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Praise for The Power of Mindful Learning

“The Power of Mindful Learning argues that traditional methods of learning can produce mindless behavior because they tend to get people to ‘overlearn’ a fact or a task and suggest that there is only one way to do it. She argues that it is important to teach skills and facts conditionally, setting the stage for doubt and an awareness that different situations may call for different approaches or answers. . . . Landmark studies make the point scientifically.”

—The New York Times

“I’m a firm believer in the power of mindful learning. This book should be required reading for teachers at every level, both in academia and the business world.”

—Howard Stevenson, Harvard Business School

“Like Freud, Piaget, Werner, and Vygotsky, Langer is well on her way to constructing a grand theory of human functioning with important implications for such diverse areas as education and learning, development and aging, group relations, and psycho- and neuro-pathology. . . . Never before has social psychology provided more subtle insights into neuropsychology and related fields than in Langer’s provocative work. . . . Her seemingly simple experimental manipulations point out profound truths about the human condition and how we as people can develop.”

—Contemporary Psychology





Praise for Ellen Langer

“Ellen Langer’s insights span every field of human endeavor, including not least my own.”

—Atul Gawande, MD, Harvard Medical School, author of Complications,

“All of us who write books about psychology for a popular audience are aware that we stand on the shoulders of giants, and Ellen Langer is one of those giants.”

—Malcolm Gladwell, author of Blink

“No one in the history of psychology has done more than Ellen Langer in showing the power mindfulness can give us over our health and happiness.”

—Philip Zimbardo, Stanford University, author of Shyness

“Dr. Ellen Langer has always been a source of great inspiration to me. With elegant simplicity, she can completely change your life and transform your experience of reality.”

—Deepak Chopra, MD
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Preface to the Second Edition

When I first wrote The Power of Mindful Learning, I strongly suspected what lay at the source of all kinds of mindlessness—personal, interpersonal, and societal—but hesitated to state it boldly. Now after more than forty years of research on the mindlessness of ostensibly thoughtful action, I’m finally persuaded enough to state its cause in print.

Our schools are the problem. They unintentionally teach us to be mindless.

Schools do this in at least two ways. They teach us to evaluate each other and ourselves, and they teach us to seek or accept information as if it were absolute and independent of human creation. Both of these ideas were implicit in Mindfulness but not fully explained.

EVALUATION

Shakespeare warned us against being judgmental when he wrote “Things are neither good nor bad but thinking makes it so.” I would add that behavior makes sense from the actor’s perspective or else s/he wouldn’t have done it. When we evaluate someone negatively—he’s lazy, stubborn, gullible—we’re evaluating the person from our observer’s perspective. It doesn’t even occur to us that the person may instead be insufficiently motivated, steadfast, or trusting.

The great novels that we are given to read in school show us how behavior makes sense from the actor’s perspective. Gulliver’s Travels shows us that perspective changes as Gulliver enters kingdoms of tiny folk and giants and even horses. Adults reading Lolita from Humboldt’s perspective may even come to understand his attraction to the young woman.

True artists scorn nothing; they are obliged to understand rather than to judge.

ALBERT CAMUS

But these insights do not carry over when teachers evaluate students. Teachers are some of the most caring people among us. They are recruited, however, into a system that, in part, is mindless. Tests, grades, and labels are part of the judgmental culture of schools. A child is seen as distracted, for example, rather than as otherwise attracted. From this observer’s point of view, the problem is always seen to lie in the child.

Schools promote this mindless view when we are graded. Our culture has taught that virtually all traits/characteristics/talents follow what is called a “normal distribution.” That means a small number of us lie at each end of a continuum and have either a lot or a little of something good (for example, smarts or artistic talent) or something bad (aggressive tendencies or learning disabilities). Schools unwittingly confirm these societal expectations by awarding As to those whom they have identified as especially gifted and Ds and Fs to those they have put at the bottom.

Schools generally pay little attention to how, when, and by whom the criteria for grading were chosen. If the criteria were questioned and varied, students’ position on the continuum might change. But they are rarely varied. To make matters worse, once we are placed on the tail end of the distribution, social forces work to keep us there, setting us up for a lifetime of success or failure. Our fate as winners, losers, or just average is sealed. In Robert Rosenthal’s Pygmalion in the Classroom, teachers were told which children were late bloomers from whom they could expect great things. Unbeknownst to the teachers, the children were actually chosen at random, but the labels became self-fulfilling. In grading an A student, teachers look for the sense their answers make. With the rest, it is easy to find evidence of incompetence. Without these labels, a teacher might ask a child to explain “wrong” answers. “One wad of chewing gum plus one wad of chewing gum equals one” might show a clever mind. But we don’t do that because we mindlessly believe things can be known with certainty and that we teachers and the books we teach from know the answers. It’s the very unusual teacher who is strong enough to buck a trend and see greatness where others failed to do so. In the words of Oliver Sacks, “People will make a life in their own terms, whether they are deaf or colorblind or autistic or whatever. And their world will be just as rich and interesting and full as our world.”

Once a child has been “evaluated,” a cascade of consequences follows. Telling the parents sets up another opportunity to build negative expectations. No matter how caring a teacher or parent may be, their assumptions leak out and influence other students, relatives, and neighbors. While we are in school, these views become part of our own self-concepts and we too tend to confirm them.

The consequences of all this grading and labeling are clear all around us. For a child judged harshly, the only way to get any attention or notoriety may seem to be through bullying or major misdeeds. All of us at one time or another seek to be noticed and admired (at least by a few peers). The behavior makes sense. For someone too timid to misbehave, depression could be the result.

Why does the bully bully? Can we see things from his perspective? Successfully pushing someone around can make us feel strong. Thus it seems mindless to me to try to put a stop to the abuse by telling bullies any version of “It’s not nice to pick on the weak” since doing so makes them feel big. A mindful alternative is to teach children that only weak people bully. If they knew they’d be seen as weak, there would be little reason to bully. Changing people’s behavior works better when we look at their actions from their perspective.

What about the winners? For them, life should be a smooth ride. But it’s not. Having been taught always to compare ourselves with others, even a winner will occasionally come up short. Why didn’t I win that award, get tenure, get the promotion? Am I now a failure? At Harvard, the home of some of the best and the brightest, it’s easy to see that being among the winners is not stress free. Depression, anxiety, and even suicide are not unknown here. All these may begin with the evaluations made in school. Many have written about the problems with tests. My claim is a bit stronger. I’m suggesting that all evaluation is mindless and problematic for the winners as well as the losers when the subjective nature of the criteria is not clearly stated.

Who set the criteria? After 9/11, I was listening to a radio show discussing whether women should be allowed to be firefighters. Eventually they came to the conclusion that if a woman can pass the test, she should be allowed to have the job. For me, the important question is: who created the test? In many situations firemen may have to be very strong, thus eliminating most women from the competition. But consider the situation after the fall of the Twin Towers in New York. No matter how strong, the men were not able to move the steel girders that were trapping some of the people in the flaming ruins. Equipment had to be brought in to do the job. Had there been some small and very thin women on the force, perhaps they might have been able to squeeze between the girders to provide some aid to those trapped.

The same is true for any set of criteria—someone chose them. We accept them as if handed down from the heavens, without acknowledging that had they been set differently, the outcome might change . . . I might win more tennis matches, for example, if instead of two serves, the rules allowed three. I’d hit the first serve hard and learn from it for the second serve and still have the backup third serve, which I could hit gently and make sure it went in.

When we fail, psychologists often suggest that it is better to ascribe the failure to insufficient effort than to a lack of skill. I agree if we are asking ourselves to explain our failures. I think, however, that there is a more mindful solution than stopping to evaluate our performance. When people are playing games (for example, computer games, cards, or tennis), how often do they stop to seriously evaluate their performance? I would suggest, not very often. We make a move, it works or it doesn’t. We make a face or curse and move on. When it doesn’t, we try something new. Except in extreme cases, we don’t take time out of the activity to grade ourselves and study the causes of each move. When professional teams are coached, except for perhaps a pre-game motivational speech, the advice is very immediate and behavior specific—do more of this or less of that—rather than changing one’s attribution. Instead of rating our performance, I think it would serve us better to train mindful attention to the particulars of the game.

ATTENTION TO VARIABILITY

By labeling people according to skills we assume are fixed, we forget that no one is the same in all situations. Our evaluations of people, including ourselves, keep us from noticing this variability in behavior. Paying attention to variability gives us more control.

Consider learning disabilities in this context. People who are dyslexic may make more mistakes than the non-dyslexic, but they are still reading a lot correctly. Does it make sense to apply a pejorative label when most of what is read is correct? Because of the way we’re taught to mindlessly accept diagnoses, we overlook all the instances when we’re doing just fine. In fact, those who believe they are learning disabled would probably opt out of all sorts of reading activities, making the problem even worse. If instead they did notice how often they were correct, several things would probably follow. First, they’d feel better about themselves. Second, knowing that they get just a small percentage of what we read wrong, they’d be more inclined to look at the specific words they got wrong to see why these words were a problem and not others, and this might lead to solutions. Members of my lab and I are currently testing this. By showing dyslexic students how much they are getting right rather than wrong when reading passages, we expect self-esteem to increase. By having them mindfully attend to which words they got wrong, we also expect reading to improve.

When people are diagnosed as having “reading problems,” the content of what is read is ignored and we mindlessly presume the difficulty is content independent. If we read literature the way we read news and science articles, and vice versa, much will be lost. In science and news articles, there is a point to be made and supported. We read these to get information. Language choice is not as crucial as it is in literature, where words matter more since they are used to evoke emotions, create enjoyment for the reader, lead to identification with the author, and so forth. If we read a Carver short story quickly to get to the point, we’d miss the whole experience. If we read most science articles attending to character development or waiting to be moved by the content, we’d be frustrated. Reading ability may vary with the content, yet a single label will not reflect such differences. Realizing that what appears negative in one context may seem positive in another, we might look on many disabilities differently. My students and I are currently testing the idea that autism is a hypersensitivity to other people’s level of consciousness. Since most people are mindless much of the time, this hypersensitivity could be responsible for the autistic person reacting to others in a negative way more often than the “normal” person. If so, when they deal with a mindful person they just might shine. In that case, the problem would lie not in the individual but in a much too mindless culture. A very different treatment program from those that now exist would follow. Consider one more strange idea. When people are said to be perseverating, are they noticing subtle differences among things to which the rest of us are blind?

The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book—a book that was a dead language to the uneducated passenger, but which told its mind to me without reserve, delivering its most cherished secrets as clearly as if it uttered them with a voice.

Life on the Mississippi

MARK TWAIN

How many of us have spent time thinking about water?

Research I conducted with Maja Dijick and Matthew Cohen shows how differently children behave when with a mindful or mindless adult (Langer, et al.). We had experimenters posing as coaches interview young boys at camp. All were told to make the interview a positive experience for the child. Half of them were instructed to pretend they were interested in what the child had to say. The other coaches in the mindful condition, asking the same interview questions, were also asked to notice how the child changed verbally and nonverbally in the course of the interview. Noticing change is the hallmark of being mindful. The children in this group reacted with enthusiasm. Interacting with a mindless adult who was only pretending to take an interest in a conversation that lasted as little as fifteen minutes resulted in a significant drop in the child’s self-esteem, positive feelings about the camp, and his willingness to help others.

We’re planning on conducting another test of this with people who have drinking problems. The hypothesis is that a hypersensitivity to other people’s mindlessness may lead to alcohol consumption to reduce the discomfort/sensitivity. In other words, we may be looking for problems in the wrong place. We may also be labeling certain behavior as a disability that in another context is an advantage.

If so, who actually has the problem?

TEACHING CERTAINTY

Let’s turn to the second major way schools propagate mindlessness. Although science teaches us that everything is always changing and everything looks different from different perspectives, most teaching puts a premium on absolute answers. I got plenty of A’s in school because I was able to memorize perspective-free facts. Battle of Hastings? Easy—1066. I may seem smart, but, sadly, I couldn’t tell you anything else about that battle or most any other battle that appears in tests. These perspective-free facts create an illusion of knowing.

For instance, the attempt to date the dawn of human civilization has varied by millions of years depending on the source. Despite the fact that new findings about almost everything keep calling older findings into question, we still teach absolute facts. And in schools, the mindless keeper of the most (current) facts looks like the winner. But mindless knowing shuts off mindful seeking and all the advantages that result from being uncertain.

Unconditional teaching may also explain the paradox that girls outperform boys in lower grades but that something happens when they get older—at least with respect to math. Laura Anglin, Michael Pirson, and I set out to test the hypothesis that mindlessness may be the culprit. Taught to be docile in primary school, little girls given unconditional instruction learn the presented material mindlessly. Little boys are expected to be ornery and headstrong, less occupied by pleasing the teacher and less likely to assume the teacher is right. For the boys, the instruction may remain conditional rather than accepted as absolute fact. This serves them well when the material becomes more complicated and original “facts” are amended. For example, imagine learning that George Washington was unconditionally great versus taking that information with less certainty and then finding out that he had syphilis.

To test this, we gave a math lesson either conditionally or unconditionally to boys and girls who then were given a novel test that required deep understanding and flexibility in transferring knowledge. To teach conditionally, rather than teach 1 plus 1 is 2, for example, students would be told that 1 plus 1 could be 2 or is often 2. We found that for the group given unconditional instruction initially, boys outperformed girls on the novel test. The gender difference, however, was eliminated in the group given conditional instruction. Mindful learning significantly improved performance for the girls.

It’s not just schools that propagate the myth of absolutes. Instructions for how to do most jobs, play a musical instrument, or play a sport tend to be given in absolute terms—“This is the way. . . .” Another kind of costly mindless learning probably occurs with respect to medical facts. Medical science, like all science, can yield only probabilities, yet medical findings are too often reported and consumed as absolute facts, neglecting context and individual differences. Realizing this, my lab and I are now studying beliefs regarding chronic illnesses (for example, chronic pain, arthritis, MS) to see how much control we can exercise over that which has been deemed more or less uncontrollable. One of the major ways we are doing this is helping sufferers notice the variability in symptoms and their relation to context. The method has been effective with chronic pain and arthritis. Throughout the day, people are asked to notice if they are experiencing the symptom and, if so, if it is more or less severe than just previously experienced. Then they are asked to think about why the symptom may now be more or less severe.

THE MYTH OF EFFORT

Because we assume that learning is difficult and always requires great effort, we keep trying to find ways to encourage students to study. Actually, the same is true for adults outside of school. If only s/he tried harder, all would be fine. In my view, it is the fear of evaluation—of not getting the right answer—and the tiresome sameness of most learning situations that makes learning seem effortful, not learning itself. What makes leisure time fun is mindfully noticing new things—that is learning. I discuss the importance of novelty in Chapter 2. What is new here is the discussion of effort itself. When children are playing computer games, they are learning, happy, and committed to the activity, and we don’t need to seduce them to keep at it. We don’t tend to notice how much they are learning because our usual assessments test children to find out what they don’t know rather than what they do know. Regardless, all of the material we think they should know could be incorporated into these and other games.

On a television news show not long ago, I was asked what I thought about all the time kids spent on their smartphones. The newscaster was surprised by my answer. He expected me to confirm his view that it was a problem and that kids should instead be interacting with their parents and teachers. My view is that if anyone, young or old, is given the choice of interacting with a machine versus engaging with people who are being loving, interesting, and supportive, the latter will win out. The solution, then, is not to restrict their gadget usage but rather for the rest of us to up our game.

The distinction between school and play continues for adults in the distinction between work life and home life. The best most people strive for in this system is work-life balance. Balance is typically better than imbalance but does not compare to work-life integration. Why take as a given that work has to be hard and the workplace stressful? It is the monotonous repetition and fear of negative evaluation that is effortful, not work itself. A lack of novelty and a constant feeling of being evaluated are very stressful. Adults, however, have opportunities to change the context of their work, to look at it differently. By mindfully attending to different aspects of any situation, we can experience it differently.

For example, in my work at Harvard, I could see every semester as stressful since there are many aspects of the beginning of the school year that are challenging, not the least of which is a whole class of people I don’t know. Alternatively, I could attend to the parts of the situation that I have handled before—for example, they are all still twentysomething. In doing so, I feel in control. Then again, I could notice so many familiar parts of the situation that I’ve been in for so many years that I could find it boring. It’s all up to me.

What is the remedy for all of this mindless learning? A single solution would be mindless itself. But there are many suggestions implicit in what I’ve written above.

1.   Our textbooks, work, and sport manuals could make learning more effective by being rewritten in conditional rather than absolute language.

2.   Evaluations that are stressful should either be eliminated or clearly identified as using criteria set for a limited purpose and not relevant to all other skills.

3.   If tests of competence are used, they could test for what the student knows rather than try to find out what is lacking. For example, “Write about what is most interesting or meaningful to you about the Battle of Hastings.”

4.   Teachers and parents (and employers) could look for what the students (and applicants) mean by their answers rather than looking only for errors.

5.   Most important, however, is a wide appreciation for the power of uncertainty. Classes become deadly when presented in absolute terms and painful when they imply that others know the answers, and exams will sort out who has learned them and who has not. Once we realize that everything is always changing and looks different from different perspectives, we can be comfortable not knowing. To be mindful is to be confident and uncertain.

At the end of last semester, before the last class, I told students in my decision course that they couldn’t come to class the following week unless they were wearing two different shoes. This was very hard for some of them, even though I assured them that no one who cares about them would care less if they were wearing different shoes and those who don’t care would care even less. The next week, one of the students came and reported an incident in the elevator on the way to class. A young man looked at her shoes, looked at her face, looked at her shoes, looked at her face. After looking at her shoes one last time, he pointed to her shoes and said, “Was that intentional?” In response, she looked at his shoes, then his face, and then pointed to his shoes and said, “Was that?” The experience led students to be less concerned about mindless evaluations and freer to make decisions that are meaningful to them rather than unthinkingly accept the conventional expectations that may have been mindlessly created.

A generation that questions mindless rules, is skeptical of grades, and is comfortable with uncertainty could change the world. That is the power of mindful learning.
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