problem-solving strategy is working, and, if one strategy
doesn’t work, they know how to back up and try another. They recognize when a theory or idea
must be rejected and another employed. They have systematic methods of analyzing a problem,
which includes knowing how to begin, knowing what steps must be performed, and knowing
what data need to be generated or collected.
Persisting is central to any problem-solving process. When faced with ambiguous situations or
uncertain situations, we learn how to generate and test multiple solution paths. We often become
more creative as we engage with alternative problem-solving strategies. As we work through the
frustration and confusion of finding a path for problem solving, we strengthen our capacity and
confidence to know what to do when we don’t know what to do.
Kenny Rogers astutely sang in his song about poker, “You’ve got to know when to hold ‘em, and
know when to fold ‘em.” Although it’s a mistake to give up prematurely, there are times when
you have to make conscious decisions by asking yourself such questions as,“Why is it so important that I work to complete this task? What are the consequences if I do or do not complete
the task? Would my time and efforts be better applied elsewhere? Is this worth my persistence?”
(Kanter, 2012).
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what persisting is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps you
would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your work or in your life?
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What strategies do you use to help you persist?
When you find yourself deciding whether to give up or persist, how do you decide which path to
take?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•
•
•
•

Break the problem apart into steps and accomplish each step that leads to the final outcome.
Review the ground rules, directions, or criteria for success. Find something missed
along the way or an assumed understanding and discovering the misunderstanding.
Seek assistance and input from others. Sometimes others may have had experience
with similar problems or can see a different array of solutions.
Use self-talk to hang in and stick with the task. Remember The Little Engine that
Could: “I think I can, I think I can, I think I can.” Envision what it will look like and feel
like to be successful.
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Thinking Flexibly
“If you never change your mind, why have one?”
—Edward deBono
An amazing discovery about the human brain is its plasticity—its ability to “rewire,” change and even repair itself to become smarter. Neuroplasticity means that our brains can physically change to encourage
creative thinking and new knowledge. The neurons can move into new
locations in our brain when we learn.
Cognitive flexibility helps us remain open and receptive to new experiences, multiple sources of information, a variety of interpretations,
varied approaches to problems, and alternative points of view. Flexible people have a great deal of control. They have the capacity to change their mind as they receive additional data. They engage in multiple and simultaneous outcomes and activities, draw
upon a repertoire of problem-solving strategies and can practice style flexibility, knowing when
it is appropriate to be broad and global in their thinking and when a situation requires detailed
precision. They create and seek novel approaches and have a well-developed sense of humor.
They envision a range of consequences (Whitney, 2017).
Flexible people can approach a problem from a new angle using a novel approach. They consider
alternative points of view or deal with several sources of information simultaneously. Their
minds are open to change based on additional information and data or reasoning even when it
contradicts their beliefs. Flexible people know that they have and can develop options and alternatives to consider. They catch and correct errors. They understand means-ends relationships being able to work within rules, criteria and regulations and they can predict the consequences of
ignoring them. Flexibility of mind is essential for working with social diversity, enabling an individual to recognize the wholeness and distinctness of other people’s ways of experiencing and
making meaning.
Flexible thinkers are able to shift their focus, at will, through multiple perceptual positions. One
perceptual orientation is egocentrism—perceiving from our own point of view. By contrast, allocentrism is the position in which we perceive through another person’s orientation. We operate
from this second position when we empathize with other’s feelings, predict how others are thinking, and anticipate potential misunderstandings.
Another perceptual position is “macro-centric.” It is similar to looking down from a balcony at
ourselves and our interactions with others. This bird’s-eye view is useful for discerning themes
and patterns from assortments of information. It is intuitive, holistic and conceptual. Since we
often need to solve problems with incomplete information, we need the capacity to perceive general patterns and jump across gaps of incomplete knowledge or make educated decisions when
some of the pieces are missing.
Yet another perceptual orientation is micro-centric, which is examining the details and some22

times minute parts that make up the whole. This “worm’s-eye view,” without which science,
technology, and any complex enterprise could not function, involves logical, analytical computation and searching for causality in methodical steps. It requires attention to detail, precision, and
orderly progressions.
Flexible thinkers display confidence in their intuition. They tolerate confusion and ambiguity up
to a point and are willing to let go of a problem, trusting their subconscious to continue creative
and productive work on it. Flexibility is the cradle of humor, creativity and repertoire. While
there are many possible perceptual positions (past, present, future, egocentric, allocentric, macrocentric, visual, auditory and kinesthetic), the flexible mind is activated by knowing when to shift
perceptual positions.
Some people have difficulty considering alternative points of view or dealing with more than one
classification system simultaneously. THEIR way to solve a problem seems to be the ONLY
way. They perceive situations from a very ego-centered point of view: “My way or the highway!” Their mind is made up: “Don’t confuse me with facts, that’s it.”
Global thinkers, organizational leaders and creative innovators of the future, however, are those
who are comfortable with new experiences and unfamiliar customs, open to variations of opinions and interpretations, willing to take on alternative points of view and multiple approaches to
problem solving, and excited by creative, novel and dynamical ideas.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what cognitive flexibility is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps
you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
When you are in a complex situation, what strategy do you use to remind yourself to think flexibly?
In what situations do you find that it takes the most conscious energy to change your mind?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
Practice thinking flexibly by getting into the habit of asking yourself questions:
•
•
•

In what other ways might I think about this? What is another perspective?
What else might I try when I get stuck? How does stepping back and looking at the
big picture (the whole) open my eyes to new ideas?
When and why should I change my thinking and my actions?
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Striving for Accuracy and Precision
“A man who has committed a mistake and doesn’t correct it is
committing another mistake.”
—Confucius
Embodied in the stamina, grace and elegance of a ballerina or a shoemaker is the desire for craftsmanship, mastery, flawlessness and economy of energy to produce exceptional results. People who value accuracy, precision and craftsmanship take time to check over their products. They review the rules by which they abide; they review the models and visions they are to follow; and they review the criteria they are
to employ and confirm that their finished product matches the criteria
exactly. To be craftsman-like is to continually perfect one’s craft by
working to attain the highest possible standards and pursue ongoing
learning in order to bring a laser-like focus of energies to continue to grow. These people take
pride in their work and have a desire for accuracy, so they take time to check over their work.
Craftsmanship includes exactness, precision, accuracy, correctness, faithfulness, and fidelity. For
some people, craftsmanship requires continuous reworking. Mario Cuomo, a great speechwriter
and politician, once said that his speeches were never done—it was only a deadline that made
him stop working on them!
Some people are gullible. They accept information and news at face value. They may produce or
accept sloppy, incomplete or uncorrected work. They are more anxious to get rid of the assignment than to check it over for accuracy and precision. They are willing to suffice with minimum
effort rather than investing their maximum.
People who value accuracy, precision and craftsmanship, however, take time to check the products of others as well as their own. They distinguish between facts and opinions as they search
for the most accurate information. They are critical thinkers who are alert to the truth or falsity of
news and other claims found in social networking. They consciously ask such questions as the
following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Are the authors reputable and credible?
Are they expressing a biased and therefore limited point of view?
Does the article or graphic cite any sources?
Do the sources support what the article claims?
Are the sources authoritative?
Are there other independent accounts of the same claim?
If the story references quantitative data, is it mathematically sound?
Does the author use emotionally charged words and generalizations to make their point?

Striving for accuracy does not mean that we must always be perfect. Rather, it means that we
value the aspiration to always commit to our highest level of performance in a given situation.
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Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what striving for accuracy and precision is? Say or write it in your own
words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself needing to think critically and precisely? What strategies
do you use to commit to high-level work and how do you know when to consider it done?
In what situations do you find that it takes the most conscious energy to be accurate and precise?
Tips For Strategically Using This Habit
As you examine your work, consider the following strategies:
•
•

•

Check your work with a colleague or peer. Seeing or hearing your work from the
lens of another helps to see what changes are needed for clarity of meaning.
Study criteria and related descriptors that explain what quality looks like. If you
are unclear on the explanation or need further clarification, seek additional guidance
so that you can recalibrate or rework as needed.
Give yourself time to step back. Fast-approaching deadlines or wanting to get a task
off your plate may limit your striving for accuracy and precision. Consider how to
plan out your time so that you can revisit the work with fresh eyes to look for exactness, correctness, precision, accuracy, and fidelity.
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CHAPTER 5
SELF-MODIFYING
“We do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience.”
— John Dewey
Self-modifying means taking time to reflect and to gain insightfulness by making meaning
from an experience. Meaning is made by analyzing feelings and data, comparing results with
expectations, finding causal factors, and projecting ahead to how these insights may apply to
future situations. Self-modifying implies making a commitment to learn from and to employ
those insights and meanings autonomously in future events and situations.
The habits included in this chapter are:
•

Finding Humor

•

Remaining Open to Continuous Learning

•

Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations
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Finding Humor
“I’m struck by how laughter connects you with people. It’s almost impossible to maintain any
kind of distance or any sense of social hierarchy when you’re just howling with laughter.
Laughter is a force for democracy.”
— John Cleese, actor and producer
Another unique attribute of human beings is our sense of humor. We all
laugh! Its’ positive effects on psychological functions include a drop in
the pulse rate, the secretion of endorphins, and increased oxygen in the
blood. It has been found to liberate creativity and provoke such higherlevel thinking skills as anticipation, finding novel relationships, visual
imagery, and making analogies.
Some people find humor in all the “wrong” places—human differences, ineptitude, injurious behavior, vulgarity, violence and profanity. Laughing at is jeering and ridicule, targeting outsiders
who look or act differently, or driving them away. They laugh at others yet are unable to laugh at
themselves. Being laughed at can lead to bullying and violence. Inappropriate use of humor creates tension rather than providing a release of tension.
When people are laughing with one another, they experience the pleasure of acceptance, an ingroup feeling, and bond with one another. People who find humor have the ability to perceive
situations from original and often interesting vantage points. They tend to initiate humor more
often, to place greater value on having a sense of humor, to appreciate and understand others’
humor and to be verbally playful when interacting with others. Having a whimsical frame of
mind, they thrive on finding incongruity and perceiving absurdities, ironies and satire; they find
discontinuities and are able to laugh at situations and themselves (Provine, 2012). Thoughtful
people can distinguish between situations of human frailty and fallibility, which are in need of
compassion, and those that are truly funny (Dyer, 1997).
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what finding humor is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps you
would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself laughing? Is it when you are alone or in groups?
What signals in a situation or environment let you know that you should or should not laugh?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit:
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•
•
•
•

Keep a “Laugh Log” to record funny jokes, sayings or stories to share with others or to add to your own repertoire.
Retell or rewrite part of a story in a humorous way that was upsetting initially,
but with a little time and perspective it no longer has that effect on you.
Go hunting in joke books or online sites and ask yourself, What do I find funny?
Topics, joke genres (e.g., observational, one-liners, knock-knock jokes), etc.
Appreciate the element of surprise. Whether you are finding humor or creating
humor, every good joke disrupts expectations by changing the momentum of the
story.
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Remaining Open to Continuous Learning
“The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who
cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.”
— Alvin Toffler
Efficacious people are in a continuous learning mode. Their confidence, in combination with their inquisitiveness, allows them to constantly search for new and better ways. They are always striving for
improvement, always growing, always learning, always modifying and
improving themselves. They seize problems, situations, tensions, conflicts and circumstances as valuable opportunities to learn.
A great mystery about humans is that we confront learning opportunities with fear rather than mystery and wonder. Unfortunately, some
people are content with what they already believe and know. Their child-like curiosity has died.
They seem to feel better when we know rather than when we learn. They defend our biases, beliefs, and storehouses of knowledge rather than inviting the unknown, the creative and the inspirational. Being certain and closed gives them comfort while being doubtful and open gives them
fear.
From an early age, employing a curriculum of fragmentation, competition and reactiveness, students are trained to believe that deep learning means figuring out the truth rather than developing
capabilities for effective and thoughtful action. They have been taught to value certainty rather
than doubt, to give answers rather than to inquire, to know which choice is correct rather than to
explore alternatives.
Creative humans are eager to learn. That includes the humility of knowing what we don’t know,
which is the highest form of thinking we will ever learn. Paradoxically, unless we start off with
humility we will never get anywhere, so the first step will eventually be the crowning glory of all
learning: the humility to know—and admit—that you don’t know, and not be afraid to find out
(Bateson, 2005).
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what remaining open to continuous learning is? Say or write it in your
own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what opportunities do you find yourself remaining open to continuous learning?
What is something that currently interests you and you wish you could know more about? What
do you do to make that happen?
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Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•
•
•

Have humility and pride when admitting you don’t know. Reframe this as a launch
for exploration, curiosity, and mystery rather than a limitation.
Ask questions and seek connections. Deep learning is fueled by an inquisitive mind,
developing capabilities for effective and thoughtful action.
Continue to discover who you are and how you see the world. Ask questions, such as:
What motivates me to keep learning? What do I still wonder about? How will I remain
open to new ideas or new learning?
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Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations
“I’ve never made a mistake. I’ve only learned from experience.”
— Thomas A. Edison
Intelligent human beings learn from experience. When confronted
with a new and perplexing problem they will often draw forth experience from their past. They can often be heard to say, “This reminds
me of….” or “This is just like the time when I….” They explain what
they are doing now in terms of analogies or references to previous experiences. They call upon their store of knowledge and experience as
sources of data to support theories they are trying to explain, or processes they might use to solve a problem or confront a new challenge.
They are also able to abstract meaning from one experience and carry
it forth so that they can apply it to new and novel situations.
Ineffective thinkers begin each new task as if it were being approached for the very first time.
Their thinking is what Feuerstein refers to as an “episodic grasp of reality” (Feuerstein, 1980).
That is, each event in life is a separate and discrete event with no connections to what may have
come before or with no relation to what follows. Their learning is so encapsulated that they seem
unable to draw forth wisdom from one event and apply it in another context.
Efficacious thinkers, however, possess a fluid and accessible memory. They
•

store, recall and manipulate visual and verbal information, including signals from the environment, directions, rules, graphics, images, etc.;

•

compare and contrast information;

•

remember details and follow steps to complete a task;

•

hold on to information while considering other information;

•

identify and propose cause and effect relationships; and

•

cluster and arrange information into categories.

When new learning activates information in memory, multiple paths access that learning and it is
now stored with a variety of related memories in multiple areas of the brain. The information can
be retrieved from a number of areas in response to different cues. When information is stored in
multiple networks, it’s more retrievable for new applications and innovations (Willis, 2018).
Understanding the Habits
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How would you explain what applying past knowledge to new situations is? Say or write it in
your own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself needing to draw on past learnings and experiences?
In what situations do you find that it takes the most conscious energy to draw on your storehouse
of knowledge?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•

•

•

As you begin to learn something new, reflect on prior learning by asking questions such as, What do I already know? How does what I know apply
here? What are some experiences that I relate this to?
As you are learning, actively make connections by asking questions such as,
What will be the important ideas that I will take away? What can I do to remember the key ideas?
After the learning experience is over, extend thinking by asking questions such
as, How might I transfer what I have learned to another situation?
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CHAPTER 6
MONITORING OTHERS
To monitor others is to recognize and acknowledge the impact of the work environment on the
status and actions of others. It involves gathering data through observing others’ interactions,
mindsets and reactions to both positive and adverse situations.
The habits included in this chapter are:
•

Listening with Understanding and Empathy

•

Gathering Data Through All Senses

•

Responding with Wonderment and Awe
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Listening to Others with Understanding and Empathy
“Listening is the beginning of understanding...
Wisdom is the reward for a lifetime of listening.
Let the wise listen and add to their learning and let the discerning get guidance.”
—Proverbs 1:5
Highly effective people spend an inordinate amount of time and energy
listening. Some psychologists believe that the ability to listen to another
person, to empathize with, and to understand their point of view is one
of the highest forms of intelligent behavior.
We spend 55 percent of our lives listening, yet it is one of the least
taught skills. We often say we are listening when in actuality, we are
rehearsing in our head what we are going to say next when our partner
is finished. Poor listeners may ridicule, laugh at, or put down others’
ideas. They often interrupt and are unable to build upon, consider the merits of, or operate on another person’s ideas.
Good listeners don’t just listen; they make it clear to the other person they are listening by paraphrasing what they’ve heard. Indications of listening behavior include being able to paraphrase
another person’s ideas; detecting indicators (cues) of their feelings or emotional states in their
oral and body language (empathy); and accurately expressing another person’s concepts, emotions and problems. Piaget called it “overcoming ego-centrism.” Good listeners gently attend to
another person by demonstrating their understanding of and empathy for an idea or feeling. They
paraphrase accurately and build upon what was said by giving possible examples. They are able
to see through the diverse perspectives of others.
Listening empathically also means paying close attention to what is being said beneath the words
so one can form a picture of the other person’s emotions and intentions. It is listening not only to
the “music,” but also to the essence of the person speaking. Good listeners process not only what
someone knows, but also become aware of what he or she is trying to represent. Generative listening is the art of learning to silence the voices within yourself so that you can hear the meaning
of another.
Sincere listeners devote their mental energies to another person and invest themselves in their
partner’s ideas. They hold in abeyance their own values, judgments, opinions, and prejudices in
order to listen to and entertain another person’s thoughts. This is a very complex skill requiring
the ability to monitor one’s own thoughts while, at the same time, attending to your partner’s
words. This does not mean that we can’t disagree with someone. A good listener tries to understand what the other person is saying. In the end he may disagree sharply, but because he disagrees, he wants to know exactly what it is he is disagreeing with.
When listening with understanding and empathy, something quite surprising occurs: both the
brain of the listener and the brain of the other person begin to align with one another. This special bond is a phenomenon referred to as “neural resonance,” and, in this enhanced state of mutu36

al attunement, two people can accomplish remarkable things together because it eliminates the
natural defensiveness that normally exists when people casually converse.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what empathic listening is? Say or write it in your own words. Perhaps
you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself needing to listen with understanding and empathy? What
do you say to yourself to control your impulse to interrupt and to remain silent?
In what situations do you find that it takes the most conscious energy to control your desire to
talk instead of listen?
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Gathering Data Through All Senses
“Observe perpetually.”
—Henry James
We know that all information gets into the brain through the sensory
pathways: gustatory, olfactory, tactile, kinesthetic, auditory, and visual. Most linguistic, cultural, and physical learning is derived from the
environment by observing or taking in through the senses.
Many scientists say we actually have nine senses: External senses that
are engaged from external sources include sight, sound, taste, touch,
and smell. They provide information about the outside world. Pain,
balance, thirst and hunger are considered to be our internal senses. They provide information
about the body and its needs. For example, the sense of hunger shows that the body needs food.
To know an apple it must be eaten; to know a role it must be acted; to know a game it must be
played; to know a dance it must be moved; to know a goal it must be envisioned. Those whose
sensory pathways are open, alert, and acute absorb more information from the environment than
do those whose pathways are withered, immune, and oblivious to sensory stimuli.
Some people, however, go through life oblivious to the textures, rhythms, patterns sounds and
colors around them. They are afraid to touch things and get their hands “dirty,” or feel some object that might be “slimy” or “icky.” They operate within a narrow range of sensory problemsolving strategies, wanting only to “describe it but not illustrate or act it,” or “listen but not participate.”
The brain is the ultimate reductionist. It reduces the world to its elementary parts: photons of
light, molecules of smell, sound waves, vibrations of touch—which send electrochemical signals
to individual brain cells that store information about lines, movements, colors, smells and other
sensory inputs. When something is learned or practiced using a variety of different senses, there
is duplication of that memory stored in multiple parts of the brain. For example, when one
memory, like remembering a painting at a museum, is activated, other memories, like whether
the room was hot, cold or smelly, are almost immediately co-activated. This means that the more
senses through which information is experienced, the more places in our memory the information
will be stored and the more likely it will be remembered. Just remembering what something
looked like in a picture will activate the other sensory storage areas which hold further details of
what was read, heard, and movements that demonstrated it. Multi-sensory storage not only provides better access to retrieve the information, it also provides multiple brain pathways to activate the information for new applications, to solve new problems, and for creative innovations.
Social scientists solve problems through scenarios and role-playing; scientists build models; engineers use cad-cam; mechanics learn through hands-on experimentation; artists experiment with
colors and textures. Musicians experiment by producing combinations of instrumental and vocal
music. Furthermore, we are learning more about the impact of arts and music on improved mental functioning. Envisioning images is important in mathematics and engineering; listening to
38

classical music seems to improve spatial reasoning. As this chapter’s opening quotation suggests,
we must observe perpetually!
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what gathering data through all senses means? Say or write it in your
own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you find it happening in your experiences?
What strategies do you use to gather as rich a picture as possible when you are engaged with
problem solving?
What are some professions or careers that require using all of your senses?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•

When engaging in a new topic or problem, ask yourself, “What sources of data
should I consider? How is what I am experiencing impacting my thinking?”

•

Pay attention to the world around you. Ask yourself, “What am I noticing in
my environment? What details capture my attention?”

•

Deliberately use your senses when you are trying to remember something. For example, draw (or find) a picture that captures the idea. Act out a historical event to capture the feeling or mood.
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Responding with Wonderment and Awe
“The most beautiful experience in the world is the experience of the mysterious.”
—Albert Einstein.
Wonderment and awe are the feelings we have when we recognize that
something is amazing. Wanting to experience these feelings is what
makes us strive to achieve great things, to set and work towards BIG
goals.
Wonderment fills us with a sense of fascination about mysteries yet unsolved or questions yet unanswered. It leaves us with renewed appreciation of the ordinary things before us. A primary goal of learning is to create wonder. Education should strive to leave us with a sense of open-endedness and revelation.
Creative thinkers have a passion for what they do. They have not only an “I CAN” attitude, but
also an “I ENJOY” feeling. They seek problems to solve for themselves and to submit to others.
They delight in discovering new ideas, making up problems to solve and enjoying the enigmas
that others present. They enjoy figuring things out and continue to learn throughout their lifetimes.
Some people avoid problems and are “turned off” to learning. When they have travelled to a new
place they might say, “This is boring.” Rather than noticing the beauty in a work of art, they may
say, “When am I ever going to use this stuff? Who cares?” Many people never enrolled in a math
class that wasn’t required or pursued other “hard” academic subjects because they failed to see
anything intriguing or amazing about the subjects they were required to learn. Many people perceive thinking as hard work and therefore recoil from situations that demand too much of it.
On the other hand, there are learners who find the incredible in the everyday objects often taken
for granted. They are curious—they commune with the world around them, pause to reflect on
the changing formations of a cloud, feel charmed by the opening of a bud, sense the logical simplicity of mathematical order, and allow the amazing parts of life to inspire them. They find
beauty in a sunset, intrigue in the geometrics of a spider web, and exhilarate at the iridescence of
a hummingbird’s wings. They see the congruity and intricacies in the derivation of a mathematical formula, recognize the orderliness and adroitness of a chemical change, and commune with
the serenity of a distant constellation. They feel compelled, enthusiastic and passionate about
learning, inquiring and mastering. They recognize and celebrate the beauty and wonder of the
world we live in and let their minds be intrigued by the mystery of the things they cannot yet understand.
Responding with wonderment and awe is the habit that makes us ask big questions, that inspires
us to achieve great things.
Understanding the Habits
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How would you explain what responding with wonderment and awe is? Say or write it in your
own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself intrigued? Fascinated? Mesmerized?
What signals in a situation capture your attention and stir your interest? Describe the feelings in
your brain and body during those moments of enchantment.
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
The following are strategies to help provide experiences that trigger that sense of amazement and
wonder:
•

•

Explore new places. Take a walk outside, go to a museum, listen to music, watch a TED
talk. Whether these are virtual or physical experiences, be open to observe, explore, and
give yourself time to settle into the surroundings.
Keep a Notebook or Journal. Make a list, draw, photograph, or describe experiences or
ideas that you have found to be delightful, magical, or wondrous.
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CHAPTER 7
MANAGING OTHERS
Managing others means motivating others to develop their potential to self-direct and to fulfill
the organization’s mission. It includes encouraging risk-taking and considering failures as opportunities to learn. To manage others means to provide opportunities for others to take leadership
and to live the Habits of Mind as organizational values.
The habits included in this chapter are:
•

Thinking and Communicating with Clarity and Precision

•

Thinking Interdependently

•

Creating, Imagining, and Innovating
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Thinking and Communicating with Clarity and Precision
“Your own words are the bricks and mortar of the dreams you want to realize.
Your words are the greatest power you have.
The words you choose and their use establish the life you experience.”
—Sonia Croquette
Language and thinking are closely entwined. Like either side of a coin,
they are inseparable. When you hear fuzzy language, it is a reflection of
fuzzy thinking. (In some instances, people deliberately use vague language, such as in political speeches.) Thoughtful people strive to communicate accurately in both written and oral form, taking care to use precise language, define terms, use correct names and universal labels and
analogies. They strive to avoid over-generalizations, deletions and distortions. Instead they support their statements with explanations, comparisons, quantification, and evidence.
We sometimes hear others using vague and imprecise language. They describe objects or events
with words like weird, nice, or OK. They label specific objects using such non-descriptive words
such as stuff, junk and things. They punctuate sentences with meaningless interjections like ya
know, er and uh. They use vague or general nouns and pronouns: “They told me to do it,” “Everybody has one,” or “Teachers don’t understand me.” They use non-specific verbs (“Let’s do it”)
and unqualified comparatives (“This soda is better; I like it more.”).
Language refinement plays a critical role in enhancing a person’s cognitive maps and their ability to think critically, which is the knowledge base for effective action. Enriching the complexity
and specificity of language simultaneously produces effective thinking.
When people plan ahead, they are mentally rehearsing their messages. They think about what the
main points are that they wish to convey and how they want to structure their presentation. This
is equally true for both oral as well as written communications.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what thinking and communicating with clarity and precision is? Say or
write it in your own words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone
else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself needing to be particularly clear and precise in your communication?
What strategies do you use to receive feedback on whether you are thinking and communicating
with clarity and precision?
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Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•

•

•

•

•

Do a mental rehearsal. Inside your head, practice what you are going to say before you
say it. Engage your own internal dialogue by asking questions and developing answers to
help clarify and direct your skills as a speaker and listener.
Avoid over-generalizations, deletions, and distortions. This means avoiding using
terms such as “everyone” or “no one” when that isn’t really the case, or simply stating
that you don’t “like” something. Instead, support statements with explanations, comparisons, quantifications, and evidence.
Slow down when you are emotional. When you get angry or exasperated, your rational
brain closes down and your emotional brain takes over. Take a deep breath and give
yourself a chance to think before you say something.
Become a spectator of others’ language as well as your own. Listen to the words chosen, choices made to elicit feeling/mood, and details provided to support explanation or
claim.
Seek feedback from others to continue to improve the communication as well as
craftsmanship. Checking for understanding and adjusting language, evidence, and tone
demonstrates respect for the audience as well as keeping your purpose in mind.
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Creating, Imagining, and Innovating
“Creativity is the process of bringing something new into being. Creativity requires passion and
commitment. It brings to our awareness what was previously hidden and points to new life. The
experience is one of heightened consciousness: ecstasy.”
– Rollo May, The Courage to Create
Creativity is the act of turning new and imaginative ideas into reality.
Creativity is characterized by the ability to perceive the world in new
ways, to find hidden patterns, to make connections between seemingly
unrelated phenomena, and to generate solutions, insights or ideas. Creativity involves two processes: thinking, then producing (Naiman, 2017).
Creativity is the most difficult thinking skill to acquire because all of the
other cognitive skills are used in the creative process. Creativity and imagination are the most sought-after dispositions because they enrich our understanding and can
make life more pleasurable. Creativity starts with imagination, and history shows that what can
be imagined can actually be created. Since creating is the highest order of thinking, it should be
in the forefront of all learning environments (Johnson, 2019).
Some people may often be heard saying, “I can’t draw,” “I was never very good at art,” “I can’t
sing a note,” “I’m not creative.” Some people believe creative humans are just born that way; it’s
in their genes and chromosomes. All human beings, however, have the capacity to generate novel, original, clever or ingenious products, solutions, and techniques—if that capacity is developed.
Creative human beings try to conceive solutions differently, examining alternative possibilities
from many angles. They tend to project themselves into different roles using analogies, starting
with a vision and working backward, imagining they are the objects being considered. Creative
people take risks and frequently push the boundaries of their perceived limits (Perkins, 1985).
They are intrinsically rather than extrinsically motivated, working on a task because of the aesthetic challenge rather than the material rewards. Creative people are open to criticism. They
hold up their products for others to judge and seek feedback in an ever-increasing effort to refine
their technique. They are uneasy with the status quo. They constantly strive for greater fluency,
elaboration, novelty, parsimony, simplicity, craftsmanship, perfection, beauty, harmony, and balance.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what creating, imagining, and innovating is? Say or write it in your own
words. Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else.
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
What are some examples of situations in which you need to think creatively? To imagine? To
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innovate?
When might you find yourself thinking “I am not creative” and what strategies do you use to get
past that feeling?
As you think about creativity, who comes to mind for you and what do you notice about how that
individual thinks?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
•

•

•

•

•

Go ahead, take a risk! When you try something and it doesn’t turn out the way you
hoped, it isn’t a failure. Rather, it provides a rich opportunity to analyze what went
wrong, to learn, and to generate alternative strategies. When you are less afraid to make
mistakes, you open up the environment for play and experiment.
Think by using analogies. In what ways is a school like an airport? In what ways is soccer like highway? In what ways is gravity like a feather? As you respond to these questions, you are developing your creative capacities. You are realizing that by comparing a
main idea or topic you are working on, and using a strange analogy, you may discover
new and important attributes. We often assume we know something and then, when we
make it strange, we discover a deeper understanding.
Brainstorm absurd ideas. Albert Einstein once said, “If at first an idea doesn’t seem totally absurd there’s no hope for it.” Innovators move toward the absurd, the “seemingly”
irrelevant, in order to create new insights rather than taking an “obvious” direction.
Use divergent and convergent thinking in harmony with each other. When creating
or innovating, there is a balance between converging ideas by following rules, becoming
precise and drawing on factual information, and other times when divergent thinking
suggests that you need to break away and generate new ideas. Become alert to situational
cues—learn when to use which type of thinking.
Don’t take yourself too seriously. Humor has been found to liberate imagination and
provoke such creative thinking skills as anticipation, finding novel relationships, visual
imagery, and making analogies. When you are having fun with ideas, you begin to see
possibilities. You begin to take on new and interesting ways of seeing.

47

Thinking Interdependently
“Take care of each other. Share your energies with the group.
No one must feel alone, cut off, for that is when you do not make it.”
—Willie Unsoeld, renowned mountain climber
Human beings are social beings. We congregate in groups, find it therapeutic to be listened to, draw energy from one another, and seek reciprocity. In
groups we contribute our time and energy to tasks that we would quickly
tire of when working alone. In fact, we have learned that one of the cruelest
forms of punishment that can be inflicted on an individual is solitary confinement.
Reflecting on our fundamentally inquisitive, social nature, humans try to understand what others
are doing. In order to survive as a species, we had to learn to “read” the people around us so that
we could collaborate, fight enemies, and find food. The social brain is always there, and it appears to be active very early in our development.
If our species is hardwired to work together, then our classrooms, business organizations and
public institutions should feature a healthy dose of activities and opportunities that emphasize
cooperation, teamwork, and peer-to-peer learning.
Today, the most pressing problems facing our world, our communities, and our society are complex and multifaceted—they evade simple solutions and require a breadth of knowledge, insight,
and creativity that can only be accessed when people come together to collaborate and to solve
problems interdependently.
Cooperative humans realize that all of us together are more powerful, intellectually and physically, than any one individual. The foremost disposition in the post-industrial society is likely the
heightened ability to think in concert with others; to find ourselves increasingly more interdependent and sensitive to the needs of others. Problem solving has become so complex that no one
person can go it alone. No one has access to all the data needed to make critical decisions; no one
person can consider as many alternatives as several people can.
In addition to collaborating face-to-face with colleagues across a conference table, modern
workers increasingly accomplish tasks through mediated interactions with peers halfway across
the world whom they may never meet face-to-face. The importance of cooperative interpersonal
capabilities is higher and the skills involved are more sophisticated than in the prior industrial
era.
Some people may not have learned to work in groups; they have underdeveloped social skills.
They feel isolated and they prefer their solitude. They want to be left alone and may even think
others don’t want to work with them. Some people seem unable to contribute to group work either by being a “job hog” or, conversely, letting others do all the work.
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Working in groups requires the ability to justify ideas and to test the feasibility of solution strategies on others. It also requires a willingness and openness to accept feedback from a critical
friend. Through this interaction, the group and the individual continue to grow. Listening, consensus seeking, giving up an idea to work with someone else’s, empathy, compassion, group
leadership, knowing how to support group efforts and altruism are all are behaviors indicative of
cooperative human beings.
Understanding the Habits
How would you explain what thinking interdependently is? Say or write it in your own words.
Perhaps you would want to practice explaining this habit to someone else
As you consider this habit, where do you see it happening in your experiences?
In what situations do you find yourself thinking with others? How is your thinking different
when you are alone and when you are collaborating with others in groups? Which do you prefer?
Tips for Strategically Using This Habit
Here are several questions to openly reflect on and clarify with a group as you are learning how
to present and justify ideas and test the feasibility of possible solutions and strategies as
you work toward a common goal:
•
•
•
•
•

How can we work best together?
How can I best contribute to this group?
How am I affecting the group? How is the group affecting me?
How can we avoid “group think”?
How can I withhold my own agenda and work on behalf of the task of the group?
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In Summary
These habits are characteristic of peak performers, whether they be in homes, schools, athletic
fields, organizations, the military, governments, churches or corporations. They are what make
marriages successful, learning continual, workplaces productive and democracies enduring (Costa & Kallick, 2008).
Any school or institution interested in facilitating their constituent’s continued growth and learning should support liberating, developing and habituating Habits of Mind more fully. Taken together, they are a force directing us toward increasingly authentic, congruent, ethical behavior,
the touchstones of integrity. They are the tools of disciplined choice making. They are the primary vehicles in the lifelong journey toward integration.
“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act but a habit.”
—Aristotle
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CHAPTER 8
HABITS OF MIND: A JOURNEY THROUGH SELF-DIRECTION1
Over time, we explore and deepen our understanding of the Habits of Mind and become more
attuned to situations in which the habits would be of benefit. As we use the habits, we become
more skillful, strategic, and critically self-reflective in our behaviors as well as the behaviors of
others. We work to continuously improve, realizing that learning to use the habits is always a
work in progress. We represent that continuous work as a bridge we take that moves us across
the river of our lives. Although the blocks on the bridge have been built sequentially throughout
our research, they are not meant to represent a sequential pattern for learning. Rather, you may
find yourself moving from one block to another, returning to some frequently to deepen your
learning.
The following image is a representation of the bridge with a description for each block upon
which the bridge is built (Costa & Kallick, 2008).

A Journey of Continuous Learning

1

We are indebted to James Anderson, author and consultant from Melbourne, Australia, for assistance
with the descriptions in this chapter.
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EXPLORING MEANINGS
As we become aware of the Habits of Mind through our reading, learning and interactions with
others, we begin to understand the meaning of the Habits. We develop a basic literacy around the
language of Habits of Mind. We are gradually able to draw upon a greater range of examples as
we connect them to our own experiences. We increasingly reflect on times when we have (or
should have) used a particular habit.
For example, when in a meeting, we may find ourselves wanting to put our ideas forward without paying attention to what others are saying. Consumed with our own thinking, we fail to notice that others are not participating. It is only after the meeting, when reflecting on what happened, that we realize perhaps we should have managed our impulsivity and listened to others
with understanding and empathy before jumping in with our own ideas. Having the ability to label the behavior and know its meaning sharpens our capacity to observe our own actions as well
as the actions of others.
EXPANDING CAPACITIES
As we learn and practice the Habits of Mind, we become more skillful by developing a larger
repertoire of strategies that we can call upon. As the skills and strategies are practiced, we develop internal, meta-cognitive strategies and “self-talk” for employing the Habits of Mind when
confronted with problems, decisions and ambiguous situations. Further, as we expand our capacities we are more able to call upon different habits and employ them more effectively and
strategically. Persistence, for example, is not just a word. To persist, we learn where and how to
find encouragement; we draw from past successful experiences to build confidence; and we allow for time to breathe or take a break from the task. Each of the habits is a composite of numerous skills and strategies, and we learn to observe the patterns of behaviors related to the habits as
we grow more sophisticated in our understanding.
INCREASING ALERTNESS
In order to engage in any of the Habits of Mind, we must first be sensitive to cues from our environment. We must recognize that a problematic situation exists and that the opportunity for engaging one or more of the Habits of Mind has presented itself. Initially, we may find it easy to
engage in the Habits of Mind in very familiar, often simple contexts. However, over time we become more alert to opportunities in new, novel and complex situations. As we develop greater
alertness, however, we learn to apply Habits of Mind spontaneously. We also come to realize
that when using one of the habits, we are often using others at the same time. For example, persisting can lead to being stubborn. When persisting, we also need to be thinking flexibly and asking ourselves, “Are there other alternatives I could use to solve this problem?” The situation may
also require that you apply past knowledge to this new situation. As we become more alert, we
become more aware of how to cluster habits when working with others in a problem-solving situation, for example.
We also need to become alert to situational cues as to when we should and should not use a habit. For example, persisting with an argument when faced with contradictory and important evi53

dence does not move the thinking forward. When taking a fact-based test, that is not the time to
think creatively or think interdependently.
EXTENDING VALUES
As we reflect on our experiences, we recognize that use of the Habits of Mind led to greater success. Through continuous experiences in which the habits benefit our thinking and our work, we
develop a better sense of self-confidence. As a result, we are conscious of the value of the habits
and make a commitment to using them. We express a belief that the habits are important not only
in particular situations, but also more universally as a pattern of behavior in our lives.
BUILDING COMMITMENT
As we recognize the value of using the habits, we become ambassadors with others in our communities. We bring attention to the habits, for example, before we start a meeting. If the meeting
is about problem solving, we may suggest that we start by questioning and posing problems.
When we are in a difficult conversation, we may suggest that we each try to listen to one another
with understanding and empathy. In other words, we commit to our own behaviors as well as
promoting the constructive behaviors of others. We become self-directed as we set goals for improvement, monitor our own actions, and become more self-reflective as we evaluate and modify
our behaviors to increasingly improve our performance.
INTERNALIZATION
While Habits of Mind is never fully mastered, the habits are continually practiced, modified, and
refined. If they are truly “habituated” they are performed automatically, spontaneously and without prompting. They become an “internal compass” to guide our actions, decisions and thoughts.
When confronted with complex decisions, ambiguous tasks, challenging problems, or perplexing
dilemmas, we ask ourselves, for example, “What is the most flexible thing I can do right now?
What strategies do I have at my disposal that could benefit me now? What questions do I need to
ask myself and others? Who else do I need to think about? How can I refine the problem to make
it clearer? What intrigues me about this problem?”
This type of internalization happens as individuals develop their pathways across the bridge.
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Crossing the Bridge Using Feedback for Growth
Learning and using the Habits of Mind leads to a greater sense of self. A significant outcome for
committing to the habits is that you become a more thoughtful, sensitive, caring, and selfdirected individual. Our ultimate aim is for learners to form their identity as self-directed learners
who know how to manage themselves in a variety of ambiguous situations. There is nothing
more fundamental to becoming self-directed than building the capacity to learn both from internal and external assessment feedback.
Feedback can be defined as a process in which a system regulates itself by monitoring its own
output. It “feeds back” to itself. A thermostat on an air conditioner is an example of an autonomous unit that monitors data from the environment and regulates itself. Self-directed learners
realize the significance of seeking feedback from themselves, others and the environment. They
are on a continuous quest to improve. Humans learn and grow when they have the opportunity to
consider external and internal data. Internal refers to one’s own intuitions, emotions, criteria, decisions, perceptions, dispositions and skills. External refers to environmental data as well as information from resources such as parents, teachers, fellow learners and experts in the field. We
also derive external feedback through the comparison of our visions and goals with the products
of what is achieved. If, for example, our goal is to slim our waist, feedback from regular measurements and reflections in the mirror provide data about how we are approaching our desired
goal. The richer and more detailed the data, the greater efficacy of our reflection, decisions and
self-evaluation based on the data.
Some possible data from either self-assessment or from a trusted source could be
•
•

attitudes or dispositions we are displaying; or
reflection about how we are seeking, inviting and accessing information to improve performances.

Learners need to know enough about themselves to be able to make wise decisions as they navigate a turbulent and rapidly changing environment (Kallick & Zmuda, 2017). Through growth
with the habits, they come to understand their talents and strengths and know more about what
they want to pursue as they continuously re-imagine their future.
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CHAPTER 9
HABITS OF MIND: HARD-WIRED OR LEARNED?*

“Over millions of years of evolution, the brain has grown from the
bottom up, with its higher centers developing as elaborations of lower, more
ancient parts.”
—Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence
The human brain’s most amazing feature is its ability to sculpt itself based on its environment.
For millions of years the human brain has gradually adapted itself in response to the demands
and requirements for survival, its primary purpose. Our earliest ancestors met social, physical,
and environmental challenges that continue to influence our behavior today. For example, in order to survive, the brain signals us to be alert to subtle, threatening cues; recognizes nonverbal
communications; detects deception; and responds immediately to danger signals in the environment. It operates to fulfill human needs such as food, shelter or water. All of these human capacities continue to operate today as we interact with others and work to survive in the present turbulent environment. Our brain continues in its survival mode—we just face a different set of circumstances in which to survive than did our ancestors. Learners and leaders in any organization
should strive to create optimal conditions for learning and building a culture around Habits of
Mind. This helps us to face the challenges and struggles of this generation.
Educators and business leaders are intrigued by the current research in the neurosciences. They
are searching for implications and applications of this research in how the brain works for learners and leaders. The hope is that when we learn more about how the brain works, we will be able
to change or modify our dispositions and develop more agile responses to the uncertainty that
rapid changes in technology have brought about. We are gaining insights into how some dispositions that are necessary for optimal human development are “hard wired” in our brains and bodies. We also know that given the neuroplasticity of the brain, the development of dispositions can
be strengthened in an appropriate learning environment. For example, dispositions are enhanced
with knowledge and expectation. Providing educators and leaders with information about the
way that the brain stores habits should result in their making more informed decisions as they
plan their staff’s continued learning.
Dispositions: Innate, Learned, or Both?
Frequently, we hear people say, “He just doesn’t have any empathy for the situation,” or, “They
cannot help being so inflexible. That is just their personality.” We are often told that there is
nothing that can be done about this. It is just the way some people are built. There has been a
great debate about whether dispositions are inherited, whether they can be taught, or whether
perhaps it is a combination of the two. This debate poses an intriguing question: Are dispositions
innate—in the genes and chromosomes—or are they a set of strategies, skills, and tactics that can
be taught and learned (U. S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Technology, 2013),
or both? We believe that although some dispositions are hard-wired capacities in our brains and
bodies, they are human capacities that can be grown or expanded. Others, without sufficient ex57

ercise, can become fixed or limited. Our prefrontal functions are affected by stress, loneliness,
and poor health. Sometimes it is the conditions in the environment that might stunt their development, but all humans have the innate potential to learn and modify their dispositions.
Babies learn fast. Babies are born with the natural capacity to learn any language. Neuronal connections in their brain are formed through hearing, mimicking, and experimenting with sounds.
Through neural pruning, they strengthen their use of the language they hear and give up the
sounds and patterns they do not hear. By the time infants are three months old, their unfinished
brains are laced with a trillion connections, and these connections triple in a year (Mohan, 2013).
Likewise, all humans, for example, have a natural capacity for creating, imagining, and innovating. Humans are born with the capacity of curiosity—to question and to explore. Living in a nonresponsive, barren environment and being admonished for thinking differently can thwart this
tendency. However, at any stage of development, if humans are in a rich and responsive environment, they can learn new behaviors or habits. There are two key points for learners and leaders to recognize in order to change their ways of thinking:
1. At one time, we thought that personality was fixed. We thought that the brain was hard
wired and little would make a difference in terms of helping people change. This is referred to as a “fixed mindset” (Dweck, 2006). We now know that the brain has neuroplasticity, and the capacity to grow and strengthen learning is limitless (Boaler, 2019). This is
referred to as a “growth mindset.” It is never too late to learn!
2. Neuroscience affirms what we already know about how we learn. For example, we know
that when we use a strategy such as creating flashcards to help us memorize, it works.
However, with current research on the brain, we now know why it works. We learn more
about how the brain works and learns every day. This is a new field that is contributing
much to our understanding about how to become more productive problem-solvers, creative innovators, and critical thinkers. Technology has significantly influenced this research as engineers try to make the computer “think” like the human does. Given the intrigue with artificial intelligence, this research will help us make some distinctions about
what only we, as humans, can do and what might be replaced by robots. It is up to leaders
in organizations to cultivate trusting relationships that are necessary for our social and
emotional lives.
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Innate Dispositions that are Hard Wired

“The pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere of activity in which we
are permitted to remain children all our lives.”
—Albert Einstein
Anyone who works with, lives with, or has children of their own is keenly aware of toddlers’
natural born tendencies and inclinations, which include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Curiosity and questioning
Discovering about themselves
Being attracted to and intrigued by phenomena and mystery
Remaining open to new learning
Finding ways to motivate themselves
Realizing the congruence between intentions and actions
Gathering data through all senses
Responding with openness to feedback
Finding humor and joy
Turning to others for guidance, advice, and modeling

Throughout our history of evolution, the presence of these capacities was essential to survival.
The brain, being plastic, modified itself to incorporate them into neurons, and these dispositions
became innate or “hard wired.” Regardless of how much the world changes, they remain constant. The real challenge for us is how to keep our natural, in-born dispositions growing and
modifying to adapt to the present and the future.
Connecting Neuroscience and Habits of Mind
Nine dispositions are presented here because there is neuroscientific research to support them.
For other dispositions, while they may be critical for success in school, work, and life, there is
little neuroscientific research to justify the connection at this time. The purpose is to demonstrate
that these dispositions were not only crucial for human survival over the centuries, they are also
crucial for a learner’s success in school, in later life and careers, and in their survival throughout
the 21st century and, for some, into the 22nd century.
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Metacognition and the Brain

“I’ve reached the moment where the movement of my thought interests me more than the thought itself.”
—Pablo Picasso
Housed in the prefrontal cortex in front of the brain is where such capacities as use of reason,
making sense of ideas and behaviors, planning and futuristic thinking, critical and creative thinking, reflection, evaluation, and thinking about our own thinking occur. These are the brain’s executive functions.
One of the most amazing characteristics of the brain is that it is the only organ in the body that
sculpts itself based on its experiences. This characteristic is called neuroplasticity. For example,
while a baby is born with the capacity to speak any of over six thousand languages, the language
it hears repeatedly will strengthen certain connections between brain cells, while the connections
for the sounds that are not heard or reinforced will eventually fade away. While neuroplasticity
has been considered to be most active when a child is young, new research has shown that the
brains of older children, as well as those of adults, retain the capacity for rewiring.
Studies show that willful, intentional, mindful effort can alter brain function. Think of a time
when you changed one of your own habits. If you are like most, this required a great deal of effort and practice using the new set of behaviors before they became automatic. Changing your
“clutch behavior” when you move from driving a car with a manual transmission to one with an
automatic transmission is an example. The truly amazing thing is that this change in behavior
produced an actual change in the neural connections that control the muscles involved in shifting
gears. It probably took quite a while before the new shifting behavior became as automatic as the
previous one.
The same is true when we decide to develop or change a disposition. It takes awareness and practice to learn to control impulsivity, to think interdependently, or to listen with understanding and
empathy. When an old behavior—such as reacting impulsively—has become an automatic habit,
it’s not easy to change. The old habit has been reinforced many times and is “hard wired,” so to
speak. It resists being changed. To replace this behavior with a new one, you literally have to
change the wiring of the brain. Building the habit of metacognition starts with awareness. It may
require creating a small habit, such as making certain that you will take time to reflect after you
make a presentation to a client. Focusing on what strategies were used to engage the other person
might lead to insights about what works and what does not work. Awareness of how behaviors
affect others is one small step toward building the habit of metacognition. A small, narrow and
limited focus is a start to rewiring the brain.
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Persisting and the Brain
“Most of the important things in the world have been accomplished by people who have
kept on trying when there seemed to be no hope at all.”
—Dale Carnegie
In a most fundamental way, persisting has been essential to human beings since the dawn of our
species. Early man endured perilous climates, uncertain food sources, tribal rivalries, and hungry
predators. If they were not persistent in their quest for nourishment and shelter, they died. Anthropologists now believe that persistence played an even more vital role in human development.
Without it, we may never have evolved into humans in the first place nor would we have migrated to all parts of the globe.
According to Daniel Lieberman, a professor of human evolutionary biology at Harvard University, humans are one of the few mammals capable of running long distances (marathons) and the
only ones who attempt such feats in the heat of the day. Endurance running became a favorite
evolutionary trait two million years ago when early man engaged in “persistence hunting.”
This technique was used before the invention of tools like bows and arrows or stone-tipped
spears and relied on the fact that most animals were only capable of short bursts of speed. Early
hunters would jog after large animals for hours until their prey overheated, collapsed, and could
be killed with little risk of getting injured. Our ancestors were hunting big, prime-age animals
with no projectile technology. They would have had to get very close to those animals to kill
them, which would have been really dangerous without persistence hunting.
Persistence hunters, therefore, provided nearly all the meat for early humans, and of course it
was this regular supply of protein-rich meat that allowed our bodies and brains to grow and
evolve to the point that we could create tools and develop language—those traits that make us
human. Thus, this early persistence laid the groundwork for our most advanced intellectual pursuits.
A wonderful way to encourage using the habit of persisting is to think of yourself as a “persistence hunter.” A persistence hunt requires one to make hypotheses, to have a theory of mind
about one’s prey, to make predictions, to find causal relationships, and, using all the senses, to
collect and interpret much data about the natural world. Persistence is important because it reflects the pursuit of valued outcomes (Mercer, 2012; see also U. S. Department of Education,
Office of Educational Technology, 2013).
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Managing Impulsivity and the Brain

“The sign of intelligent people is their ability to control emotions by
the application of reason.”
—Marya Mannes
The degree to which people are able to manage their impulsivity is dependent on two factors, one
biological and one environmental. To understand these factors, we need to look at the emotional
characteristics of the human brain. The main purpose of a brain is survival, and many of the
structures in the brain are involved in making certain the individual (and the species) do just that.
Originally, these structures were designed to give a person the means to survive attacks from
wild beasts or enemies. In contemporary society, the dangers are often not physical, but social.
However, the brain doesn’t differentiate between the two; the same mechanisms are at play no
matter what the source of real or perceived threat.
When a person perceives a situation to be threatening, a number of changes occur in the brain.
Chemicals are released that increase heart rate and lung capacity, increase visual alertness, provide glucose for extra strength, and decrease all unnecessary functions such as digestion and
immune function. (This biological response is commonly called the “fight, flight, or freeze” response.) All these changes put individuals on alert and increase their chances of survival. However, there is a downside to this system, and it occurs in the cortex of the brain. The cortex is
where rational thinking and problem solving take place. It is also where one manages impulsivity. During a time of perceived threat, the cortex becomes less efficient. (Think about a time
when you were insulted and could not think of a good retort until the next day!)
The upside of the fight-or-flight response is that after the initial reaction, we have a choice of
how to respond. For example, if while I’m hiking I see a curved shape on the path that looks
somewhat like a snake, I may jump and scream. A few seconds later, I realize that it is a stick,
not a snake. At this point, I send a message to my brain saying, “Calm down, it’s just a stick.”
The same thing occurs in social situations. Suppose my boss says something I don’t like. My
immediate internal reaction is to become angry and the fight-or-flight response is activated. But
seconds later, I send a message to my brain saying, “I don’t think either fight or flight is an appropriate response here.” In this case, I have the ability to manage my initial impulsive reaction.
Not everyone manages impulsivity well. Examples are all around us from road rage in adults to
children starting fights on the playground. What makes the difference between those who manage their impulsivity well and those who don’t?
Biological considerations. There are neural pathways in the brain that lead from the rational cortex to the emotional center of the brain and give us some control over our reactions, allowing us
in most instances to respond appropriately to situations. However, these pathways are not in
place at birth, which is evident to every parent of a young child. In most cases, as the child matures, these pathways become more efficient and the child’s responses become more appropriate.
Full biological maturation of these pathways does not often occur until persons are in their mid62

20s. And current research suggests that the pathways can be strengthened and developed
throughout an entire lifetime.
The environment steps in to play a role as well. The effectiveness of neural pathways is determined to a large degree by experience. If the only response to anger a child ever experiences is
lashing out, then it is likely that the child’s brain will become wired to lash out. However,
through experiences where the child sees positive alternative behavior modeled, they become
able to control their first impulses and behave in socially acceptable ways.
An understanding of the neurological basis of emotional responses helps us better understand
why some people do not manage impulsivity well. We are particularly challenged with this habit.
For example, the constant beeps of notifications on our cell phones trigger our impulse to see
what the notification is about. Many of our technologies take advantage of our reactive responses
to triggers in our environment. However, neuroscientists tell us that the brain has amazing plasticity, and this is good news. It implies that regardless of age, we can replace an old habit with a
new one. We can—and should—develop strategies to manage our impulsive behaviors.
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Gathering Data Through All Senses and the Brain

“Nothing reaches the intellect before making its appearance
in the senses.”
—Latin proverb
If we are in touch with our own emotions, we have to be in touch with the physical sensations in
our body. For example, I know that I am fearful because my heart rate begins to speed up, my
stomach clenches, and my hair stands on end. If I see something eerie I get goose bumps. We
sense what other people are experiencing or feeling by sensations that arise in our own bodies.
All of us are like walking antennas, receiving and registering the felt experience of those around
us. Some of us are better at this than others. To accurately register this kind of information requires being in touch with our emotional responses.
The brain breaks things down into parts: photons of light, molecules of smell, sound waves, vibrations of touch—which send electrochemical signals to individual brain cells that store information about shapes, movements, colors, scents, and other sensory inputs.
The neural basis for a disposition may be a blend of automatic responses to stimuli and actions
guided by knowledge and expectation. The habit of gathering data through all the senses is one
that clearly fits this paradigm. First, as long as the sensory receptors (the eyes, the ears, the skin,
etc.) are in good working order, they will automatically, unconsciously and simultaneously take
in all the stimuli bombarding them at any given moment in time. However, this does not mean
that the individual is consciously aware of all this information; much of it is determined to be
irrelevant and is discarded. On the other hand, some of the stimuli (such as the temperature in the
environment or other peripheral data) are encoded without the person giving them conscious attention.
You have probably experienced this phenomenon many times. You walk from one room into another room for some purpose and then can’t remember why you came in there. If you go back to
the original room, you remember. The peripheral information from the first room was recorded
unconsciously and provided the memory cue.
Another aspect of brain function that helps us understand why multiple sensory input is important is that the brain does not store a memory in a specific location, rather it is stored all over
the cortex in a sort of neural circuit—the sound in the auditory cortex, images in the visual cortex, and so on. When you recall the memory, the brain reactivates or reconstructs the circuit in
which it was stored. The more sensory modalities that were activated, the more triggers the brain
has for reactivating the circuit. This suggests that concrete experiences that activate several of
the senses can enhance the recall of the information at a later time.
Forming mental images is important in mathematics and engineering; listening to classical music
seems to improve spatial reasoning. Mechanics learn through hands-on experimentation; artists

64

experiment with colors and textures; social scientists find solutions through scenarios and roleplaying; and musicians create by producing combinations of instrumental and vocal music.
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Thinking Interdependently and the Brain

“To keep your resolve, surround yourself with those who want you
to succeed. The brain cannot do its job of protecting the body without
contact with other people.”
—Robert Ornstein and David Sobel, The Healing Brain
Go back in time to when our ancestors lived in caves or on savannahs. Physical survival was a
daily reality. Do you think people had a much better chance of surviving if they lived in a group
or went it alone? The answer is obvious. Those people who learned to live and work together had
a much higher survival rate, and survival is the main purpose of the human brain. So as with
many brain functions, this interdependence and sociability became hard wired (McGowan, 2013;
Willis, 2013; Wolfe, 2013).
Neurological evidence for humans’ dependence on one another is now beginning to be uncovered. Consider for example, the role of endorphins and dopamine in the brain. Endorphins and
dopamine are chemicals (neurotransmitters) produced by the brain that are active in the brain’s
reward system. In other words, the brain makes “feel good” chemicals that are released when
certain behaviors increase the probability of survival. Endorphins are released during sustained,
prolonged exercise, increasing the individual’s chances of moving quickly out of danger. A
woman’s endorphin level also goes up during childbirth, decreasing pain and increasing the possibility of having a second child. Interestingly, endorphins and dopamine levels also rise during
any pleasant social interaction. You get a pleasurable feeling when someone smiles at you or
compliments you. This increases the probability of continued interaction with this person.
An important component of interdependent thinking—collaboration—is contingent communication. This is the mind’s ability to deal with human differences—conflicting ideas, alternative perspectives, divergent points of view, and collective problem solving. Located in the prefrontal
cortex, cognitive flexibility enables the mind to attend and assess subtle verbal and nonverbal
cues, and then to modify internal/external reactions accordingly. This suggests that using the
power of the social brain will grow our capacity for solving problems, innovating and creating
new ideas, and developing more empathy for diversity.
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Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations and the Brain

“Making mental connections is our most crucial learning tool, the
essence of human intelligence; to forge links; to go beyond the given;
to see patterns, relationships.”
—Marilyn Ferguson
Human beings learn from experience. When confronted with a new and perplexing problem they
will often draw forth experiences from their past. They can often be heard to say, “This reminds
me of . . .” or “This is just like the time when I. . . .” They explain what they are doing now in
analogies or references to previous experiences. They call on their store of knowledge and experience as sources of data to support theories and to explain, process and solve each new challenge. Furthermore, they are able to abstract meaning from one experience, carry it forth, and
apply it in a new and novel situation.
At any one fraction of a second in time, the human brain is being bombarded simultaneously
with an enormous amount of sensory stimuli. Paying conscious attention to all this information is
literally impossible. Fortunately, the brain has a system to unconsciously filter this mass of information and keep only that which it considers relevant. The primary purpose of this filtering
system is survival; therefore, our brains pay attention to novelty, loud noises, unusual movements, and social cues that signal danger. For survival, our brains must continually scan the environment to determine what is meaningful. Our species has not survived by taking in meaningless
information. Unfortunately, however, much of what we ask others’ brains to attend to is not considered by their brains to be meaningful or relevant.
Before we throw up our hands and say all is lost, we need to consider another aspect of brain
functioning—how information is stored. It appears that the brain is the ultimate organizer, and to
keep track of everything it has stored, it uses a sort of filing system. Think of a semantic map or
web and you have a metaphor for the way our brains store information in networks or maps of
neural connections. When new information arrives, the brain attempts to find the appropriate
network in which it will fit.
Here’s where the leader’s understanding of the brain comes into play. Because the new information (such as when to use a certain tool, or in determining the causes of an employee conflict)
must make sense to the learner, the leader needs to help the learner see where it fits and what
they already have stored that can assist them in the understanding and storage of the concept.
What learners already know is probably the prime determiner of whether the new information
will make sense and therefore be stored.
It is often very helpful to use a prepositional phrase to invite applying past knowledge when you
are trying to help someone make connections to what is difficult in the present situation. For example, you might say, “Given what you already know about this situation….” It will immediately trigger the brain to scan for past knowledge and start looking for connections.
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Finding Humor and the Brain

“This I conceive to be the chemical function of humor: to change the
character of our thought.”
—Lin Yutang.
The scientific study of humor is a relatively new field of research, with most of the studies having been conducted in the past two decades. These studies have provided new insights into the
role of humor in human development and what happens in the brain and in the body when you
find something funny.
Humans in all cultures around the world are capable of finding humor. Babies will naturally find
joy, smile, and giggle. The typical behavioral response to humor is laughter, but why do we
laugh? What is its purpose? As we pointed out earlier, as a species, humans have had a better
chance of survival if they are a member of a group than if they go it alone. Scientists believe that
humor is one important way to promote social bonding. Laughter helps us establish and maintain
our relationships and make our groups more cohesive. Given its value, it is not surprising to find
that our brain has built-in mechanisms to reward us for laughing.
Three major brain components are involved in laughter and humor. First, the frontal lobes help
us “get” the joke or perceive the humor in a situation. Second, the motor pathways in the brain
move the muscles of the face that allow us to smile and laugh. The third component, the emotional pathway, is the most complex and requires a bit of background.
Deep within the brain is a group of structures commonly known as the reward pathway or the
pleasure center. Composed of the nucleus accumbens and the ventral tegmental area, this pathway releases “feel good” brain chemicals (dopamine and endorphins) when we engage in activities that increase our chances of survival, such as eating or sex. Along with the emotional center
of the brain, especially the amygdala, these structures serve the purpose of making us feel good
and encouraging us to repeat whatever activity brought us such pleasure. Using brain-imaging
techniques, scientists have discovered that these structures are explicitly involved in the perception of humor, and that is why it gives us pleasure.
Not only does humor give us feelings of pleasure and happiness, it also has significant ramifications for our psychological and physical health. Humor appears to be a universal coping mechanism we use when faced with stress. Cortisol, a rather caustic brain and body chemical released
during highly stressful situations, is reduced when you laugh. The endorphins released during
laughter have been shown to reduce feelings of pain. In addition, some early studies suggest that
humor may boost the immune system. While much more research needs to be done in this area
(called psychoneuroimmunology), if laughter could actually help us fight off infections, we’d
have one more reason to help our students and workers find humor in their lives.
How often do you find that a meeting is getting very tense? Disagreements overwhelm possibilities. You see that the stress is becoming polarizing and people are starting to revert to “tribal”
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behavior. Quite often, a joke—finding something humorous in the way we are all behaving,
something that does not make fun of people but shows the irony or paradoxes in the situation—
may release the tension. When we find a way to get people to laugh at themselves, we are building the habit of finding humor.
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Responding With Wonderment and Awe and the Brain

“Wonder is what sets us apart from other life forms. No other species wonders about the meaning of existence or the complexity of the
universe or themselves.”
—Herbert W. Boyer
Humans share the capacity for personal intensity. Nobody is born without it. But many of us
never learn to tap into the source of our intensity because we fail to discover what inspires it.
Passion refers to the force for intensity in all of us. One’s passions might be writing, gardening,
acting, sports, working with children, business, competition, and personal improvement.
Every thought and action is accompanied by emotions. The center for emotions in the brain is the
amygdala. It is deeply involved with threat, fear, and emotions of any kind. It engages many areas of the brain with chemicals and other physical interactions. Emotions have a huge impact on
learning as the chemical secretions pass the information from cell to cell in the circuit. Where the
secretions are positive, like serotonin, self-esteem rises and learning flourishes. These positive
secretions tend to be short lived in their emotional impact. On the other hand, where the secretions are negative, like cortisol, self-esteem dives and learning withers. Moreover, the negatives,
like cortisol, linger sometimes for a long time—days rather than minutes. Those feel-good neurotransmitters (serotonin, endorphin, and dopamine) are released whenever we feel good about
ourselves.
Wonderment, awe, inquisitiveness, intrigue, and mystery have their origins in the brain and
cause us to become curious about the connection between survival and the human sense of wonderment. Most brain functions can be explained by the human organism’s need and drive for
basic survival needs. This disposition, however, eludes this rationale and remains a mystery to
us.
Although the direct connection is a mystery, when we experience wonderment and awe, we
know how uplifting it is. When someone in the organization has done something that just takes
our breath away, we cheer. When we have an insight that will help us move forward, we step
back and appreciate how we got to that place. We all know how important it is to recognize and
celebrate what is going well. Remember that the habit is responding with wonderment and awe.
Celebrations are a positive response that highlight amazing work.
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Listening With Understanding and Empathy and the Brain
“To listen fully means to pay close attention to what is being said beneath the words. You
listen not only to the ‘music,’ but to the essence of the person speaking.
You listen not only for what someone knows, but for what he or she is. Ears operate at
the speed of sound, which is far slower than the speed of light the eyes take in.
Generative listening is the art of developing deeper silences in yourself, so you can slow
our mind’s hearing to your ears’ natural speed and hear beneath the words to their meaning.”
—Peter Senge
Cells in your brain allow you to read another person’s mind. Humans not only have the ability to
judge the intentions and feelings of others, they often know what another person is thinking. This
ability is called empathy. Empathy is both a cognitive process (the ability to understand another’s emotional state) and an affective capacity (the ability to share another’s emotional state).
These abilities do not appear to be a learned trait; rather, they appear to be hard-wired in the
brain. What is the purpose of empathy? According to some neuroscientists, empathy serves two
evolutionary functions: to create attachment and bonding between mother and child, and later in
life to create attachments between mates. Empathy could be considered to be part of the glue that
holds relationships and societies together.
Psychologists and neuroscientists have been baffled by our ability to anticipate other’s behaviors
and empathize with their feelings. A team of researchers in Italy discovered what might be a key
to solving this mystery. They identified a new type of neuron that fires when you perform a
manual action and also fires when you watch someone else perform these actions. They have
been labeled “mirror neurons.” Mirror neurons are what allow us to understand another’s intentions and feelings. Mirror neurons, according to Feuerstein, are also fired in a child’s brain upon
hearing language as if the child were using these structures him or herself. Children, thus, learn
to imitate the language they hear as well as the actions they see (Feuerstein, Feuerstein, & Falik,
2010).
Studies suggest that the degree of empathy depends, in part, on how sensitive we are to others.
This would make sense given the theory on mirror neurons. We learn a great deal by imitating
what we see others do. It is one of the most powerful reasons for learners and leaders to listen
with understanding and empathy. The culture of the workplace changes dramatically when all
members lend their mental activity to each other by taking the time to really listen to what the
other is saying and provide emotional support through empathy.

71

Summary
The intent of this chapter has been to provide neuroscientific support for some of the Habits of
Mind. While we have described each of the nine dispositions separately, it should be cautioned
that the brain does not draw them forth separately. Even for simple learning tasks, more than one
area of the brain will be activated, and the more areas that are activated and engaged, the more
learning takes place. For example, the use of all the senses can mean that there are several triggers to activate prior learning, and the more often these triggers are activated, the stronger the
link becomes. The brain is a pattern detector, and if past knowledge is connected to the new
learning, it makes for much stronger knowledge generation. Therefore, one of the most worthwhile dispositions for us to acquire is that of metacognitive reflection. Before undertaking a new
task or facing a problem to solve, we can reflect on what is already known to promote the new
learning that is about to be undertaken.
It is also important to keep in mind the brain’s natural learning systems:
•
•
•
•
•

Tactile/physical movement (active total-body participation);
Social collaboration (thinking and learning interdependently);
Emotion (passion for what is being done and learned. The feel-good
neurotransmitters—serotonin, endorphin, and dopamine—are released
whenever we feel good about ourselves);
Cognition (mental engagement with relevant content); and
Metacognitive reflection (consideration and evaluation of one’s own
learning).

We’ve learned more about the brain in the last decade than in all of recorded history. This research has provided revelations about the structure and function of the human brain and how the
brain learns. As we come to better understand neuroscientific research, we will have a more solid
foundation on which to base our decisions about how to promote learning. As we explore dispositional learning, this research will help us understand how dispositions become established in
the brain, and how to give others the lasting gift of these productive behaviors.
Thus, the types of dispositions mentioned here may well serve as the most essential, enduring,
powerful, and desirable attributes for the graduates of our educational system and workers in our
business organizations. They will need dispositions and learning skills far beyond current society
requirements. Most of the jobs have, in fact, not been created yet. Indeed, our survival may depend on it.
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CHAPTER 10
LEADING LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS
WITH HABITS OF MIND IN MIND
“If you want your team to perform heroically, be a hero yourself.”
—Chris Lowney, Heroic Leadership
The world is changing fast. We live and operate in a constant state of turbulence and chaos.
Former Finnish Prime Minister Alexander Stubb summed it up when he said there is “new world
disorder.” Chaos is the new normal. Organizational planners know they are operating in a
VUCA environment of relentless volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. Organizations are experiencing a variety of challenges and are increasingly faced with issues that need
solutions. Those who are great problem solvers will survive; those who have the most creativity
and flexibility will triumph. While the most important dispositions of leadership haven’t changed
for centuries, the contexts in which these dispositions must be enacted has changed.
Business as usual, regardless of your organization, is not “as usual.” In order to adapt to these
challenging conditions, we need to create a culture that remains open to continuous learning. Our
organizations require the use of complex social networks that help us to think interdependently.
We are in a globally shared environment, and as we develop individual solutions we will have to
learn how to recognize the impact of our decisions. We must become systems thinkers.
Our best future is based on the richness of our diversity, which requires cultivating and developing Habits of Mind within our organizations. As leaders, we need to value and believe that each
person has innate strengths and potential and that leadership must nurture that potential. We can
do this by seizing and creating opportunities for inviting, cultivating and including the human
capital of the organization as frequently as possible. We must learn to demonstrate our values
and vision through our actions, not exclusively through the power expressed from our positions.
Core competencies for those behaviors are embedded in the Habits of Mind.
The following list, derived from field-based experience as well as the writing of futurists predicting the future needs of learning organizations, describes some key issues. We have added some
“Habits of Mind Takeaways” with the habits in italics for you, the reader, to reflect upon.
Issue #1: Dealing with Diversity
It has long been known that great leaders accomplish an organization’s mission through teamwork. However, teams were often designed based on people who were trained for a particular
task. Automation often led to continuous problem solving for greater efficiencies. In our modern
times, teams consist of diverse groups, each bringing different talents and skills to the tasks at
hand.
In today’s world, it is likely that those working in a company grew up in different cultures. For
many, English is a second language. It is more likely that a company’s headquarters is in another
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country and that it does business internationally. International schools are influencing national
educational policies that lead to changes in practice. Communication is challenging when members of a team are located in different time zones, working different hours, and many have only
met virtually.
Each individual has different experiences and strengths that they bring to the organization. We
cannot afford to lose the social and cognitive capital each person brings as we build teams that
must think about the system as they work on their designated part of the system puzzle.
Habits of Mind Takeaways:
To what degree do leaders and workers in adaptive, agile organizations think flexibly, value cultural differences, and listen to and empathize with other’s points of view? How open are they to
learning about and from others? How skillful are they in thinking and communicating with clarity? How readily do they think interdependently?
Issue #2: Essential Trust
A culture of trust must pervade an organization. Workers need to trust their leaders. Trust is the
glue that binds people together when deciding on policies or practices that either advance the
welfare of the workers or the work of the organization. Employees want to work for an organization that demonstrates social responsibility, transparency and a shared sense of purpose. Building
a high level of trust in the organizational culture is a big responsibility.
Trust is primarily developed through the interpersonal social exchanges that take place in any
organization. Leaders build relational trust based on at least four of the following criteria:
1. Respect—valuing the role each person plays and genuinely listening to the individual. Listening shows respect and demonstrates that a team’s input is valued. It helps to increase their
involvement, which automatically increases their commitment. Often teams know more than
the leader does individually. Through attentive listening, leaders may learn something new
(Edmonds, 2020).
2. Competence—how effectively a person performs a role, the feedback they receive on
their performance, and how outside judgments resonate with the individual’s own assessments.
3. Personal regard—the perception of how leaders show compassion and go beyond their
role in caring for another person.
4. Integrity—the consistency between what leaders say and what they do. Leaders serve as
mentors and role models. They are visible and accessible to others who know the leader can
be trusted to keep their commitments and maintain confidences.
5. Communication—leaders need to be highly effective speakers able to communicate their
ideas to others. They need to be adept at interpreting body language and other non-verbal
communication, because often what is not said is at least as important as the stated words.
6. Courageous—willing to admit mistakes and failed attempts. Leaders show publicly that
they are able to take risks and learn.
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Habits of Mind Takeaways:
To what degree do leaders and workers in adaptive, agile organizations communicate with clarity
the “why” behind decision-making? Listen with understanding and empathy? Manage their impulsivity and remain open to continuous learning? Are they metacognitively aware of their own
behaviors and actions? Do they realize the impacts of their decisions and convey a willingness to
make amends that restore harmony when necessary? Are they observing, questioning and gathering data about others’ emotions, moods, celebrations and feeling of despair? Listening to
learners with understanding and empathy as they try to solve complex problems?
Issue #3: Innovation
As mentioned in Chapter 7, Albert Einstein once said, “If at first an idea doesn’t seem totally absurd there’s no hope for it.” Innovators understand that they must take risks by moving toward
the absurd, the “seemingly” irrelevant, in order to create something new, unique and of value.
Leaders not only need to embrace meaningful change, they need to create a culture where risktaking, creative thinking and imagination flourish. As the skills that workers need in our evolving
world become increasingly complex, leaders have to be of a mindset where innovation is the
norm, not the exception. They need to consider what skills their workers need and create opportunities for them to learn in deeper and more meaningful ways. As a result, their workers become
innovators (Smith, 2014).
Habits of Mind Takeaways:
To what degree do leaders in adaptive, agile organizations model responsible risk-taking and
create a culture in which workers are encouraged to take responsible risks? How is creating, imagining and innovating valued, recognized and celebrated in the organization? How are workers
encouraged to pursue what they personally find, as well as what colleagues or clients find wondrous, intriguing and awesome?
Issue #4: Networks and Collaboration
When hiring any individual for a job, in a sense one is hiring their entire network. Networks consist of both online spaces and face-to-face collaboration. Creating diverse networks in and out of
the workplace is crucial. We must understand that we can learn a great deal from the person
across the hallway, as well as from the person on the other side of the world. To create the best
experiences for employees, they need access to the best ideas; this can come from anyone and
anywhere. When you are networked, great ideas often find you, not the other way around.
Habits of Mind Takeaways:
It is well known that managing impulsivity, thinking and communicating with clarity and precision, taking responsible risks, and finding humor increase group efficacy (Zimmerman, 2008).
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These Habits of Mind build enthusiasm and energy, strengthen relationships, help identify assets,
strengths and talents and create possibilities that help groups rise to challenges. To what degree
do leaders in adaptive, agile organizations foster interdependent thinking among team members
by employing these Habits of Mind?
Issue #5: Delegation and Distribution of Leadership
When leaders realize that they cannot go it alone, they distribute and delegate leadership among
many members in the organization. They see talent development as a critical part of their responsibility. They delegate and then provide training, coaching, and/or mentorships for those who are
given more responsibilities. As a result, they build confidence and competence in the capabilities
of their members. The most successful leaders are those who understand their staff and know
how to motivate them through trust and personal development.
Team members often wear multiple hats and take on leadership functions no matter their assigned position. Such distributed leadership fosters an atmosphere of innovation, collaboration
and growth. Distributed leadership empowers staff to become part of decision-making processes
and allows for enough autonomy to be creative. In these democratic, agile organizations, as more
leadership opportunities are distributed, there is a greater chance that the voice of colleagues is
heard. This has an effect on all aspects of managing the organization’s growth and direction. All
workers collectively assume responsibility for the well being of the organization. “Workers don’t
simply have a voice in running the organization, they actually run it” (Nyaribo, No date).
Habits of Mind Takeaways:
To what degree do leaders and workers in adaptive, agile organizations communicate with clarity
by identifying and listing responsibilities that need to be assigned to others? Do they gather data
about the skills and knowledge of staff members to match responsibilities to each person’s
strengths? Staff members are more enthusiastic about taking on the assignment if it’s something
they find fascinating, awesome and wondrous. Upon completion of the task, effective leaders
show appreciation and empathy for the worker’s risk taking, persistence, accuracy, and/or creativity. A sincere “thank you” goes a long way toward motivating others.
Issue #6: Self-Leadership
Great leadership begins with self-leadership, the capacity to be metacognitively aware of one’s
own behaviors and actions and the effects of those actions on others and the organization’s culture. The leader, more than anything else, is the one who makes the most difference in an organization’s success.
There are at least five different aspects to self-leadership:
•

Self-managing: The ability to nurture and harness one’s own passion, abilities,
emotions and leadership capacity in decision-making; to set challenging goals,
persevere in the face of barriers and occasional failure, and accurately forecast
future performances.
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•

•

•

•

Self-monitoring: The ability to acknowledge, understand and be conscious of
one’s own values, perspectives, strengths, weaknesses, leadership propensity and
emotional needs.
Self-modifying: The ability to reflect on, evaluate, analyze, and construct meaning from experiences and apply that learning to future activities, tasks, and challenges
Monitoring Others: The ability to acknowledge and recognize the impact leaders are having on the passions, gifts, strengths, weaknesses, potentials, moods,
emotions, intentions and needs of others. Effective leaders recognize and
acknowledge the impact that the leader’s actions and the organizational conditions have on the passions, gifts, strengths, weaknesses, potentials, moods, emotions, intentions and needs of others. Leaders continuously gather data through
observing others’ facial expressions, intonation of language, and posture for indications of excitement and enthusiasm or depression, disappointment or despair.
They observe the interactions among workers and search for indicators of positive growth mindsets. They collaborate in setting and monitoring goals that help
others realize their potential and possible aspirations for growth.
Managing Others: Efficacious leaders motivate others to develop their potentials’ self-directedness and to fulfill the organization’s mission. They provide
constructive feedback and offer support for learning and growth. They encourage
risk-taking and consider failures as opportunities to learn. They provide opportunities for others to take leadership roles in managing the organization. They show
humility through admitting things they don’t know, laugh at themselves, and, of
most importance, model the Habits of Mind and recognize when others display
the Habits of Mind as well (Hess & Ludwig, 2017).

Self-leadership is an ongoing process of self-awareness and self-reflection. Leadership is a never-ending work in progress that draws on continually deepening one’s self-understanding.
Self-leadership is imperative for anyone who desires to be a great leader.
Habits of Mind Takeaways:
To what degree do leaders in adaptive, agile organizations think about their own thinking? How
consistently do they conduct reflective internal dialogs in which they mentally rehearse a presentation they are going to give, conversation they are going to have or decision they’re going to
make? To what degree do they monitor and control their own emotions, language use, responses
to questions, and control their own impulses? What do they tell themselves when they are tempted to give up but know they must persist? What do they tell themselves about their mistakes and
failures? Are they self-critical or do they draw forth prior knowledge from the experience? How
often do they draw on their humility to admit they don’t know, to find humor in this situation
and, as continuous learners, to profit from what they have learned as a result?
Promoting Growth Through Powerful Coaching Questions
When people are engaged in goal-oriented projects, they have an opportunity to learn by doing.
Through careful observation of their behaviors throughout the process, they can see whether they
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are using the habits to stay focused and in control. In the beginning, group members may not be
aware of where and when they are using the habits. Leaders need to bring attention to the behaviors by asking questions that elicit a conscious use of the habits. Over time, the learner begins to
use the questions as a guide to check on how well the work is going.
The tables that follow contain some suggested coaching questions.

79

Questions to Encourage Self-Managing
Considerations for Managing a Project Examples of questions to facilitate thinking about the
considerations
Clarity of outcomes

What specifically do you want to accomplish, to know or be able to do
as a result of this project?
How clear are you about the assignment? What goals do you have in
mind as you begin?

A strategic plan

How does this current project contribute to your long-range learning
goals or outcomes? What do you need in order to be successful with
this assignment?

Necessary data

Given what you know about this topic, what additional data sources
will you draw upon? Where will the information be coming from?
How will you determine the validity and accuracy of the information
you incorporate?

Knowledge drawn from past experiences

What effective strategies have you used before in projects like this?

Awareness of alternatives for
accomplishment

What alternative strategies do you have in mind to accomplish your
goals?

Anticipation of success indicators

What might you hear/see yourself and what might your group say/do
that will let you know that you’ve reached your goals?

Questions to Encourage Self-Monitoring
Considerations for Monitoring a
Project

Examples of questions to facilitate thinking about the considerations

Strive to become spectators of your own
thinking and actions.

What will guide your decisions about . . .?
What will you pay attention to in your own behaviors that you are
striving to perfect?

Be aware of the perceptions for in-themoment indicators of whether the strategic plan is working or not and to assist in
the decision-making processes of altering
the plan.

What are some of your predictions about how this project will turn
out?
What cues will you be aware of as indicators of whether your strategy
is working or not?

Be aware of your leadership role in
promoting interdependence.

How might you help resolve conflicts when there are differences of
opinions among your group members?
How are you encouraging others to persist when the group gets stuck?
How well are you and your group members listening to and building
upon the ideas of others?

Be aware of your application of the
criteria for excellence.

In what ways are you and your group striving for accuracy and
excellence?
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Questions to Encourage Self-Modifying
Considerations for Monitoring a
Project

Examples of questions to facilitate thinking about the
considerations

Reflect on the experience.

As you reflect on this project, what feelings (thoughts, impressions)
do you have about it?

Recall critical events and decisions.

What are you recalling that leads to those impressions?
What important decisions did you make during the construction of
this project? What prompted those decisions?

Evaluate the effectiveness of your
product and decisions.

What is your sense of the project’s effectiveness?

Analyze events and compare products
with visions and goals.

What might be some factors that contributed to that success?
How does what happened in the construct of this project compare to
what you predicted would happen?

Construct meaning from the experience.

As a result of working on this project, what insights or new learnings
are you forming?

Apply the learning to future activities,
tasks and challenges.

As you anticipate future projects of this type, what new learnings will
you carry forth to those situations?

To promote reflection, the leader might suggest the following to the learner:
•

•
•

“Let’s review the conversations we had before you started, while you were engaged in
your project and after you completed your project. How did these conversations benefit
you? What insights have you gained from our discussions?”
“What were you aware of in our conversations that produced those insights?”
“Which portions of these conversations might you conduct by yourself without my
prompting or if I weren’t present?”
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Remaining Open to Continuous Learning Through Feedback Spirals
“You can never step into the river of time twice.”
—Heroclitus
As you have explored some of the issues raised above, you may begin to wonder how you will
know if what you are doing really works. As leaders, how can we know whether our values are
in fact being realized through our actions? Every learning organization makes a commitment to
continuous learning. Every person in the organization must be willing to grow and learn as they
challenge themselves to become more effective problem solvers, innovators, and powerful learners. While it is important for each member of the organization to be open to new learning, it is
equally important for the work of the organization to profit from a similar structure.
Feedback spirals are an important way organizations can achieve self-regulation. These spirals
depend on a variety of information for their success. In some cases, individuals make changes
after consciously observing their own feelings, attitudes, and skills. Some spirals depend on the
observations of outsiders (such as “critical friends”). In other cases, those directly involved in
change collect specific kinds of evidence about what is happening in the organization’s environment. Once these data are analyzed, interpreted, and internalized, individuals modify their actions to more closely achieve the organization’s goals. Thus, individuals—and the organization—are continually self-learning, self-renewing, and self-modifying.
The structure of continuous learning through feedback spirals can help anyone see how important it is to know the outcomes and goals of the projected idea, create a plan for action, develop a method for receiving feedback on how the plan worked, and use that information to improve. For example, when an employee suggests that they would like to go to a conference, the
proposal can follow this structure: What are you hoping you will learn as an outcome of attending? How will you plan for implementing or going further with what you learn? How will you
know if what you do is beneficial? How will this affect your thinking about the next time you
might want to attend a conference?

82

Figure 10.1

Developing leadership capacities is an ongoing, never-ending process that includes goal setting,
planning and taking action, gathering feedback, and acting on the feedback to gain insight into
oneself and improve performance. It is an ongoing process of self-reflection that provides opportunities to assess life, a little at a time, based on one’s values and goals. Continuous learning is a
mark of maturing leadership and efficacious organizations.
Figure 10.1, above (Costa & Kallick, 1995 p. 27), shows how components of a feedback spiral
may be diagrammed as a recursive, cyclical pathway. Each element along the spiral is described
below:
• Clarify goals and purposes. What is the purpose for what you are doing? What beliefs or values
does it reflect? What outcomes would you expect as a result of your actions?
• Plan. What actions would you take to achieve the desired outcomes? How would you set up an
experiment to test your ideas? What evidence would you collect to help inform you about the
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results of your actions? What would you look for as indicators your outcomes were or were not
achieved? How will you leave the door open for other discoveries and possibilities that were not
built into the original design? What process will you put in place that will help you describe what
actually happened?
• Take action/experiment. Execute the plan.
• Assess/gather evidence. Implement assessment strategy.
• Study, reflect, evaluate. Whether this is an individual or organizational change, how are the results congruent with stated values? What meaning can be made of the data? Who might serve as
a critical friend to coach, facilitate, or mediate your learning from this experience? What have
individuals learned from this action?
• Modify actions based on new knowledge. What will be done differently in the future as a result
of reflection and integration of new knowledge? Is this plan worth trying again?
• Revisit and clarify goals and purposes. Do the goals still make sense? Are they still of value, or
do they need to be redefined, refocused, or refined? This element returns to the first step in the
spiral: clarify goals and purposes.
To develop the habit of remaining open to continuous learning, the organization gathers data
through conscious observation of feelings, attitudes, and skills; through observation and interviews with others; and by collecting evidence showing the effects of their efforts on the environment. These data are analyzed, interpreted, and internalized. Based on this analysis, the organization (or individuals) modifies actions to more closely achieve the goals. Thus, individuals
and the organization become continually self-learning, self-renewing, and self-modifying (Costa &
Kallick, 1995).
Including the learner’s voice in this process causes them take ownership of the work. They are
more able to self-manage, self-monitor and thus self-modify themselves. We must continue to
provide opportunities to have learners take ownership of their learning or they will never learn
how to do so (Sackstein, 2016, and Kallick & Zmuda, 2017).
“The ‘why’ of self-directed learning is survival—your own survival as an individual, and also
the survival of the human race. Clearly, we are not talking here about something that would be
nice or desirable….We are talking about a basic human competence—the ability to learn on
one’s own—that has suddenly become a prerequisite for living in this new world” (Knowles,
1975).
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In Conclusion
Habits of Mind represents the vision, beliefs, and behaviors of the organization. Every opportunity in
which the habits are employed benefits the thinking of the members of the organization. Leaders make
conscious choices to embed the habits as a way to develop norms for their meetings when working
with their clients. They model the habits when they are faced with sticky problems or challenges.
They ask for feedback and modify their thinking as they grow their leadership skills. The feedback
spiral provides a method for observing the growth of the organization. Remember that leadership is
not just a position, it is a set of actions. The Habits of Mind are the actions of leadership.
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CASE STUDIES
To illustrate how Habits of Mind are found throughout modern schools and industries, three case
studies are offered as examples. The purpose of including these case studies is to illustrate how
Habits of Mind pervades a culture of continuous learning in business and educational organizations. The first three are annotated to illuminate the use of the Habits of Mind. Some applications
are obvious, others are teased out. It is important to note that the habits occur in clusters and
build upon each other. The underlying habits should become obvious to the reader after reading
through this book. The Habits of Mind column in the fourth case study, however, is left blank,
inviting you to fill in your own interpretation.
The first case study illustrates the use of the Habits of Mind from the perspective of an architect.
The second case study is from the Stryker Corporation, producers of hospital and health testing
equipment. The third case study provides an examination of the use of Habits of Mind in an educational setting. A fourth case study is also included as an invitation to you, the reader, to find
examples of the Habits of Mind in an interview with a restaurateur.
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Case Study 1
NEW WAYS OF THINKING, NEW WAYS OF BUILDING
By
Peter Saucerman, A.I.A.
The award-winning Dreyfuss and Blackford Architectural firm in Sacramento has been instrumental in shaping the skyline of California’s capital city for decades. Retired now, Peter Saucerman contributed his skills and creativity to this transformation.
Interdependent Thinking with Architectural Teams
Example: Apple Flagship Store, Fifth Avenue, New York
This was new design territory, and the design team had to broaden its ranks. Glass manufacturers
were brought into the circle and challenged to deliver new products that could meet demanding
specifications. New fasteners were developed; glazing fabricators and erectors consulted; heating
and cooling systems modified; lighting systems customized. A full complement of designers and
fabricators were drawn to work closely together under complete secrecy to create a structure that
would be striking, dramatic, and beautiful. Although there was one strong leader and vision, the
full team was required to work interdependently to achieve this technological marvel. The results
were singular enough to warrant original patents on parts and techniques created.
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Author’s Text
By the close of the 20th century, segregated/linear thinking
traditions in design and construction began giving way to new
organizational models. Sophisticated owners such as hospitals
and universities began seeking cohesive teams to both design
and construct their buildings. This approach promotes true
teamwork and interdependent thinking. The architect and contractor are both invested for the long haul; they have common,
overarching goals and each has a voice in the creative process
from the very beginning. Moreover, all specialty consultants
and tradespeople are a part of the creative conversation from
the outset.
New ways of thinking are permeating the design and build
realms. The design team (architects) can obtain immediate
feedback on design choices from the building team (contractor). For instance, certain material prices may be spiking due
to international demand or short supply; the contractor may
propose systems or materials known to be readily available, of
better quality, or a better value. The architect then evaluates
the suitability of the alternatives, adjusting design concepts as
necessary. This interactive feedback is invaluable and enriching to the design process.
Material manufacturers also can readily become part of the
creative process. Manufacturers must test and license their
products to very specific industry and government-mandated
performance standards. Architects often push the limits of
performance, imagining new and innovative ways to use
building materials. If they sense a market for new sales, manufacturers may respond by exploring the possibilities of their
materials in novel situations. Truly interactive design teams
will invite manufacturers to work with them to create new applications or materials, improving function and quality along
the way.
When Apple Computer decided to venture into retail sales,
CEO Steve Jobs insisted that the physical architecture for
each store be as simple, elegant, and unique as the Apple
products they would sell
He assembled a team of architects, engineers, designers, and
constructors to create something special. Mr. Jobs had a reputation for interpreting the statement, “It can’t be done,” as an
invitation and a challenge. For this flagship location, he envisioned a crystalline glass cube with a simple Apple logo suspended in the center. It soon became clear to his design team
that this was a starkly literal statement: a glass cube. No steel
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What Habits of Mind are
displayed?
• Thinking interdependently
• Creating, imagining, innovating

• Gathering data through all
senses
• Questioning and problem
posing
• Thinking interdependently
• Thinking flexibly

• Creating, imagining and
innovating
• Striving for accuracy and
precision
• Thinking flexibly

• Creating, imagining and
innovating
• Persisting
• Creating, imagining and
innovating
• Listening with understanding and empathy
• Thinking interdependently
• Remaining open to continuous learning

supports, concrete floor, or wood bracing would be tolerated;
a pure glass building was the design goal.
This was new design territory, and the design team had to
broaden its ranks. Glass manufacturers were brought into the
circle and challenged to deliver new products that could meet
demanding specifications. New fasteners were developed;
glazing fabricators and erectors consulted; heating and cooling systems modified; lighting systems customized. A full
complement of designers and fabricators were drawn to work
closely together under complete secrecy to create a structure
that would be striking, dramatic, and beautiful. Although there
was one strong leader and vision, the full team was required to
work interdependently to achieve this technological marvel.
The results were singular enough to warrant original patents
on parts and techniques created.
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• Responsible risk-taking
• Creating, imagining and
innovating
• Persisting
• Listening with understanding and empathy
• Thinking interdependently
• Remaining open to continuous learning
• Responding with wonderment and awe

Case Study 2
CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT FOR INTERDEPENDENT THINKING
By James Heath,
President for the Instruments Division of Stryker Corporation
Stryker is one of the world’s leading medical technology companies and is driven to make
healthcare better. It offers innovative products and services in orthopedics, medical, surgical and
neurotechnology that improve patient and hospital outcomes.
Author’s Text
Virtually everything we do at Stryker—marketing, product
development, and manufacturing—is dependent upon strong
teams. In our division, the leader of each team selects people
with the competence, relationship skills, and diversity of
thought to create a framework for building on others’ ideas,
combining efforts, and creating new modes of operation. The
leader models and fosters an atmosphere of trust where interdependent thinking is encouraged and leads to successful
outcomes. The leader encourages such skills as listening for
understanding, paraphrasing, and dialogue.
Such conversations result in effective conflict resolution and
creative solutions. For instance, to improve inventory management, our supply chain team, in forming its strategy, will
consult with individuals from operations, materials management, and top suppliers. The collective inputs from each of
these groups can be contentious based on their needs and
timelines. However, an environment built on trust and interdependent thinking that leads to challenging and purposeful
dialogue allows the supply chain team to produce outstanding results for the division and significantly improve customer satisfaction levels (faster delivery, fewer errors, and reduction in freight costs).
Supervisors in our Integrated Manufacturing Unit hold daily
huddles with their teams around a rotating information kiosk.
Each kiosk has the daily, weekly, and monthly production
goals for the team. The kiosk also reflects the outputs for related products, current issues, training schedules, and team
recognition. The supervisor facilitates the discussion, but the
huddles are run by the team members.
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What Habits of Mind are
displayed?
• Thinking interdependently
• Thinking flexibly
• Remaining open to continuous learning

• Striving for accuracy and
precision
• Persisting
• Thinking interdependently

• Questioning and problem
posing
• Gathering data through all
senses
• Listing with understanding
and empathy
• Thinking and communicating with clarity and precision

The team discusses problems, new production methods,
scrap reduction, and bottlenecks. Through interdependent
thinking, the team can resolve most issues without the assistance of the supervisor. If team members need additional assistance, they often confer with members from other Integrated Manufacturing cells to discuss how to develop the
best solution. This teamwork and interdependent thinking has
resulted in record production levels with minimal defects.
The engagement level of the Integrated Manufacturing Unit
associates is excellent due to their ability to work interdependently.
Trust is an essential element for building an engaged work
environment. It begins with solid relationships across the organization. As with other foundational aspects of the business, trust begins at the top of the organization with the Senior Leadership Team.
The Senior Leadership Team (SLT) is committed to honest
and open discussion on all topics. Members of the SLT challenge conventions, contribute in all meetings, and offer solutions to problems. We believe in a culture of candor in every
engagement and that healthy debate, without fear of reprisal,
improves the quality of our decisions. Healthy debate challenges conventional thinking and allows difficult issues to be
brought to the table.
We encourage questions like, “What would happen if . . . ?”
“What if we changed . . . ?” The culture of questioning has
spread across the Instruments Division. Managers and supervisors become facilitators in meetings and allow their teams
to make decisions. They take an active role when the debate
gets derailed or other agendas begin to surface. The manager’s responsibility is to paraphrase points of view, restate the
critical issues, and assist the group in reaching consensus.
The manager also intervenes when there is an impasse and a
decision needs to be made quickly. Healthy debate, without
fear of reprisal, improves the quality of our decisions at
Stryker Instruments.

• Thinking interdependently
• Questioning and finding
problems
• Thinking flexibly

• Listening with understanding and empathy
• Thinking flexibly
• Questioning and problem
posing
• Listening with understanding and empathy
• Thinking and communicating with clarity
• Questioning and posing
problems
• Listening with understanding and empathy

Reprinted by permission of the publisher. From Arthur L. Costa and Pat Wilson O’Leary, The
Power of The Social Brain: Teaching Learning and Independent Thinking, New York, NY:
Teachers College Press. Copyright 2013 by Teachers College Press, Columbia University. All
rights reserved.
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Case Study 3
Furr High School, Houston Independent School District, Houston, Texas
After five years out of retirement, Dr. Bertie Simmons was recruited to return to the Houston
Public School district as principal of Furr High School, a school with the reputation of a throwaway school and a pipeline to prison. She is widely regarded as being instrumental in the effort
to revitalize the school and create transformational opportunities for some of Houston’s most
disadvantaged students. To learn more about how she brought out the best in her students, read
her book, Whispers of Hope, the Story of My Life. Bertie can be contacted
at bsimmon82@gmail.com or through her website at bertiesimmons.com.
Author’s Text
Furr High School was a place where no one ever gave up on
a student. All adults worked tirelessly to behave in ways
that were consistent with the covenant they had created with
the community. It was a multicultural group that brought a
deep and abiding understanding of the hearts, needs, and the
minds of underserved students and their parents. A spirit of
sincere concern for each student and each other permeated
the collective workplace, which included the school and
home.
It was commonplace to find a student and a teacher or several students walking together to the Thinkery, a space designated for reflection, to think about the problem that
brought them there and to seek assistance from a mediator
to restore relationships. This method of resolving conflict
was based on a belief in restorative justice and eliminated
suspensions and the idea of zero tolerance except in cases
required by law. When individuals left the Thinkery, each
one had chosen a disposition that they would be working on
in order to change behavior and improve interactions. Parents who had been engaged in disputes found healing opportunities in the space as they learned new ways to think and
behave. Those new behaviors brought focus to the entire
school community as individuals freely practiced new learnings.
At the school, it was not unusual to find personnel knocking
on the doors of students and parents. As an example, the
principal went in search of a student who had missed several
days of school. The gang-infested neighborhood had many
drug houses, was run down because of many years of neglect, and houses were in disrepair. When she approached
the house where the student lived, a pit bull attacked with a
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What Habits of Mind are
displayed?
• Persisting
• Listening with understanding and empathy
• Thinking flexibly

• Thinking about your thinking
• Thinking flexibly
• Questioning and finding
• Problems
• Remaining open to continuous learning

• Responsible risk-taking

vengeance. As the principal attempted to approach the
home, she heard a car screeching to a halt behind her. Expecting to be shot, she wondered if she should take it in the
back or turn to take it in the front.
The driver of the car called out, “Baby, you still out here
trying to get kids to come back to school. Ain’t you 82 years
old?” With a sense of relief and joking, the principal questioned without turning around, “Did I ask you how old I
am?” “Well,” replied the voice. “I’m one you brought back.
Now I have a job, I have a car, and I have me a diploma. I
just wanted to say thank you.” The principal approached the
car and talked to the former student to tell her how proud
she was of her for completing her education.
Selection of teachers was based on an established profile of
teaching excellence. Furr used a process that members of
the faculty worked collaboratively to create. It was called
“Escape the Interview.” Groups of applicants were required
to solve problems while in search of the key which would
enable them to open the door and “escape.” The selection
committee observed and scored the applicants on a rubric
that included the areas of persistence, collaboration, teamwork, creativity, leadership, and attention to detail. This
committee observed from a station in another room using
wireless internet cameras. Later, personal interviews were
conducted by the school principal after receiving feedback
from the selection committee. This method of selecting
teachers resulted in identifying individuals who would best
meet the needs of the Furr students.
Furr was an invitational school based on intentionality, trust,
mutual respect, and optimism. We were intentional in how
we created an environment that invited members to do their
best. With all the obstacles our students faced, we did not
leave the school environment and student success to chance.
As a result, our students were given opportunities to participate in numerous projects and competitions that made learning purposeful and personal. We believed that students
would be more engaged and embrace bigger dreams if the
school activities were somehow relevant to their lives, passions, and talents. We also wanted students who would
grow up to experience success and who would make the
world a better place for all people. To that end, many of
their projects involved collaborating with others to solve
major problems in their neighborhoods and the world. These
students proved that their backgrounds of poverty, and their
zip codes did not limit their potential and that their dreams
could come true.
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• Finding humor
• Applying past knowledge

• Thinking interdependently
• Gathering data through all
senses
• Creating, imagining, innovating

• Striving for accuracy and
precision
• Thinking interdependently
• Responding with wonderment and awe

MINU
CASE STUDY 4
Interview with Val Kiosskovski, Restaurant Owner and Musician
Now that you have become familiar with Habits of Mind and have seen the habits at work in
three case studies, it’s your turn. We invite you to engage in this last case study and search for
where indicators of the Habits of Mind are evidenced. It is an interview with a successful restaurateur. In the left hand column, the interviewer poses questions and the restaurant owner, Val
Kiosskovski, responds. The spaces in the right-hand column are for you to write in the Habit(s)
of Mind that the restaurateur displays.
Some background about Val Kiosskovski
Val Kiosskovski is a native of Bulgaria. He lived his life as a musician doing odd jobs as an
emerging artist under communist rule. At the age of 27, Val defected from Bulgaria while on
tour and sought asylum in the United States. He found his refuge in the city of Seattle, Washington. His future was dependent on his adaptability, to find a way to survive while advancing his
music career aspirations.
POSTED MINUTE READ
Interviewer’s prompts, questions,
and Val’s answers:

What Habits of Mind are displayed
by Val?

“Tell us about Val.”
“As a musician, I was naturally drawn to work at night
clubs, bars, and restaurants as I began my new life in
America. After spending several years working hard
and adjusting to life in America, I joined forces with
couple of friends who are also musicians to open Solo,
our first bar and restaurant.”
“I’ve has been serving people in the bar & restaurant
industry for 29 years. I’ve been entertaining them with
my music for nearly 30 years. I value non-conformity
and encourage individuals to think outside-of-the-box.
As owner and manager of unique enterprises, you can
be sure I will continue to live my life on my own
terms.”
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“I refer to my establishments as “barstaurants” since my
focus has always been to break the barrier between the
typical American dive bars, and restaurant quality food.
Both places serve diverse clientele. I do not tolerate
bigotry of any kind, and strive to provide a safe, wholesome, down-to-earth and fairly priced experience.”

“With that in mind, my partners and I designed a place
to reflect this vision. Solo is a small place for artists,
musicians, actors, theater people, and moviemakers, as
well as those who attend their shows and performances.
We are a hub for activities for people in theater, film,
music, and comedy, providing our own selected programming, and serving those who attend shows.”

“How do you bring ideas to life?”
“Regardless of where and by whom ideas originate,
bringing them to fruition is done by consensus with my
management team, band mates, and family. I am a natural-born manager, it turned out. Who would’ve thought?
When ideas are presented, we sort out the good ones,
make sure we are all on the same page, then create the
path to make it happen, even though I have a reasonable
veto power if something is skewed. As a strategy, it has
worked very well. I like involving rank and file employees, too, because they are in customer service
trenches daily and are a hell of a source for information.
It is a winning way to go so that everyone is contributing, feels vested, heard, and involved. Employees and
management teams have the power to experiment. I’m
just watching to be sure experiments don’t break the
bank…”
“What’s one trend that excites you?”
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“The thing that excites me the most is general nonconformity. It is much easier for someone to succumb
to the way of thinking of others on the proven “beaten
path.” They simply follow what “others” considered to
be the appropriate path for success. Whereas, nonconformity is thinking outside of the box. Even if it
doesn’t provide the commercial success one can
achieve by following the beaten path, you follow your
passion to exciting and interesting experiences that are
challenging but rewarding. The best part is that you get
to present yourself as your own person. You have the
opportunity to enjoy those you have cultivated to work
with. You can sleep well knowing that regardless of anything, you have done your best and you were true to
yourself.”
“What is one habit of yours that makes you more
productive as an entrepreneur?”
“One of the things that makes me most productive is
that I am very responsive in addressing any issues that
may arise, regardless of how uncomfortable they may
be. Being timely in this business—and in any business—is essential. Returning phone calls and keeping
appointments is the foundation of healthy personal
scheduling.”
“What advice would you give your younger self?”
“I would tell my younger self to trust my gut more and
take more chances.”

“As an entrepreneur, what is the one thing you do
over and over and recommend everyone else do?”
“Strive for balance. A balance between the interests of
my teams of employees, and my clientele. As Richard
Branson said once, to paraphrase, ‘I have three priorities in my business life—my employees, my customers,
and my investors, in exactly that order. It is a challenge
I have to address daily.’”
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“What is one strategy that has helped you grow your
business?”
“One strategy is not to look at growth as an absolute
measurement of success. Frequently, growth satisfaction, financial success, and emotional and personal
wellbeing are not the same. Staying true to one’s self
and staying flexible in a changing world is the best way
to be. This strategy reduces pressure and keeps positive
energy flowing. Another great strategy is to pay attention to your clientele. It is word of mouth, positive experiences, and community engagements that will keep
customers coming back. You can’t advertise a bar; you
have to encourage people to experience it.”

“What is one failure you had as an entrepreneur,
and how did you overcome it?”
“Failure to communicate is the biggest danger. As an
entrepreneur, you must be able to communicate who
you are and what you are all about. You have to be able
to convey your personality, views, beliefs, the world
view, and the esthetics of the business as some of the
most important issues. Communicating with staff and
keeping people informed as to what is happening and
why is paramount. No one likes to work in what sometimes seems as a total chaos. Controlling chaos is what
entrepreneurs do.”

“What is your favorite quote?”
“‘When you’re going through hell, just keep going.’ –
Winston Churchill.”

“Key Learnings?”
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• “Involve everyone and brainstorm for new ideas.
When everyone is contributing and involved, they take
ownership and embrace the idea.”
• “Trust your gut more and take more chances.”
• “Two things that lead to success are when all issues
are addressed immediately, and deadlines are all met.”
• “Word of mouth with positive experiences and community engagement is how to keep customers.”
• “Staying true to one’s self and staying flexible in a
changing world is the best way to be.”

Posted on March 5, 2020 By Editor, In Smartbrief On Leadership
(Leadership@Smartbrief.Com). Excerpted with appreciation to the author.
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