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Prologue

Growing Roses from Concrete


Did you hear about the rose that grew
from a crack in the concrete
Proving nature’s law is wrong it
learned 2 walk without having feet
Funny it seems but by keeping its dreams
it learned 2 breathe fresh air1

—“THE ROSE THAT GREW FROM CONCRETE,” WRITTEN BY TUPAC SHAKUR



On a chilly spring weekend in 1991, some of America’s sharpest young minds gathered in a hotel outside Detroit. The hall buzzed with chatter as students worked their way to their assigned seats. The moment the clocks started, the room fell silent. The only sound was click, click, click. All eyes were locked on rows of black and white squares. It was the National Junior High Chess Championships.

In recent years, the tournament had been dominated by teams from fancy private schools and magnet schools. They had the resources to make chess part of the school curriculum. The defending champion was Dalton, an elite prep school in New York City that had won three straight national titles.

Dalton had built the chess equivalent of an Olympic training center. Each kindergartner took a semester of chess, and every first grader studied the game for a full year. The most talented students qualified for lessons before and after school with one of the country’s best chess teachers. Dalton’s crown jewel was the child prodigy Josh Waitzkin, whose life story would become the basis for the hit movie Searching for Bobby Fischer just two years later. Even though Josh and another star player weren’t competing this year, Dalton had a formidable team.

No one saw the Raging Rooks2 as contenders. As they walked nervously into the hotel, heads turned. They had very little in common with their wealthy white opponents. The Raging Rooks were a group of poor students of color—six Black boys, one Latino, one Asian American. They lived in neighborhoods ravaged by drugs, violence, and crime. Most of them grew up in single-parent homes, raised by mothers, aunts, or grandmothers with incomes less than the cost of Dalton tuition.

The Raging Rooks were eighth and ninth graders hailing from JHS 43, a public middle school in Harlem. Unlike their adversaries at Dalton, they didn’t have a decade of training or years of competition under their belts. Some of them had only learned the game in sixth grade. The team captain, Kasaun Henry, had picked up chess at age twelve and practiced in a park with a drug dealer.

At nationals, teams got to keep their highest scores and throw out the rest. Teams as large as Dalton’s could drop as many as six scores. But the Raging Rooks barely fielded enough players to compete. Every score would count—they had no insurance policy. To have any shot at success, they would all have to perform at their peak.

The Raging Rooks started strong. Early on, their weakest player upset an opponent ranked hundreds of points above him. The rest of the team rose to the occasion, checkmating foes who were far more seasoned. Going into the semifinals, of 63 teams competing, the Raging Rooks were in third place.

Despite their inexperience, they had a secret weapon. Their coach was a young chess master named Maurice Ashley. A Jamaican immigrant in his midtwenties, Maurice was on a mission to shatter the stereotype that darker-skinned kids weren’t bright. He knew from experience that although talent is evenly distributed, opportunity is not. He could see potential where others had missed it. He was looking to grow roses in concrete.

But in the penultimate round of nationals, Maurice watched his team begin to slip. After gaining a lead, Kasaun blundered and barely squeaked out a draw. Another player was on the brink of victory when his opponent managed to capture his queen and beat him. He broke down in tears and bolted out of the room. One game got off to such an ugly start that Maurice walked out of the playing hall altogether. It was too painful to watch. By the end of the round, the Raging Rooks had fallen from third to fifth place.

Maurice reminded them they could control only their decisions—not their results. To catch up, the Raging Rooks would have to win their four final games and pray for the top teams to lose theirs. But regardless of what happened, they were now among the best in the country. They didn’t have to win the tournament to win people’s hearts. They had already smashed all expectations.

Chess is known as a game of genius. The top young players tend to be whiz kids with the raw brainpower to memorize sequences, rapidly analyze scenarios, and see many steps ahead. If you want to build a championship chess team, your best bet is to do what Dalton did: recruit a bunch of child prodigies and put them through intensive training from an early age.

Maurice did the opposite: he started coaching a group of middle schoolers who happened to be interested and available. One was the class bully. They were mostly B students, and they weren’t selected for any special chess aptitude. “We didn’t have any stars on our team,” Maurice recalls.

Yet as the final round played out, the Raging Rooks managed to hold their own. Two players scored big checkmates, and Kasaun was hanging in there against a much higher-rated opponent. Even if he could pull off an upset, though, the Rooks knew it probably wouldn’t be enough. Their first match that round had ended in a draw.

A few minutes later, Maurice heard shouts at the end of the hallway. “Mr. Ashley, Mr. Ashley!” After a long battle in the endgame, Kasaun had defied the odds and beaten Dalton’s top player. To everyone’s shock, the leading teams had faltered, paving the way for the Raging Rooks to tie for first place. The players erupted in high fives, hugs, and cheers. “We won! We won!”

In just two years, the poor kids from Harlem traveled the distance from novices to national champions. But the biggest surprise isn’t that the underdogs won—it’s why they won. The skills they developed would eventually earn them much more than chess titles.

_____

Everyone has hidden potential. This book is about how we unlock it. There’s a widely held belief that greatness is mostly born—not made. That leads us to celebrate gifted students in school, natural athletes in sports, and child prodigies in music. But you don’t have to be a wunderkind to accomplish great things. My goal is to illuminate how we can all rise to achieve greater things.

As an organizational psychologist, I’ve spent much of my career studying the forces that fuel our progress. What I’ve learned might challenge some of your fundamental assumptions about the potential in each of us.

In a landmark study, psychologists set out to investigate the roots of exceptional talent3 among musicians, artists, scientists, and athletes. They conducted extensive interviews with 120 Guggenheim-winning sculptors, internationally acclaimed concert pianists, prizewinning mathematicians, pathbreaking neurology researchers, Olympic swimmers, and world-class tennis players—and with their parents, teachers, and coaches. They were stunned to discover that only a handful of these high achievers had been child prodigies.

Among the sculptors, not even one was identified as having special abilities by elementary school art teachers. A few of the pianists won big competitions before turning nine, but the rest only seemed gifted when compared to their siblings or neighbors. Although the mathematicians and neurologists generally did well in elementary and middle school, they didn’t stand out among the other strong students in their classes. Hardly any of the swimmers set records early on; the majority won local meets but not regional or national championships. And most of the tennis players lost in the early rounds of their first tournaments and took several years to emerge as top local players. If they were singled out by their coaches, it was not for unusual aptitude but unusual motivation. That motivation wasn’t innate; it tended to begin with a coach or teacher who made learning fun. “What any person in the world can learn, almost all persons can learn,” the lead psychologist concluded, “if provided with appropriate … conditions of learning.”

Recent evidence underscores the importance of conditions for learning. To master a new concept in math, science, or a foreign language, it typically takes seven or eight practice sessions. That number of reps held across thousands of students, from elementary school all the way through college.

Of course, there were students who excelled after fewer practice sessions. But they weren’t faster learners—they improved at the same rate4 as their peers. What set them apart was that they showed up to the first practice session with more initial knowledge. Some students got a boost from already having a grasp on related material. Others had parents teach them early or got a head start teaching themselves. What look like differences in natural ability are often differences in opportunity and motivation.

When we assess potential, we make the cardinal error of focusing on starting points—the abilities that are immediately visible. In a world obsessed with innate talent,5 we assume the people with the most promise are the ones who stand out right away. But high achievers vary dramatically in their initial aptitudes. If we judge people only by what they can do on day one, their potential remains hidden.

You can’t tell where people will land from where they begin. With the right opportunity and motivation to learn, anyone can build the skills to achieve greater things. Potential is not a matter of where you start, but of how far you travel. We need to focus less on starting points and more on distance traveled.

[image: Two illustrations of a pawn on a chessboard. The first illustration is titled ‘It’s not where you start’. The pawn is near one end of the board. The second illustration is titled ‘But how far you go’. The pawn travels to the other side of the board and becomes a queen.]

For every Mozart who makes a big splash early, there are multiple Bachs who ascend slowly and bloom late. They’re not born with invisible superpowers; most of their gifts are homegrown or homemade. People who make major strides are rarely freaks of nature. They’re usually freaks of nurture.

Neglecting the impact of nurture has dire consequences. It leads us to underestimate the amount of ground that can be gained and the range of talents that can be learned. As a result, we limit ourselves and the people around us. We cling to our narrow comfort zones and miss out on broader possibilities. We fail to see the promise in others and close the door to opportunities. We deprive the world of greater things.

Stretching beyond our strengths is how we reach our potential and perform at our peak. But progress is not merely a means to the end of excellence. Getting better is a worthy accomplishment in and of itself. I want to explain how we can improve at improving.

This book is not about ambition. It’s about aspiration. As the philosopher Agnes Callard highlights, ambition is the outcome6 you want to attain. Aspiration is the person you hope to become. The question is not how much money you earn, how many fancy titles you land, or how many awards you accumulate. Those status symbols are poor proxies for progress. What counts is not how hard you work but how much you grow. And growth requires much more than a mindset—it begins with a set of skills that we normally overlook.

THE RIGHT STUFF

In the late 1980s, around the same time that the Raging Rooks were learning chess in Harlem, the state of Tennessee launched a bold experiment. At 79 schools—many of which were low income—they randomly assigned over 11,000 students to different classrooms in kindergarten through third grade. The original goal was to test whether smaller classes were better for learning. But an economist named Raj Chetty realized that since both students and teachers were randomly assigned to classrooms, he could go back to the data to analyze whether other features of classrooms made a difference.

Chetty is one of the world’s most influential economists. He’s the winner of a MacArthur genius grant. And his research suggests that excellence depends less on our natural talents than we might expect.

The Tennessee experiment contained a startling result. Chetty was able to predict the success that students achieved as adults simply by looking at who taught their kindergarten class. By age 25, students who happened to have had more experienced kindergarten teachers7 were earning significantly more money than their peers.

[image: A scatterplot of the increase in the average wage earnings of adults between ages 25 and 27 when the experience of kindergarten teachers increases. The best-fit line rises from 16.4 k dollars to 17.9 k dollars when the teacher experience increases from 0 years to 20 years. All data are approximate.]

Chetty and his colleagues calculated that moving from an inexperienced kindergarten teacher to an experienced one would add over $1,000 to each student’s annual income in their twenties. For a class of 20 students, an above-average kindergarten teacher could be worth additional lifetime income of $320,000.fn1

Kindergarten matters in many ways, but I never would have expected teachers to leave such a visible mark on their students’ salaries two decades later. Most adults hardly even remember being five years old. Why did kindergarten teachers end up casting such a long shadow?

The intuitive answer is that effective teachers help students develop cognitive skills. Early education builds a solid foundation for understanding numbers and words. Sure enough, students with more experienced teachers scored higher on math and reading tests at the end of kindergarten. But over the next few years, their peers caught up.

To figure out what students were carrying with them from kindergarten into adulthood, Chetty’s team turned to another possible explanation. In fourth and eighth grade, the students were rated by their teachers on some other qualities. Here’s a sample:


	Proactive: How often did they take initiative to ask questions, volunteer answers, seek information from books, and engage the teacher to learn outside class?

	Prosocial: How well did they get along and collaborate with peers?

	Disciplined: How effectively did they pay attention—and resist the impulse to disrupt the class?

	Determined: How consistently did they take on challenging problems, do more than the assigned work, and persist in the face of obstacles?



When students were taught by more experienced kindergarten teachers, their fourth-grade teachers rated them higher on all four of these attributes. So did their eighth-grade teachers. The capacities to be proactive, prosocial, disciplined, and determined stayed with students longer—and ultimately proved more powerful—than early math and reading skills. When Chetty and his colleagues predicted adult income from fourth-grade scores, the ratings on these behaviors mattered 2.4 times as much as math and reading performance on standardized tests.

[image: A scatterplot of the increase in the average wage earnings of adults between ages 25 and 27 when the behavior percentile in the fourth grade increases. The best-fit line rises from 12.5 k dollars to 25 k dollars when the percentile increases from 0 to 100. All data are approximate.]

Think about how surprising that is. If you want to forecast the earning potential of fourth graders, you should pay less attention to their objective math and verbal scores than to their teachers’ subjective views of their behavior patterns. And although many people see those behaviors as innate, they were taught in kindergarten. Regardless of where students started, there was something about learning these behaviors that set students up for success decades later.

ACTING OUT OF CHARACTER

When Aristotle wrote about qualities like being disciplined and prosocial, he called them virtues of character.9 He described character as a set of principles that people acquired and enacted through sheer force of will. I used to see character that way too—I thought it was a matter of committing to a clear moral code. But my job is to test and refine the kinds of ideas that philosophers love to debate. Over the past two decades, the evidence I’ve gathered has challenged me to rethink that view. I now see character less as a matter of will, and more as a set of skills.

Character is more than just having principles. It’s a learned capacity to live by your principles. Character skills equip a chronic procrastinator to meet a deadline for someone who matters deeply to them, a shy introvert to find the courage to speak out against an injustice, and the class bully to circumvent a fistfight with his teammates before a big game. Those are the skills that great kindergarten teachers nurture—and great coaches cultivate.

When Maurice Ashley assembled his chess team for the national championships, a student named Francis Idehen wasn’t one of the best eight players. Maurice picked him anyway due to his character skills. “Another kid was a superior chess player,” Francis tells me, “but he hadn’t developed the emotional self-regulation that Maurice felt was important.”

And when the Raging Rooks fell behind in the penultimate round of nationals, Maurice Ashley didn’t pull out a book of secret plays. He didn’t talk to them about strategy at all. “I reminded them about discipline,” he notes—a skill they’d been practicing together for two years.

Their character skills caught the eye of the legendary chess coach Bruce Pandolfini, who had guided multiple protégés to national and world championships. After watching the Raging Rooks march to victory, Pandolfini marveled:


Nothing fazed them. Most kids under pressure will start hurrying a little bit or showing their feelings, but not them. They took their time, and they were absolutely poker-faced at the board. I’ve never seen kids that age so cool. They were like professionals.



If a knight on the chess board was a Trojan horse, inside it Maurice had smuggled an army of character skills. They helped the Raging Rooks surge as their opponents floundered. “He was always conveying life lessons without being heavy-handed,” Francis says. “It was less about executing a chess plan than understanding of self and mastery of self. That was pivotal in my life.”

Maurice had seen the value of character skills in his own life. Growing up, he watched his mother sacrifice everything to move to America while his grandmother stayed behind in Jamaica to raise him and his siblings. When they finally made it to New York a decade later, they knew opportunity wouldn’t just come knocking—they’d have to build their own doors.

After stumbling onto a book about chess in his high school library, Maurice decided to join the school team. But he quickly discovered he wasn’t good enough. He poured himself into improving and went on to become the captain of his college team. When he got an offer to teach chess in Harlem schools for $50 an hour, he jumped at the invitation.

Today, if you ask anyone in the chess world about Maurice, they’ll tell you he’s a brilliant strategist. In the middle of a game, if you castle instead of moving your bishop, he can tell you the number of moves it will take him to checkmate you, and whether you’ll lose your queen in the process. He’s played ten games simultaneously against ten different opponents and won them all—blindfolded. But he believes character matters more than talent.

Sure enough, evidence shows that although kids and novices learn chess faster if they’re smarter, intelligence becomes nearly irrelevant10 in predicting the performance of adults and advanced players. In chess—like in kindergarten—the early advantages of cognitive skills dissipate over time. On average it takes over 20,000 hours of practice11 to become a chess master and over 30,000 to reach grandmaster. To keep improving, you need the proactivity, discipline, and determination to study old games and new strategies.

Character skills do more than help you perform at your peak—they propel you to higher peaks. As the Nobel laureate economist James Heckman concluded in a review of the research,12 character skills “predict and produce success in life.” But they don’t grow in a vacuum. You need the opportunity and motivation to nurture them.

IF YOU BUILD IT, THEY WILL CLIMB

When people talk about nurture, they’re typically referring to the ongoing investment that parents and teachers make in developing and supporting children and students. But helping them reach their full potential requires something different. It’s a more focused, more transient form of support that prepares them to direct their own learning and growth. Psychologists call it scaffolding.13

In construction, scaffolding is a temporary structure that enables work crews to scale heights beyond their reach. Once the construction is complete, the support is removed. From that point forward, the building stands on its own.

In learning, scaffolding serves a similar purpose. A teacher or coach offers initial instruction and then removes the support. The goal is to shift the responsibility to you so you can develop your own independent approach to learning. That’s what Maurice Ashley did for the Raging Rooks. He set up temporary structures to give them the opportunity and motivation to learn.

When he started teaching chess, Maurice saw other instructors line up all the pieces to teach the standard opening moves: king’s pawn forward two spaces, followed by knight up one and diagonal one. But he knew learning the rules could be boring, and he didn’t want kids to lose interest. So when he first showed up to introduce the game to a group of sixth graders, he did it backward. He put a handful of pieces on the board and began at the endgame. He taught his students different ways to checkmate their opponents. That structure was their first bit of scaffolding.

It’s often said that where there’s a will, there’s a way. What we overlook is that when people can’t see a path, they stop dreaming of the destination. To ignite their will, we need to show them the way. That’s what scaffolding can do.

By teaching the game in reverse, Maurice lit a fire of determination. Once students knew how to corner a king, they had a route to victory. Once they had a way to win, they had a will to learn. “You don’t tell kids, ‘Well, you’re going to learn patience and determination and fortitude,’ ’cause they’ll fall asleep right away.” He laughs. “You say this: ‘This game is fun. Let’s go—I’m gonna beat you’.… stir their spirit, their competitive fire. They sit down, they start learning the game, and as they become hooked, and they lose a game, they want to win.” It wasn’t long before Kasaun Henry would lie in bed at night, imagine 64 squares on his ceiling, and play out entire matches in his mind.

Maurice also introduced scaffolding for the players to support one another’s development. He taught them creative ways to share techniques: they drew cartoons about chess moves, wrote science fiction stories about chess matches, and recorded rap songs about commanding the center of the board. They were learning to treat a solitary game as a prosocial exercise in teamwork. When a player cried at nationals, it wasn’t because he lost; he was devastated that he had let his teammates down.

As they gelled into a team, the players started taking the motivation and opportunity to learn into their own hands. They held one another accountable for recording every move of their games on score sheets so the whole group could learn from individual mistakes. They weren’t worried about being the smartest player in the room—they were aiming to make the room smarter.

The previous year, at their first nationals, the Raging Rooks had finished in the top 10 percent despite being short on players due to budget constraints. When Maurice set a goal for them to win the following year, it was the players who took the initiative to plan. Now that they had the skill, they had the will. They created their own makeshift chess camp, spending the summer practicing and reading books. They cajoled Maurice into dedicating his summer off to their training. They had moved into the driver’s seat.

In an ideal world, students wouldn’t have to rely on one coach for these opportunities. The scaffolding Maurice created was a substitute for a broken system.fn2 One parent told him that when she saw her son play chess, she realized she hadn’t believed in him. Maurice wasn’t just helping his players reach their potential—he was helping their parents and teachers recognize it too.

_____

Few of us are lucky enough to have a coach like Maurice Ashley. We don’t always have access to the ideal mentors, and our parents and teachers aren’t always equipped to provide the right scaffolding. My aim is for this book to be that scaffolding.

Hidden Potential is divided into three sections. The first section explores the specific character skills that catapult us to greater heights. You’ll learn about them from a professional boxer who taught himself the trade of architecture, a woman who escaped poverty by becoming a human sponge, and a pair of people who struggled in a particular subject in school but now rank among the world’s best.

The second section is about creating structures to sustain motivation. Even with strong character skills, no one is immune to burnout, doubt, or stagnation. But making significant gains doesn’t require you to be a workaholic, and it doesn’t have to push you to the edge of exhaustion. To shed light on the scaffolding for maintaining momentum, I’ll introduce you to a musician who built a temporary structure to overcome a permanent disability, a trainer who helped to turn an underwhelming athlete into a star, and an unheralded class of military officer candidates who proved everyone wrong. You’ll find out why practice is incomplete without play, going in circles may be the best way to move forward, and bootstraps aren’t meant to be pulled alone.

The third section focuses on building systems to expand opportunity. The very doors that societies are supposed to open to people with great potential are often wrongly closed to those who have faced the greatest obstacles. For every longshot who breaks through after being underrated or overlooked, there are thousands who never get a chance. You’ll learn how to design schools, teams, and institutions that nurture potential instead of squandering it. Through a visit to a tiny country that built one of the world’s most successful education systems, you’ll see how we can help every child get ahead. Studying one of the most miraculous rescues in human history will reveal what it takes to make groups more than the sum of their parts. And to figure out how we can fix broken selection processes, I’ll take you behind the curtain of NASA’s astronaut selection process and of Ivy League admissions. By changing systems that prematurely write people off, it’s possible to improve the odds for underdogs and late bloomers.

I care about unlocking hidden potential because I’ve lived it. My most meaningful accomplishments have come in areas where I started with serious shortages of talent. Thanks to stellar coaches, I went from being the worst diver in my school to ranking among the best in the country—and from bombing in small lectures to a standing ovation on the TED stage. If I had judged my potential by my early failures, I would have given up. What I learned along the way helped me create my own scaffolding for future leaps. It left me determined to demystify how we surpass our supposed limits.

As a social scientist, I started with the data: randomized experiments, longitudinal studies, and meta-analyses (studies of studies) that quantify cumulative results. Only then did I turn to my personal reflections and search for stories to bring the research to life. I met people who progressed far beyond their starting points and uncovered their hidden potential in a wide range of settings—from underwater and underground to mountaintops and outer space. My hope was to learn how they traveled great distances by transforming themselves or others—and sometimes the world around them.

That’s what the Raging Rooks did. Their success played a role in changing the face of chess. Coaches estimate that since they burst onto the scene, the proportion of racial minorities at national tournaments has quadrupled. Maurice has become an international spokesman for chess as a vehicle for building character, and the movement he helped to fuel now features chess programs in low-income schools across America. One chess nonprofit has single-handedly taught more than half a million kids.

There’s no reason to believe the magic is limited15 to chess. If debate happened to be Maurice’s passion, he’d be guiding students to anticipate counterarguments and help one another refine rebuttals. What makes a difference is not the activity but the lessons you learn. As Maurice says, “The achievement is in the growing.”

Thanks to the opportunity and motivation that Maurice set in motion, the Raging Rooks applied their character skills beyond chess. The discipline they exercised to resist the pull of shortsighted moves came in handy for resisting gangs and drugs. The determination and proactivity they marshaled to memorize patterns and anticipate moves also applied to studying for tests. The prosocial skills they developed practicing together and critiquing each other helped them become great collaborators and mentors themselves.

Most of the players managed to rise above their circumstances. Jonathan Nock came from a rough neighborhood where he was mugged on a basketball court during the winning season; he’s now a software engineer and the founder of a cloud solutions company. Francis Idehen had dodged stabbings and shootings on his walk to school; he landed an economics degree from Yale, an MBA from Harvard, and jobs as the treasurer of America’s largest utility company and COO of an investment firm. Kasaun Henry went from being homeless and being recruited by a gangster to earning three master’s degrees and becoming an award-winning filmmaker and composer. “Chess developed my character,” Kasaun reflects. “Chess increased my concentration and focus.… Chess ignited me. Someone lit a star that will keep burning as long as I live.”

Along with building successful careers, chess encouraged the Raging Rooks to create opportunities for others. Growing up around the corner from four crack houses, Charu Robinson had multiple friends who were murdered and a number who went to jail. After beating one of Dalton’s best players at nationals in 1991, Charu won a full scholarship to Dalton. He ended up earning a criminology degree and becoming a teacher. He wanted to pay forward what he’d learned.

_____

In 1994, the principal of another Harlem middle school three blocks away from JHS 43 begged Maurice to coach their Dark Knights. Over the next two years, their teams of boys and girls won back-to-back national championships. By then Maurice was ready for the next step on his mission to make history. He took a break from coaching to work on his own game. In 1999, Maurice became the first African American chess grandmaster ever.

That year, with a new coach, the Dark Knights won their third national title. Their assistant coach was Charu Robinson—who went on to teach chess to countless children in schools throughout the city. The Raging Rooks weren’t just single roses growing from cracks in the concrete. They tilled the soil for many more roses to bloom.

When we admire great thinkers, doers, and leaders, we often focus narrowly on their performance. That leads us to elevate the people who have accomplished the most and overlook the ones who have achieved the most with the least. The true measure of your potential is not the height of the peak you’ve reached, but how far you’ve climbed to get there.




Part I



SKILLS OF CHARACTER

Getting Better at Getting Better

In the late 1800s, the founding father of psychology made a bold claim. “By the age of thirty,” William James wrote, “character has set like plaster and will never soften again.”1 Kids could develop character, but adults were out of luck.

Recently a team of social scientists launched an experiment to test that hypothesis. They recruited 1,500 entrepreneurs in West Africa—a mix of women and men in their 30s, 40s, and 50s—who were running small startups in manufacturing, service, and commerce. They randomly assigned the founders to one of three groups. One was a control group: they went about their business as usual. The other two were training groups: they spent a week learning new concepts, analyzing them in case studies of other entrepreneurs, and applying them to their own startups through role-play and reflection exercises. What differed was whether the training focused on cognitive skills or character skills.

In cognitive skills training, the founders took an accredited business course created by the International Finance Corporation. They studied finance, accounting, HR, marketing, and pricing, and practiced using what they learned to solve challenges and seize opportunities. In character skills training, the founders attended a class designed by psychologists to teach personal initiative. They studied proactivity, discipline, and determination, and practiced putting those qualities into action.

Character skills training had a dramatic impact.2 After founders had spent merely five days working on these skills, their firms’ profits grew by an average of 30 percent over the next two years. That was nearly triple the benefit of training in cognitive skills. Finance and marketing knowledge might have equipped founders to capitalize on opportunities, but studying proactivity and discipline enabled them to generate opportunities. They learned to anticipate market changes rather than react to them. They developed more creative ideas and introduced more new products. When they encountered financial obstacles, instead of giving up, they were more resilient and resourceful in seeking loans.

Along with demonstrating that character skills can propel us to achieve greater things, this evidence reveals that it’s never too late to build them. William James was a very wise man, but in this case he was very wrong. Character doesn’t set like plaster—it retains its plasticity.

Character is often confused with personality, but they’re not the same. Personality is your predisposition—your basic instincts for how to think, feel, and act. Character is your capacity to prioritize your values over your instincts.

Knowing your principles doesn’t necessarily mean you know how to practice them, particularly under stress or pressure. It’s easy to be proactive and determined when things are going well. The true test of character is whether you manage to stand by those values when the deck is stacked against you. If personality is how you respond on a typical day, character is how you show up on a hard day.

Personality is not your destiny—it’s your tendency. Character skills enable you to transcend that tendency to be true to your principles. It’s not about the traits you have—it’s what you decide to do with them. Wherever you are today, there’s no reason why you can’t grow your character skills starting now.

[image: A pie chart on how to get better at something. The actions for getting better at something in decreasing proportion are strengthening your character, sharpening your mind, starting before you can walk, and changing your DNA.]

For too long, character skills like proactivity and determination have been dismissed as “soft skills.”3 The term can be traced back to the late 1960s, when psychologists were tasked with expanding U.S. Army training beyond a narrow focus on operating tanks and guns. Recognizing the importance of human skills, they introduced a broader emphasis on the leadership and teamwork capabilities that enabled groups to become more than the sum of their parts and troops to come home safe and sound. They needed labels to describe the two sets of skills, and that’s when they made an unfortunate decision.

The psychologists called the tank and gun skills “hard skills” because they involved working with weapons made from steel and aluminum. “Soft skills” were the “important job-related skills that involve little or no interaction with machines.” These were actually the social, emotional, and behavioral skills that soldiers needed to succeed in any role; they were only called “soft” because they didn’t apply to working with metal. By this definition, even finance is a soft skill. A few years later, the psychologists recommended discontinuing the term: calling a skill soft made it sound weak, and soldiers wanted to be strong. They didn’t realize character skills might be their greatest source of strength.

If our cognitive skills are what separate us from animals, our character skills are what elevate us above machines. Computers and robots can now build cars, fly planes, fight wars, manage money, represent defendants in court, diagnose cancer, and perform cardiac surgery. As more and more cognitive skills get automated, we’re in the midst of a character revolution. With technological advances placing a premium on interactions and relationships, the skills that make us human are increasingly important to master.

When we say success and happiness are our most important goals in life, I’m curious about why character isn’t higher on the list. What if we all invested as much time in our character skills as we do in our career skills? Imagine what America would look like if the Declaration of Independence granted every citizen the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of character.

After studying the character skills that unleash hidden potential, I’ve identified specific forms of proactivity, determination, and discipline that matter. Traveling great distances requires the courage to seek out the right kinds of discomfort, the capacity to absorb the right information, and the will to accept the right imperfections.




CHAPTER 1

Creatures of Discomfort

Embracing the Unbearable Awkwardness of Learning


Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through experiences of trial and suffering can the soul be strengthened, vision cleared, ambition inspired, and success achieved.1

—HELEN KELLER



When she first developed her superpower, Sara Maria Hasbun2 didn’t know anyone else who shared it. Then she stumbled across a whole community of strangers who made her feel less alone. In 2018, she started traveling around the world to meet them. On the surface, they had little in common. They all hailed from different countries and held different day jobs. But they bonded around a mission as uncommon as their aptitude.

As Sara Maria made her way into her new community, she took on a challenge. She would introduce herself to people as an entrepreneur from California in a language that matched her setting. In Bratislava, she said hello in Slovak: Ahoj, volám sa Sara Maria! In Fukuoka, she addressed people in Japanese: Konnichiwa! Watashi no namae wa Sara Maria desu! When she was stranded in China during the pandemic, she volunteered with the deaf community in Beijing and greeted people in Chinese Sign Language.

It might sound like a parlor trick, but Sara Maria’s understanding went far beyond basic introductions. On one trip she hit it off with an Irish engineer named Benny Lewis.3 Over the course of an hour, they were able to dialogue in Mandarin, Spanish, French, English, and American Sign Language.

Sara Maria and Benny are polyglots: people who can talk—and think—in many languages. She can speak five languages fluently and four more conversationally; he’s achieved fluency in six languages and intermediate proficiency in four others. When they cross paths at an annual polyglot gathering, if they want to go beyond the five languages they share, they don’t have to look far. Sara Maria usually bumps into someone who can shoot the breeze with her in Korean and Indonesian and help her dust off her rudimentary Cantonese, Malay, or Thai (she has less luck finding a partner to refresh her Nicaraguan Sign Language). It’s only a matter of time before Benny finds a friend who can yak with him in German, Irish, Esperanto, Dutch, Italian, Portuguese, or, yes, Klingon.

What’s impressive about these polyglots is not just how much they know—it’s how fast they learn. In less than a decade, Sara Maria learned six new languages from scratch. Meanwhile, it took Benny just a couple months of living in the Czech Republic to speak passable Czech, three months in Hungary to become conversational in Hungarian, another three months to pick up Egyptian Arabic (while living in Brazil), and five months in China to communicate at an intermediate level and conduct an hour-long discussion entirely in Mandarin.

I’ve always assumed polyglots were freaks of nature. They’re born with an extraordinary ability that manifests when they have the opportunity to absorb a new foreign language. One of my college roommates belonged to that breed—he spoke six languages and often used his linguistic prowess to invent new idioms. My personal favorite, for whenever someone dumps their baggage on you: “Stop suitcasing on me.” I marveled at how rapidly he mastered new tongues and how fluidly he switched between them.

When I came across Sara Maria and Benny, I figured they were wired the same way. I could not have been more wrong.

Growing up, Benny was convinced that he lacked the aptitude to even become bilingual. In school, he took eleven years of Irish and five of German, but couldn’t hold a conversation in either tongue. After college, he moved to Spain, but six months later he still couldn’t speak Spanish. By the time he turned twenty-one, English was still the only language he spoke fluently, and he was ready to give up: “I kept telling myself that I didn’t have the language gene.”

Sara Maria also had a rough start. Despite studying Spanish for six years, she remained monolingual. She was certain that she missed the critical window for language acquisition. Although her father was from El Salvador, she didn’t get much exposure to Spanish early on because he spoke excellent English:


That’s the language we used at home. When I started learning Spanish in high school I was really stunned at how difficult it was for me. … It’s supposed to be one of the easiest languages for English speakers to learn … but I really struggled with it. Even my high school teachers were flustered at my inability to learn it. … People came up to me all the time speaking Spanish and it really broke my heart that I couldn’t respond to them. … Why couldn’t I learn this language when so many people around me seemed to be learning other languages so effortlessly?



After years of bringing her homework to her father for help, he gently told her she was never going to be able to speak Spanish, but she didn’t need it in America anyway. She might as well move on and spend her time on something she did well.

Many people wish they could learn a new language, but believe the distance is too great to travel. Some, like Benny, conclude that they simply lack the natural ability. Others, like Sara Maria, believe they missed the opportunity—if only they had started learning as toddlers, they might have picked it up. But according to a growing body of evidence, the decline in the rate of language learning4 around age 18 is not a feature of our biology. It’s a bug in our education.

Polyglots prove that it’s possible to master new languages well into adulthood. As soon as I came across Sara Maria and Benny online, I knew I had to get to the bottom of their methods, because they’re professional learners. I was surprised to discover that when they finally picked up their first foreign tongue, it wasn’t due to overcoming a cognitive block. It was because they cleared a motivational hurdle: they got comfortable being uncomfortable.

Becoming a creature of discomfort can unlock hidden potential in many different types of learning. Summoning the nerve to face discomfort is a character skill—an especially important form of determination. It takes three kinds of courage: to abandon your tried-and-true methods, to put yourself in the ring before you feel ready, and to make more mistakes than others make attempts. The best way to accelerate growth is to embrace, seek, and amplify discomfort.

[image: An illustration of two intersecting circles. The first circle is labeled ‘Things you are fully prepared to do’. The second circle is labeled ‘Growth’.]

GOING OUT OF STYLE

There’s a popular practice in schools that has dissuaded many learners from seeking discomfort. It arose as a well-intentioned solution to a pervasive problem in the American education system. For decades, many schools were run like assembly lines in a factory. Students were treated as interchangeable parts in the mass production of young minds. Despite having different strengths, they were stuck absorbing uniform knowledge through the same standardized lessons and lectures.

In the 1970s, a new wave of thinking upended the world of education. The core premise was that when students struggled, it was because the method of instruction wasn’t tailored to their learning style—the cognitive mode in which they were best at acquiring and retaining information. To grasp new concepts, verbal learners needed to read and write them; visual learners needed to see them illustrated in images, diagrams, and charts; auditory learners needed to hear them out loud; and kinesthetic learners needed to experience them through acting them out with body movements.

The theory of learning styles exploded in popularity. Parents were thrilled that their children were being recognized for their individuality. Teachers loved having the freedom to vary their methods and personalize their material.

Today, learning styles are a foundational element of teacher training and student experience. Around the world, 89 percent of teachers believe in matching5 their instruction to students’ learning styles. Many students have told me they prefer podcasts to books because they’re auditory learners. Did you decide to read this book with your eyes because you identify as a verbal or visual learner?

There’s just one small problem with learning styles. They’re a myth.

When a team of experts conducted a comprehensive review of several decades of research on learning styles, they found an alarming lack6 of support for the theory. In controlled experiments with specific lessons7 and longitudinal studies over the course of a semester,8 students and adults didn’t do any better on tests when their teachers or study habits aligned with their abilities or their preferences. “There is no adequate evidence base to justify incorporating learning styles assessments into general educational practice,” the researchers conclude. “The contrast between the enormous popularity of the learning-styles approach within education and the lack of credible evidence for its utility is … striking and disturbing.”

We don’t want to go back to the rigid factory model of learning. But people shouldn’t be pigeonholed in a rigid learning style either. Of course, you might still have a preferred style of acquiring new knowledge and skills. What we now know is that your preference isn’t fixed, and playing only to your strengths deprives you of the opportunity to improve9 on your weaknesses.

The way you like to learn is what makes you comfortable, but it isn’t necessarily how you learn best. Sometimes you even learn better in the mode that makes you the most uncomfortable, because you have to work harder at it. This is the first form of courage: being brave enough to embrace discomfort and throw your learning style out the window.

One of the best examples I’ve seen is in comedy. When Steve Martin first started doing stand-up10 performances in the 1960s, he bombed over and over. During one show a heckler actually stood up and threw a glass of red wine at him. “I was not naturally talented,” Steve reflects. His early critics agreed: one wrote that he was “the most serious booking error in the history of Los Angeles.”

If you think about how great performers master their craft, it seems natural that they would learn through listening, watching, and doing. That’s what Steve did: he would listen to other people’s material, watch their mannerisms, mix in some of his own stories, and practice delivering the concoction. Despite pouring countless hours into preparing for them, his performances were lackluster. One night he went five minutes without a single laugh … and another
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[image: Two pie charts on the theory and reality of making more mistakes. Theory: The feeling that occurs in the highest proportion is experiencing discomfort. Reality: The feeling that occurs in the highest proportion is expanding your comfort zone.]
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