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My thoughts as I read this book – 

I have thought for years that what makes the difference to performance is the time spent cognitively engaged on task. The first time I remember hearding that was on my MEd course – David Leach or Ted Raybold I think it was. It wasn’t just the time spent looking at books, it was the time devoted by the child to getting the text to make sense and applying the skills again and again to a variety of material that made the difference. It accounts for why novelty seems to work – short term gains are invariably easy to get which feeds directly into the politicians quick fix mentality and swells the pockets of the designers of the latest wonder programme, reading scheme, programme of study, curriculum… Given a novel stimuli people tend to attend to it more than something they are familiar with. Even perfect rubbish well packaged can be effective as a short -term instructional devise. The problem I have with it is it teaches people to attend to the wrong thing. They think it is the wrapping that is important rather than attending to the essentials it conceals and the effortful work required to improve whatever it is.

I remember the conclusion of a literacy project when I was part of the Avon Psychology Service – that good readers read more than poor readers – which confirmed my experience working with youngsters struggling with learning to read. Young readers who were considered good readers would attend to text and try to understand what it said even when they had to work hard and use a variety of strategies – decoding, context etc. whereas poor readers would just look at the pictures. I knew when a youngster I worked with had cracked it – their parents would tell me they were asking if they could watch a programme they had found out about in the TV listings or they had read the street name on the way home and they asked for help to read a word they couldn’t work out. They were attending to the text around about them and finding incidental opportunities to practice, not just when sat down with a book and someone to help them.

It is why I picked up on the phrase by De Bono when I heard him at a conference saying, ‘you don’t get to be a Wimbledon winner by simply standing on the court knocking a ball back and forth.’ It requires effort-full practice and a creative mind to recognise when what you are doing isn’t enabling you to progress as you would like – you seem to have got as good as you can at running, chess, trombone playing, your scientific enquiry… the successful learner looks again and tries something different, finds someone who they think might help them in a different way… they find the coach, instructor, circumstances they need to go beyond what they thought was the best they could do. In Richard Wiseman’s notions of the Luck Factor – they create their luck. W.C. Grace is reputed to have said, ‘If at first you don’t succeed, try again. Then quit. There’s no use being a damn fool about it.’  For me this says briefly that if having given it your best shot a strategy for improving isn’t working any more, then you are just being a fool to waste more time and energy. You have to have the courage to stop, re-evaluate and look for another way and sometimes that means being prepared to let go of something you have worked hard on, including a favourite myth. Syed shows this very clearly when he began working with a new coach who told him he had to learn a completely new way of doing a stroke he had spent a long time perfecting.

I remember Freeman’s work saying about 10,000 hours of practice – I need to check whether she was quoting Ericsson - and if you want to know what a child will eventually excel at look at what they do by choice such as when they are not in school.

Odd, I have known this for years yet it is only now I can see why I keep returning to Renzuli’s three types of learning opportunities and how each of the schools currently working with me might develop what they are doing which may improve the educational learning for their pupils. 

While expert performance requires dedicated, focussed practice to acquire knowledge and skill (type 2) rather than play (type 1) I wonder whether play is necessary to give the broad palette of experiences to bring together in behaving as an expert creating knowledge (type 3) and to provide the motivation to maintain the level of commitment needed to focus on the right aspects of learning expertise. For instance, teaching children to read.  Accurate repetition of words can be improved with a simple feedback sheet and a few extrinsic rewards but that doesn’t focus the youngster on learning how to learn the words nor learning how to learn to read, to identify and practice the appropriate strategies for ‘chunking’ that Syed refers to. I am reminded of Mai Li’s assignment where she shifted from ‘how do I improve my teaching of English’ to ‘how do I attract the attention of my students educationally’. I think she has shifted to focussing on the strategies for chunking that she wants her students to recognise and learn to create their own strategies rather than simply to rehearse the words and phrases she has given them. 

So, what I think I have is a way of creating a rich educational space, opportunities and relationships for passion-led learning and the development and implementation of a living personal(ised) curriculum.

………..

‘In 1991 Anders Ericsson, a psychologist at Florida State University, and two colleagues conducted the most extensive investigation ever undertaken into the causes of outstanding performance.

Their subjects – violinists at the renowned Music Academy of West Berlin in Germany – were divided into three groups. The first comprised the outstanding students… supposedly lucky enough to have been born with special musical genes.

The second group of students were extremely good, but not as accomplished as the top performers… In the final group were the least able students: teenagers studying to become music teachers, a course with far less stringent admissions standards.

The ability levels of the three groups were based on the assessment of the professors and corroborated by objective measures such as success in open competitions.

After a painstaking set of interviews, Ericsson found that the biographical histories of the three groups were remarkably similar and showed no systematic differences… (p.11) 

But there was one difference between the groups that was both dramatic and unexpected; indeed it was so stark that it almost jumped out at Ericsson and his colleagues – the number of hours devoted to serious practice.

By the age of twenty, the best violinist had practiced on average ten thousand hours – more than two thousand hours more than the good violinist and more than six thousand hours more than the violinist hoping to become music teachers. These differences are not just statistically different; they are extraordinary. Top performers had devoted thousands of additional hours to the task of becoming master performers. 

But that’s not all. Ericsson also found that there was no exceptions to this pattern; nobody who reached the elite group without copious practice, and nobody who had worked their socks off but failed to excel. Purposeful practice was the only factor distinguishing the best from the rest.

Ericsson and his colleagues were astounded by these findings, sensing that they heralded a paradigm shift in the way excellence is understood – that it is practice, not talent, that ultimately matters. ‘We deny that these differences [in skill level] are immutable; that is, due to innate talent,’ they wrote. ‘Instead we argue that the difference between expert performers and normal adults reflect a life-long persistence of deliberate effort to improve performance.

The aim of the first part of this book is to convince you that Ericsson is right; that talent is not what you think it is; that you can accomplish all manner of things that seem so far beyond your current capabilities as to occupy a different universe. But this will not be a wishy-washy exercise in the power of positive thinking. Rather, the arguments will be grounded in recent findings in cognitive neuroscience that attest to the way the body and mind can be transformed by specialized practice.’ (p.12)

…….

‘An investigation of British musicians, for example, found that the top performers had learned no faster than those who reached lower levels of attainment: hour for hour, the various groups had improved at almost identical rates. The difference was simply that top performers had practiced for more hours. Further research has shown that when top performers seem to possess an early gift for music, it is often because they have been given extra tuition at home by their parents.

But what about child prodigies – kids who reach world class while still in adolescence? Have they not learned at super-fast rate? Well, no. As we shall see in the next chapter, child prodigies may look as if they have reached the top in double-quick time, but the reality is that they have compressed astronomical quantities of practice into the short period between birth and adolescence.

As John Sloboda, professor of psychology at Keele University, put it: ‘There is absolutely no evidence of a “fast track” for high achievers.’’(p.13)

……
‘The ascendancy of the mental and the acquired over the physical and the innate has been confirmed again and again. As Anders Ericsson, now widely acknowledged as the world’s leading authority on expert performance, puts it: ‘The most important differences are not at the lowest levels of cells or important muscle groups, but at the athlete’s superior control over the integrated and coordinated actions of their bodies. Expert performance is mediated by acquired mental representations that allow the experts to anticipate, plan and reason alternative course of action. These mental representations provide experts with increased control of the aspects that are relevant to generating their superior performance.’

In other words, it is practice, not talent, that holds the key to success.’ (p.35)
……

The essential problem regarding the attainment of excellence is that expert knowledge simply cannot be taught in the classroom over the course of a rainy afternoon, or indeed a thousand rainy afternoons (the firefighters studied by Klein had an average of twenty-three years experience). Sure, you can offer pointers of what to look for and what to avoid, and these can be helpful. But relating the entirety of the information is impossible because the cues being processed by experts – in sport or elsewhere – are so subtle and relate to each other in such complex ways that it would take forever to codify them in their mind-boggling totality. This is known as combinatorial exploration, a concept that will help to nail down many of the insights of this chapter.’ (p.43)

……..

‘Food decision-making is about compressing the informational load by decoding the meaning of patterns derived from experience. This cannot be taught in a classroom; it is not something you are born with; it must be lived and learned. To put it another way, it emerges through practice. (p.43)
As Paul Feltovich, a researcher at the Institute for Human and Machine Cognition at the University of West Florida, has explained: ‘Although it is tempting to believe that upon knowing how the expert does something, one might be able to teach this to novices directly, this has not been the case. Expertise is a long-term developmental process, resulting from rich instrumental experiences in the world and extensive practice. These cannot be simply be handed to someone.’’ (p.44)

……
‘All of which helps to explain a qualification made earlier in the chapter:  you will remember that the ten-thousand-hour rule was said to apply to any complex task. What is meant by complexity? In effect, it describes those tasks characterised by combinatorial explosion; tasks where success is determined firs and foremost, by superiority in software (pattern recognition and sophisticated motor programmes) rather than hardware (simple speed or strength).’ (p.48)

……
‘Earlier in this chapter we saw that the talent myth is disempowering because it causes individuals to give up if they fail to make rapid early progress. But we can now see that it is also damaging to institutions that insist on placing inexperienced individuals – albeit with strong reasoning skills – in positions of power.

Think, for example, of the damage done to the governance of Britain by the tradition of moving ministers – the most powerful men and women in the country – from department to department without giving them the opportunity to develop and adequate knowledge base in any of them.’ (p.48)

……………

‘Here is Mozart’s early life, told (p.51) in a little more detail by the journalist and author Geoff Colvin:

Mozart’s father was of course Leopold Mozart, a famous composer and performer in his own right. He was also a domineering parent who started his son on a programme of intensive training in composition and performing at age three. Leopold was well qualified for his role as little Wolfgang’s teacher by more than just his own eminence; he was deeply interested in how music was taught to children.

While Leopold was only so-so as a musician, he was highly accomplished as a pedagogue. His authoritative book on violin instruction, published the same year Wolfgang was born, remained influential for decades. So, from the earliest age, Wolfgang was receiving heavy instruction from an expert teacher who lived with him….

The extraordinary dedication of the young Mozart, under the guidance of his father, is perhaps most powerfully articulated by Michael Howe, a psychologist at the University of Exeter, in his book Genius Explained. He estimates that Mozart had clocked up an eye-watering 3,500 hours of practice even before his sixth birthday. 

Seen in this context, Mozart’s achievements suddenly seem rather different. He no longer looks like a musician zapped with special powers that enabled him to circumvent practice; rather, (p.52) he looks like somebody who embodies the rigours of practice. He set on the road to excellence very early in life, but now we can see why.

It is only by starting at an unusually young age and by practicing with such ferocious devotion that it is possible to accumulate ten thousand hours while still in adolescence. Far from being an exception to the ten-thousand-hour rule, Mozart is a shining testament to it.

Child prodigies amaze us because we compare them not with other performers who have practiced for the same length of time, but with children of the same age who have not dedicated their lives in the same way. We delude ourselves into thinking they possess miraculous talents because we assess their skills in a context that misses the essential point. We see their little bodies and cute faces and forget that, hidden within their skulls, their brains have been sculpted – and their knowledge deepened – by practice that few people accumulate until well into adult-hood, if then. Had the six-year-old Mozart been compared with musicians who had clocked up 3,500 hours of practice, rather than with other children of the same age, he would not have seemed exceptional at all. ’ (p.53)

………

‘It is only possible to clock up meaningful practice if an individual has made and independent decision to devote himself to whatever field of expertise. He has to care about what he is doing, not because a parent or a teacher says so, but for its own sake. Psychologists call this ‘internal motivation’, and it is often lacking in children who start too young and are pushed too hard. They are, therefore, on the road not to excellence but to burnout.’ (p.58)
…..

‘We will look more closely at the nature of motivation in chapter 4, but it is worth noting that only a minority of top performers start off in early childhood, and even fewer reach exalted levels of performance while still in early adolescence. This would seem to indicate – taking the widest possible perspective and recognizing that individual cases vary greatly – that the dangers of starting out too hard, too young, often outweigh the benefits. One of the skills of a good coach is to tailor a training programme to the mindset of the individual.

But, on the wider point, do child prodigies prove the talent theory of excellence? The truth is precisely the reverse. Child prodigies do not have unusual genes; they have unusual upbringings. They have compressed thousands of hours of practice into the small period between birth and adolescence. That is why they become world-class.’ (p.59)

…….

‘Mere experience, if it is not matched by deep concentration, does not translate into excellence.’ (p.72)

……

‘This example, taken from the work of psychologist S.W. Tyler, neatly emphasizes the power of practice when it is challenging rather than nice and easy. ‘When most people practice, they focus on the things they can do effortlessly,’ Ericsson has said. ‘Expert practice is different. It entails considerable, specific, (p.73) and sustained efforts to do something you can’t do well – or even at all. Research across domains shows that it is only by working at what you can’t do that you turn into the expert you want to become.’

So far the focus in this book has been on the quantity of practice required to reach the top, and we’ve seen that it’s a staggering amount of time, stretching for a period of at least ten years. But now we are going to dig down into an even more vital facet of expertise, the quality of practice: the specialized learning used by top performers to attain master status and the deep concentration that is needed during each of those ten thousand hours to make them count.

Ericsson calls it ‘deliberate practice’, to distinguish it from what most of the rest of us get up to. I am going to call it purposeful practice. Why? Because the practice sessions of aspiring champions have a specific and never-changing purpose: progress. Every second of every minute of every hour, the goal is to extend one’s mind and body, to push oneself beyond the outer limits of one’s capacities, to engage so deeply in the task that one leaves the training session, literally, a changed person.’ (p.74)

……

‘… world-class performance comes by striving for a target just out of reach, but with a vivid awareness of how the gap might be breached. Over time, through constant repetition and deep concentration, the gap will disappear, only for a new target to be created, just out reach once again.’ (p.76)

……

‘Purposeful practice is about striving for what is just out of reach and not quite making it; it is about grappling with tasks beyond current limitations and falling short again and again. Excellence is about stepping outside the comfort zone, training with a spirit of endeavour, and accepting the inevitability of trials and tribulations.’ (p.79)

….

‘The ten-thousand-hour rule, then, is inadequate as a predictor of excellence. What is required is ten thousand hours of purposeful practice. And for practice to be truly purposeful, concentration and dedication, although important, are not sufficient. You also need to have access to the right training system, and that sometimes means living in the right town or having the right coach.’ (p.85)

…..

‘In an experiment led by Thomas Elbert of the University of Konstanz, for example, it was found that the region of the brain responsible for controlling fingers in young musicians grew in direct proportion to the number of years of training.

Further studies uncovered similar transformations. In a study of London taxi drivers – who must pass a famously stringent set of examinations to gain a licence – it was discovered that the region of the brain governing spatial navigation was substantially larger than for non-taxi drivers and that this region continued to grow with additional time on the job.

A key aspect of brain transformation is myelin, a substance that wraps around the nerve fibres and that can dramatically increase the speed with which signals pass through the brain. A 2005 experiment that scanned the brains of concert pianists found a direct relationship between the number of hours practiced and the quantity of myelin.

But myelin is not the only theme in the brain change story. Purposeful practice also builds neural connections, increases the size of specific sections of the brain, and enables the expert to co-opt new areas of grey matter in the quest to improve.

All this speaks directly to the hardware-software distinction touched upon in chapter 1, but takes it a step further. We have (p.86) seen that in any complex task, it is knowledge, above all, that determines excellence; the kind of knowledge built through deep experience and that is encoded in the brain and central nervous system.

But we can now see that the very process of building knowledge transforms the hardware in which the knowledge is stored and operated. It is as if in the process of downloading some ultra-sophisticated piece of software, the inner circuitry of your PC is miraculously upgraded from Pentium 1 to Pentium 4.’ (p.87)

……….

‘But careful study has shown that creative innovation follows a very precise pattern: like excellence itself, it emerges from the rigours of purposeful practice. It is the consequence of experts absorbing themselves for so long in their chosen field that they become, as it were, pregnant with creative energy. To put it another way, eureka moments are not lightning bolts from the blue, but tidal waves that erupt following deep immersion in an area of expertise.’ (p.91)

…..

‘The ten-year rule for creativity has been found across the spectrum of human endeavour. In a study of sixty-six poets by N. Wishbow of Carnegie Mellon University, more than 80 per cent needed ten years or more of sustained preparation before they started writing their most creative pieces. In an exhaustive study of eminent scientists, Anne Roe, a psychologist at the University of Arizona, concluded that scientific creativity is ‘a function of how hard you work at it.’ (p.92)

……

‘When creativity manifests itself not in artistic expression but in technical innovation, a subtle but immensely powerful (p.93) interaction is created: purposeful practice changing individuals, and also changing the means of changing individuals. In stage one, experts engage in purposeful practice and, as a consequence, develop new techniques. In stage two, other individuals corral these innovations to increase the efficacy of practice, leading to new innovations in stage three, and so on….

It all adds up to one inexorable conclusion: human performance in complex tasks will continue on an upward trajectory into the distant future, punctuated by innovations that are not merely unforeseen but unforeseeable.’ (p.93)

…..

‘A Chen put it: ‘If you don’t know what you are doing wrong, you can never know what you are doing right.

The importance of feedback will be familiar to anyone involved in science. Scientific knowledge progresses when the defects of a theory are revealed through testing, which, in turn, paves the way for a new theory. A theory that is not testable (p.94) (i.e. a theory that is immune from feedback) can never be improved upon….

So, how to get useful feedback? Quite early in the development of chess it was realized that a very simple device was to study historic games between acknowledged grandmasters. A player sets up a board in precisely the same situation as a previous match and then makes his move. He then checks his decision against the move made by the grandmaster.

This kind of feedback is strangely powerful. The aspiring player must ask himself why his choice of move was different from (or perhaps the same as) that of the grandmaster: What were the implications of the grandmaster’s move in the match? What reasoning might the grandmaster have used when selecting that move? And how does all this fit into the wider analysis of, say, mid-game theory? This is precisely the kind of practice that Laszlo Polgar used in the development of his three daughters.

Feedback, is, in effect, the rocket fuel that propels the (p.95) acquisition of knowledge, and without it no amount of practice is going to get you there.’ (p.96)

…

‘Peal makes this point in The Power of Positive Thinking: ‘I am now convinced that if you expect the best, you are given some strange kind of power to create the conditions that produce the desired results.’ Anne Harrington of Harvard University makes the same point: ‘There is an innate capacity for our bodies to bring into being, to the best of their ability, the optimistic scenarios in which we fervently believe
.’

That is what we might dub the ‘performance placebo’, but the trick of sports psychology has been to divorce it from religion; to ground optimism not in the interventionism of the Almighty but in an exaggerated belief in the efficacy of the self; to remove uncertainty by building conviction in one’s capacity to achieve. That is why sportsmen refuse to entertain the possibility of defeat – they are aware that doubt is as dangerous a thing when entering the field of play as it is when swallowing a sugar pill.

‘Doubt is the fundamental cause of error in sport,’ Timothy Gallwey, author of the bestselling sports psychology book The Inner Game of Golf, writes. ‘The power of doubt lies in its self-fulfilling nature. When we entertain a lack of faith that we can sink a short putt, for example, we usually tighten increasing the likelihood of missing the putt. When we fail, our self-doubt is confirmed… Next time the doubt is stronger and its inhibiting influence on our true capabilities more pronounced.’
Gallwey’s solution is to eliminate doubt with a variety of mental techniques, the most important of which is a form of mental association. The technique is simply to remember or associate with a seemingly difficult task (in this case the golf shot) some action that is simple, preferably one that has never failed. For example, when addressing a ten-foot putt, you might remember the action of simply picking up a ball out of a hole.

‘By vividly associating with this easy act there is no room left in the mind to associate the upcoming putt with failure… Each (p.154) time I succeeded in totally immersing myself in this concept, there was not a trace of doubt in my mind about sinking the putt… The true professional in every field performs form a base of solid faith in his potential to act successfully. He doesn’t listen to self-doubt.’’ (p.155)

………

‘So, is it psychologically realistic for a person to sustain false (but useful) beliefs when they are so often contradicted by the evidence? Is it possible for Tiger Woods to retain the conviction that he is going to make his next forty-footer when he has missed the previous two? Can beliefs be slipped into and out of according to the occasion, like clothes?

As Nicholas Humphrey, professor of psychology at the London School of Economics, has written:

To discover a new placebo, all you need to do is to invent it, and to invent it all you need to do is change you beliefs. So it seems the way might be well open for everyone to take voluntary control… Yet, the truth is that – fortunately, perhaps – it’s not that easy. When it comes to it, how do you change your own beliefs to suit yourself? No one can simply bootstrap themselves into believing what they choose.

Humphrey’s point is both clear and pointed. But it is also wide of the mark. One of the most remarkable findings of modern psychology is the extraordinary capacity of human being to mould the evidence to fit their beliefs rather than the other way around; it is our capacity to believe in spite of the evidence and sometimes in spite of other deeply held beliefs. And it is this capacity, more than any other, which – psychologically speaking – distinguishes top sportsmen from the rest.’ (p.162)

………

Lots more and I will return to continue to write more but for the time being this is what there is – get the book!
�I wonder whether that is what Jack picks up on the video and when he is with someone – the subtle expression of the body communicating what it is that contributes to the conditions for an optimistic scenario. When Eden comes into a room he transforms it by this presence… Others feel it, Jack can  actually point to it!
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