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THE FIRST 20 HOURS

‘Great opportunities are worthless without skills. No more excuses!
Kaufman proves that we all have the capacity to become experts’
Scott Belsky, founder, Behance, and author of Making Ideas Happen

‘If you're like me, you’ll get so inspired that you’ll stop reading to apply
this approach to your own procrastinated project. After reading the
first five chapters I tried his technique to learn a new programming

language, and I'm blown away with how fast I became fluent’
Derek Sivers, founder, CD Baby, sivers.org

‘In this inspiring little book, Josh Kaufman argues that you can get good enough
at anything to enjoy yourself in just 20 hours. All that’s standing between
you and playing the ukulele is your TV time for the next two weeks’
Laura Vanderkam, author of 168 Hours and What the Most
Successful People Do Before Breakfast

‘With the amount of information and change in the world today, the person
who can adapt and learn the most quickly will be the most successful. Kaufman
breaks down the science of learning in useful, entertaining, and fascinating ways.
If you care about keeping your job, your business, or your edge, this book is for you’
Pamela Slim, author of Escape from Cubicle Nation



A Note to the Reader

The lyf so short, the craft so longe to lerne.
—GEOFFREY CHAUCER, PARLEMENT OF FOULES, 1374

“There’s so much I want to do ... and so little time.” The story of modern life.

Take a moment to consider how many things you want to learn how to do.
What's on your list? What's holding you back from getting started?

Two things, most likely: time and skill.

Here’s an uncomfortable truth: the most rewarding experiences in life almost
always require some level of skill. Skills take time and effort to master—time we
don’t have, and effort we're reluctant to contribute.

“I'll get around to it someday, when I find the time.”

It’s easier to sit in front of the television or surf the web, frankly ... so that’s
what most of us do, and our desires remain dreams.

Here’s another uncomfortable truth: many things aren’t fun until you’re good
at them. Every skill has what I call a frustration barrier—a period of time in which
you’re horribly unskilled, and you’re painfully aware of that fact. Why start
something when you know you’re going to be bad at it?

Wouldn’t it be great to be able to master new skills with less angst? To break
through the frustration barrier quickly, so you can get to the rewarding part? To
spend less time slogging through confusion and doubt, and more time having
fun?

Is it possible to acquire new skills less painfully, in a way that requires far less
time and effort?

I speak from experience: yes, it’s possible.

This book is about my personal quest to test the art and science of rapid skill
acquisition—how to learn any new skill as quickly as possible. The purpose of this
book is to help you acquire new skills in record time.

In my experience, it takes around twenty hours of practice to break through
the frustration barrier: to go from knowing absolutely nothing about what
you’re trying to do to performing noticeably well.

This book is a systematic approach to acquiring new skills as quickly as
possible. The method is universal. It doesn’t matter whether you want to learn a
language, write a novel, paint a portrait, start a business, or fly an airplane. If



you invest as little as twenty hours in learning the basics of the skill, you'll be
surprised at how good you become.

Whatever skill you wish to acquire, this book will help you acquire it in less
time and with less wasted energy. With a bit of focused, strategic effort, you’ll
find yourself performing well quickly, without the fist-pounding frustration.

In this book, we’ll start with the principles of rapid skill acquisition: how to go
about acquiring new skills as quickly as possible. These ideas and practices
aren’t complicated, so they won'’t take long to learn.

Then, I'll explain how to use these principles in the real world by showing you
how I acquired the following six new skills in twenty hours or less each, with no
more than ninety minutes of practice per day.

Developing a personal yoga practice

Writing a web-based computer program

Relearning to touch-type

Exploring the oldest and most complex board game in history
Playing a musical instrument

» Windsurfing

I hope that this book encourages you to dust off your old “want to do” list,
reexamine it, and commit to learning something new.

Josh Kaufman
Fort Collins, Colorado,
USA

For updates about the material in this book, visit
http://firstzohours.com/updates.



In 2008, Malcolm Gladwell wrote a book titled Outliers: The Story of Success. In it,
he set about trying to explain what makes certain people more successful than
others.

One of the ideas Gladwell mentions over and over again is what he calls the
10,000 hour rule.” Based on research conducted by Dr. K. Anders Ericsson of
Florida State University, expert-level performance takes, on average, ten
thousand hours of deliberate practice to achieve.!

Ten thousand hours equals eight hours of deliberate practice every day for
approximately three and a half years, with no breaks, no weekends, and no
vacations. Assuming a standard 260 working days a year with no distractions,
that’s a full-time job for almost five years, assuming you spend 100 percent of
that time exerting 100 percent of your energy and effort.

In practice, this level of focused attention is extremely taxing. Even world-
class performers in ultracompetitive fields (like music performance and
professional sports) can only muster the energy for approximately three and a
half hours of deliberate practice every day. That means it can take a decade or
more to develop a skill to mastery.

In essence, if you want to master a new skill, Dr. Ericsson’s research indicates
you’re in for a very long haul. Being the best in the world at anything, even for a
little while, requires years of relentless practice. If you're not willing to put in
the time and effort, you’ll be overshadowed by those who do.

Outliers shot straight to the top of the nonfiction bestseller lists, and stayed
there for three months. Overnight, the “10,000 hour rule” was everywhere.

As if learning a new skill wasn’t hard enough. Not only do you have to make
time for practice ... but you now also have to put in ten thousand hours? Most of
us count ourselves lucky if we can set aside a few hours a week. Why bother at
all if it takes so long to be good at something?

Look Upon My Works, Ye Mighty, and Despair!

Before you give up all hope, consider this.

There’s an element of Dr. Ericsson’s research that’s very easy to overlook: it’s
a study of expert-level performance. If you're looking to become the next Tiger
Woods, you'll probably need to spend at least ten thousand hours deliberately
and systematically practicing every aspect of golf. Almost every single
professional golfer began playing at a very young age and has been practicing
nonstop for at least seven years. Developing world-class mastery takes time.

On the other hand, what if winning the PGA Tour isn’t your goal? What if you
just want to be good enough at golf that you’re able to play decently, not
embarrass yourself, have a good time, and maybe have a fighting chance to win
your local country club tournament?

That’s another matter entirely. World-class mastery may take ten thousand
hours of focused effort, but developing the capacity to perform well enough for
your own purposes usually requires far less of an investment.



That’s not to discount the value of what Ericsson calls “deliberate practice”:
intentionally and systematically practicing in order to improve a skill.
Deliberate practice is the core of skill acquisition. The question is how much
deliberate practice is required to reach your goal. Usually, it’s much less than
you think.

Quality, Not Quantity

Embracing the idea of sufficiency is the key to rapid skill acquisition. In this book,
we're going to discuss developing capacity, not world-class mastery. We're going
to tackle the steep part of the learning curve and ascend it as quickly as possible.

Leave the ten thousand hours to the pros. We're going to start with twenty
hours of concentrated, intelligent, focused effort.

We're shooting for the results we value with a fraction of the effort. You may
never win a gold medal, but you'll reap the rewards you care about in far less
time.

If you ultimately decide to master the skill, you'll have a better chance of
success if you start with twenty hours of rapid skill acquisition. By knowing
what you’re getting into, learning the fundamentals, practicing intelligently,
and developing a practice routine, you’ll make progress more quickly and
consistently, and you’ll achieve expert status in record time.

What Is Rapid Skill Acquisition?

Rapid skill acquisition is a process—a way of breaking down the skill you’re
trying to acquire into the smallest possible parts, identifying which of those
parts are most important, then deliberately practicing those elements first. It’s
as simple as that.

Rapid skill acquisition has four major steps:

» Deconstructing a skill into the smallest possible subskills;

» Learning enough about each subskill to be able to practice intelligently and self-
correct during practice;

= Removing physical, mental, and emotional barriers that get in the way of practice;

» Practicing the most important subskills for at least twenty hours.

That’s it. Rapid skill acquisition is not rocket science. You simply decide what
to practice, figure out the best way to practice, make time to practice, then
practice until you reach your target level of performance.

There’s no magic to it—just smart, strategic effort invested in something you
care about. With a little preparation, you’ll acquire new skills rapidly, with less
effort.

That’s not to say that the results will be instant. The desire for instant
gratification is one of the primary reasons people don’t acquire new skills very
quickly.



The “Matrix” Misconception

Remember the scene in The Matrix when Keanu Reeves opens his eyes, blinks a
few times, and whispers “I know kung fu”?

Sorry to break it to you: rapid skill acquisition isn’t that rapid.

Hollywood has done us a great disservice when it comes to skill acquisition.
While it would certainly be nice to be able to learn how to pilot a Bell 212
helicopter in five seconds by uploading software directly into our brain, science
is currently way behind science fiction.

Until brain uploads become a reality, “rapid” means taking considerably less
time than it would typically take to learn a skill if you went about the process as
most people do: blindly, haphazardly, and inconsistently.

One of the first professional skills I acquired was web development: being able
to build useful, functioning websites. Beginning with a basic Angelfire.com
website in 1996, I taught myself how to read and write HTML and CSS (the lingua
franca of the web), use Adobe Photoshop to edit images, configure web servers,
and maintain the systems that publish my work.

[ didn’t learn how to do these things in high school or college. Although I
completed my undergraduate degree in business information systems, the
overlap between what I learned in the classroom and what I do on a day-to-day
basis is essentially nil.

I acquired the skill of web development by trying things at random and
figuring it out as I went along. Every time I stumbled upon a new technique or
tool that promised to enhance my website or reduce my workload, I
experimented with it. Over a long period of time, my skills improved.

My haphazard approach to acquiring web development skills served the
purpose: I got a job based on those skills, and I now publish information on the
web for a living. Mission accomplished, from one perspective.

On the other hand, I learned everything the hard way. You could certainly
reach my level of competence in these skills in much less than fifteen years if
you approached the topic in a systematic way. If you went about practicing these
skills intelligently, you could approach my general level of competence in a
month.

That’s what I mean by rapid skill acquisition. If you could learn most of what I
know about web design in a single focused month versus fifteen years, that’s a
massive improvement. It’s also well within the realm of possibility.

The amount of time it will take you to acquire a new skill is largely a matter of
how much concentrated time you're willing to invest in deliberate practice and
smart experimentation and how good you need to become to perform at the
level you desire.

Don’t expect overnight results. Do expect that your total time invested will be
much, much less than it would otherwise be if you jumped into the process
without a strategy.



Before we explore the method in detail, there’s something you should know:
rapid skill acquisition has nothing in common with how you “learned how to
learn” in school. Academic learning and credentialing have almost zero overlap
with skill acquisition, let alone achieving it quickly.

Skill Acquisition vs. Learning

Like many high school students in the United States, I studied a foreign
language. Every school day for four years, I sat in a Spanish class. My marks were
high: straight As.

Today, aside from saying hola, cdmo estds, and muy bien, I can’t hold a
conversation with a native Spanish speaker to save my life. (I don’t even know
what to say if I'm not having a good day.)

On the other side of the spectrum, my friend, Carlos Miceli, grew up speaking
Spanish in Argentina. In high school, Carlos decided he wanted to speak fluent
English, so he made an effort to strike up as many conversations as possible with
native-English speakers. In the process, he discovered Skype and set up his own
website, so he could practice speaking and writing English regularly.

Carlos never took a class. He doesn’t know the formal rules of English
grammar. He can’t even tell you how he knows English. That isn’t really
important. He can speak and write English fluently, which is what really matters.

Dr. Stephen Krashen, of the University of Southern California, is an expert in
the area of second-language acquisition. One of Krashen’s primary insights is
that language acquisition is different from language learning.

In school, I learned a lot about Spanish. I learned thousands of vocabulary
words, verb conjugation, and the rules of grammar. I learned all of these things
well enough to pass the tests with flying colors.

Those tests, however, had nothing to do with my ability to exercise the skills
of speaking Spanish intelligibly and understanding a native speaker talking at
full speed. If my goal was to be able to speak Spanish fluently, a few weeks of
trying to converse with people in Spanish would’ve produced better results than
four years of schooling.

At that time, speaking Spanish fluently wasn’t my goal. I just wanted to ace
the final exam. Carlos, on the other hand, skipped the classroom and simply
started practicing. Instead of doing verb conjugation drills, Carlos was practicing
what really mattered: communicating with other people in English.

In terms of effectiveness and long-term value, Carlos’s approach was far
superior to mine. No contest.

The True Value of Learning

That’s not to say learning about the skill you're acquiring isn’t important.
Learning can be extremely important, but not in the way you’d expect. Learning
concepts related to a skill helps you self-edit or self-correct as you’re practicing.



If you know how to conjugate verbs in Spanish, you're better able to self-
correct your speech while talking to a native speaker. If you learn common
vocabulary words, you're better able to understand what a native speaker is
saying, as well as remember an appropriate word or phrase to use when you get
stuck while speaking.

Dr. Krashen calls this the monitor hypothesis. Learning helps you plan, edit, and
correct yourself as you practice. That’s why learning is valuable. The trouble
comes when we confuse learning with skill acquisition.

If you want to acquire a new skill, you must practice it in context. Learning
enhances practice, but it doesn’t replace it. If performance matters, learning
alone is never enough.

Skill Acquisition vs. Training

There’s also a huge difference between skill acquisition and training. Training, in
this context, means improving a skill you've already acquired through
repetition. It’s what happens after you’ve acquired a basic skill if you want to
keep improving.

Take running a marathon, for example. Most of us acquired the skill of
running during childhood. Aside from putting one foot in front of the other and
staying on your feet until you’ve covered 26.2 miles, there’s not much in the way
of new skills to acquire.

There is, however, a significant amount of necessary exertion required to
strengthen your body and acclimate to the level of physical fitness it takes to
complete a marathon. That exertion and strengthening process is training. The
more you train, the stronger you become, and the faster you complete the
marathon.

There’s also an element of learning involved when running a marathon: how
to sign up to participate in races, how to qualify for large events like the Boston
Marathon, knowing what to expect as you run, pacing, useful equipment, et
cetera.

For example, a small issue like friction between your shirt and your skin isn’t
a big deal if you're running a 5K, so most runners don’t think about it.
Unnecessary friction becomes a huge deal when you’re running 26.2 miles.

Fail to prepare in advance and you're likely to experience the infamous
“bleeding nipples” problem. It’s painful, embarrassing ... and entirely
preventable. (Don’t believe me? Google it.)

Training and learning will certainly make it easier to finish the race, but
they’re not skill acquisition. Without a certain amount of skill acquisition,
training isn’t possible or useful. Preparation and conditioning can make some
forms of skill acquisition easier, but they can never replace practice.

Relearning how to run at a basic level, however, is skill acquisition.
Techniques like ChiRunning” help the runner acquire the skill of moving in a
way that minimizes effort and loss of forward momentum between strides. With



think about everything you're doing, and you often make frustrating mistakes.
Learning the basics is a constant struggle.

As you practice, your muscle coordination becomes more automatic and
synchronized with your mental processes. You gain the ability to pay more
attention to the subtle elements of what you're doing, and you learn to adjust
your approach to the feedback you get from the environment.

You start doing more of what works, and less of what doesn’t. Eventually,
you're able to perform without conscious attention to every detail.

In academic literature, this general process is called the “three-stage model”
of skill acquisition,* and it applies to both physical and mental skills. The three
stages are

1. Cognitive (Early) Stage—understanding what you're trying to do, researching,
thinking about the process, and breaking the skill into manageable parts.

2. Associative (Intermediate) Stage—practicing the task, noticing environmental
feedback, and adjusting your approach based on that feedback.

3. Autonomous (Late) Stage—performing the skill effectively and efficiently without
thinking about it or paying unnecessary attention to the process.

This neurophysiological skill acquisition process is happening all the time,
even while you're reading this sentence. There is no such thing as a mind in
stasis. Your brain is learning, encoding, and consolidating new skills all the time.

As Dr. Dweck says in Mindset: “Your mind is like a muscle: the more you use it,
the more it grows.” The more you practice, the more efficient, effective, and
automatic the skill becomes.

That’s great news when it comes to rapid skill acquisition. If your mind and
body are capable of learning to perform in new and better ways, we can figure
out how to make that process faster.



2
Ten Principles of Rapid Skill Acquisition

I realized that becoming a master of karate was not about learning 4,000 moves but about
doing just a handful of moves 4,000 times.
—CHET HOLMES, AUTHOR OF THE ULTIMATE SALES MACHINE

Now that we're clear about what skill acquisition really means, let’s examine
how to do it quickly. The intent of this chapter is to give you a handy checklist
for acquiring any new skill.

I find it useful to think of these principles as ways to cultivate a “temporary
obsession.” Rapid skill acquisition happens naturally when you become so
curious and interested in something that other concerns fall away, at least
temporarily.

Think of these principles as ways to identify a skill worthy of temporary
obsession, focus on it, and remove distractions or barriers that distract you from
effective practice.

Here are the ten major principles of rapid skill acquisition:

Choose a lovable project.

Focus your energy on one skill at a time.
Define your target performance level.
Deconstruct the skill into subskills.
Obtain critical tools.

Eliminate barriers to practice.

Make dedicated time for practice.
Create fast feedback loops.

Practice by the clock in short bursts.
Emphasize quantity and speed.
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Many of these principles may strike you as common sense, and that’s okay.
Remember: simply knowing these principles is not enough. You must actually
use them to reap the rewards.



1. Choose a lovable project.

Karl Popper was one of the greatest philosophers of the twentieth century. He’s
the guy who popularized the idea of scientific falsifiability. In layman’s terms, if
you can’t potentially prove something wrong via observation or experiment, it’s
not actually science.

Popper said many wise things, but I think the following remark is among the
wisest: “The best thing that can happen to a human being is to find a problem, to
fall in love with that problem, and to live trying to solve that problem, unless
another problem even more lovable appears.”

If you want a formula for living a satisfying, productive life, you can’t go
wrong with that one.

Rapid skill acquisition requires choosing a lovable problem or project. The
more excited you are about the skill you want to acquire, the more quickly you’ll
acquire it.

In practice, finding a lovable project is a very individual matter. For example,
learning to speak and write Mandarin Chinese is not on my current list of skills
to acquire because I have no urgent need to learn it at the moment, and I have a
lot of other projects I'm more interested in tackling. If I decide to move to a
Mandarin-speaking part of China in the future, it may become lovable, but I'm
not there yet.

On the other hand, I'm intensely interested in learning how to play Go, the
world’s oldest strategic board game, which originated in China more than three
thousand years ago. It’s a beautiful game, and I've wanted to learn how to play
since I stumbled across it years ago.

Learning to play Go requires study. The rules are simple, but accurately
reading the evolving patterns of alternating black and white stones on the board
is a challenge. Computers have dominated chess for years now, but even the best
computers have a difficult time challenging an experienced human Go player.

You naturally learn things you care about faster than things you don’t. I'm
currently more interested in learning how to play Go, so I'm going to learn Go
first, and save Mandarin for later.

If you focus on acquiring your prime skill (that is, your most lovable project)
before anything else, you’ll acquire it in far less time.

2. Focus your energy on one skill at a time.

One of the easiest mistakes to make when acquiring new skills is attempting to
acquire too many skills at the same time.

It's a matter of simple math: acquiring new skills requires a critical mass of
concentrated time and focused attention. If you only have an hour or two each
day to devote to practice and learning, and you spread that time and energy
across twenty different skills, no individual skill is going to receive enough time
and energy to generate noticeable improvement.



Internalizing this principle is more difficult for some people than others.
Personally, I've always had a “Renaissance man” sort of temperament: there are
hundreds of things I want to learn at any given moment, in hundreds of
different areas. Emotionally, it’s difficult for me to decide to defer learning new
things I discover or hear about.

When I try to learn everything at once, however, I don’t really learn anything.
Instead of making progress, I spend too much time switching between different
skills, getting frustrated, and moving on to something else. That’s a recipe for
extremely slow skill acquisition.

Pick one, and only one, new skill you wish to acquire. Put all of your spare
focus and energy into acquiring that skill, and place other skills on temporary
hold. David Allen, author of Getting Things Done (2002), recommends establishing
what he calls a “someday/maybe” list: a list of things you may want to explore
sometime in the future, but that aren’t important enough to focus on right now.
By adding an item to the list, you're temporarily absolving yourself of
responsibility for acting or thinking about the idea until you decide to promote
it to active status.

I can’t emphasize this enough. Focusing on one prime skill at a time is
absolutely necessary for rapid skill acquisition. You're not giving up on the other
skills permanently, you're just saving them for later.

3. Define your target performance level.

A target performance level is a simple sentence that defines what “good enough”
looks like. How well would you like to be able to perform the skill you're
acquiring?

Your target performance level is a brief statement of what your desired level
of skill looks like. Think of it as a single sentence description of what you're
trying to achieve, and what you’ll be able to do when you’re done. The more
specific your target performance level is, the better.

Defining your target performance level helps you imagine what it looks like to
perform in a certain way. Once you determine exactly how good you want or
need to be, it’s easier to figure out how to get there. In the words of Charles
Kettering, the inventor of the electric automobile ignition system: “A problem
well stated is a problem half solved.”

How you define your target performance level depends on why you chose to
acquire the skill in the first place. If your intent is to have fun, your target is the
point at which you stop feeling frustrated and start enjoying the practice itself.
If your intent is to perform, what’s the minimum level of performance you're
willing to accept at first?

Once you reach your initial target performance level, you can always choose
to keep going if you wish. The best target performance levels seem just out of
reach, not out of the realm of possibility.



As a rule, the more relaxed your target performance level, the more rapidly
you can acquire the associated skill. If you're operating under a world-class
mastery mind-set, this may feel like cheating: you're just lowering the bar so you
can “win” faster, right?

That’s exactly what we’re doing, and it’s not cheating. Remember, world-class
mastery is not the end point of rapid skill acquisition. We’re shooting for
capacity and sufficiency at maximum speed, not perfection.

It’s important to note that some skills have safety considerations, which you
should always include in your target performance level. Getting hurt (or killed)
acquiring a new skill defeats the purpose.

4, Deconstruct the skill into subskills.

Most of the things we think of as skills are actually bundles of smaller subskills.
Once you've identified a skill to focus on, the next step is to deconstruct it—to
break it down into the smallest possible parts. For example, playing golf is a skill
that has many subcomponents: choosing the correct club, driving off the tee,
hitting out of a bunker, putting, et cetera.

Once the skill is deconstructed sufficiently, it’s much easier to identify which
subskills appear to be most important. By focusing on the critical subskills first,
you’ll make more progress with less effort.

Deconstructing a skill also makes it easier to avoid feeling overwhelmed. You
don’t have to practice all parts of a skill at the same time. Instead, it’s more
effective to focus on the subskills that promise the most dramatic overall
returns.

Deconstructing the skill before you begin also allows you to identify the parts
of the skill that aren’t important for beginning practitioners. By eliminating the
noncritical subskills or techniques early in the process, you’ll be able to invest
more of your time and energy mastering the critical subskills first.

5. Obtain critical tools.

Most skills have prerequisites to practice and performance. It’s difficult to play
tennis if you don’t have a tennis racquet, or learn how to pilot a helicopter if you
don’t have access to one.

What tools, components, and environments do you need to have access to
before you can practice efficiently? How can you obtain the very best tools you
can find and afford?

Taking a moment to identify critical tools before you start practicing saves
precious time. By ensuring you have the resources you need before you begin,
you maximize your practice time.

6. Eliminate barriers to practice.



The more sources of fast feedback you integrate into your practice, the faster
you’ll acquire the skill.

9. Practice by the clock in short bursts.

Our minds are built to learn—to notice patterns, simulate potential courses of
action, and figure out what’s probably going to happen next. They’re not built to
accurately estimate time—how long something will take, or how much time
you’ve spent doing something.

In the early phases of practicing a new skill, it’s very easy to overestimate how
much time you've spent practicing. When you’re no good (and you know it), time
seems to slow to a crawl, and it feels like you’ve been practicing for a longer
period of time than you actually have.

The solution for this is to practice by the clock. Buy a decent countdown
timer® and set it for twenty minutes. There’s only one rule: once you start the
timer, you must practice until it goes off. No exceptions.

This simple technique will make it easier to complete longer periods of
sustained practice, even when you get tired or frustrated.

The more periods of sustained practice you complete, the faster your skill
acquisition, Set aside time for three to five practice sessions a day, and you’ll see
major progress in a very short period.

10. Emphasize quantity and speed.

When you begin to acquire a new skill, it’s tempting to focus on practicing
perfectly—a recipe for frustration. Your performance, of course, won’t be
anywhere close to perfection.

Instead of trying to be perfect, focus on practicing as much as you can as
quickly as you can, while maintaining “good enough” form.

In Art & Fear (2001), authors David Bayles and Ted Orland share a very
interesting anecdote on the value of volume:

The ceramics teacher announced on opening day that he was dividing the class
into two groups. All those on the left side of the studio, he said, would be graded
solely on the quantity of work they produced, all those on the right solely on its
quality.

His procedure was simple: on the final day of class he would bring in his
bathroom scales and weigh the work of the “quantity” group: fifty pounds of pots
rated an A, forty pounds a B, and so on. Those being graded on “quality,” however,
needed to produce only one pot—albeit a perfect one—to get an A.

Well, come grading time a curious fact emerged: the works of highest quality
were all produced by the group being graded for quantity. It seems that while the
“quantity” group was busily churning out piles of work and learning from their
mistakes, the “quality” group had sat theorizing about perfection, and in the end
had little more to show for their efforts than grandiose theories and a pile of dead
clay.



Skill is the result of deliberate, consistent practice, and in early-stage practice,
quantity and speed trump absolute quality. The faster and more often you
practice, the more rapidly you’ll acquire the skill.

That’s not to say that you should ignore good form while practicing. Some
skills, particularly skills that require physical actions or motions, require a
certain quality of form to perform well. If you're practicing your painting
technique, going Jackson Pollack on one hundred canvases in a day isn’t going to
help you if your aim is to paint lifelike portraits. Technique matters.

First, ensure you're practicing using form that’s good enough to satisfy your
target performance level. Once you're practicing in good form at least 80 to 90
percent of the time, crank up the speed for faster skill acquisition.

That’s it: ten simple principles that will ensure you go about practicing your
prime skill in the most efficient and effective way possible.

So Does it Work?

Will this method actually help you acquire skills more quickly? Research says
absolutely.

In academic studies of cognitive and motor skill acquisition, researchers have
noticed a common pattern: when study participants begin to practice a new skill,
their performance always improves dramatically in a very short period of time.
It doesn’t take much practice at all to go from “very slow and grossly
incompetent” to “reasonably fast and noticeably competent.”

In the literature, this is referred to as the “power law of practice,” and it
appears over and over again. The effect has been widely known among skill
acquisition researchers since at least 1926,* and it’s been replicated many times
since in studies of both physical and mental skills.> One study even went so far as
to say “any theory of skill acquisition that does not accommodate the power law
function for learning can be rejected immediately.”®

Academic studies draw the “power law of practice” curve like this, with
performance time on the y-axis and practice events on the x-axis:

per{ormance time

practice time

Since time is a quantity that increases, the curve slopes down. With practice,
it takes less time to complete a given task.



It’s interesting to note that if you relabel the y-axis as “how good you are”
(that is, you define performance in more general terms versus a unit of time),
you get the famous and widely known learning curve:

how aoul you ave

practice time

The general pattern of the learning curve looks like this: When you start,
you’re horrible, but you improve very quickly as you learn the most important
parts of the skill. After reaching a certain level of skill very quickly, your rate of
improvement declines, and subsequent improvement becomes much slower.

Contrary to popular usage, “steep learning curves” are good, not bad. The
graph makes it clear why: Steep learning curves indicate a very fast rate of skill
acquisition. The steeper the curve, the better you get per unit of time.

You can think of the checklist I just outlined as a way to intentionally make
your personal learning curve steeper. The principles themselves are simple
techniques that make the first two theoretical stages of the skill acquisition
process (cognition and association) easier to do in practice.

Once you start practicing something new, your skills will naturally and
noticeably improve in a very short period of time. The trick is to start practicing
as quickly as possible. Not thinking about practicing or worrying about practicing,
but actually practicing.

It’s all too easy to feel like you're investing a lot of time in a skill without
practicing very much at all. If you’ve wanted to learn something for a long time,
you dream about being good at it, but you’re hesitant to get started, you can
spend years of mental and emotional energy without improving one bit. If you
don’t know where you're trying to go or don’t have a solid strategy to get there,
you can waste equal amounts of energy in unproductive wandering.

These ten principles are designed to help you eliminate this nonproductive
thrashing and replace it with activities that are fundamental to the skill
acquisition process. The more time and energy you spend moving through the
first two phases of the skill acquisition process and the less time you spend
doing things that don’t help you, the more quickly you'll acquire the skill.
Simple as that.

What About Immersion?



This isn’t the only way to go about acquiring new skills, but it’s certainly the
most flexible. Other methods can produce similar results, but they require more
significant tradeoffs.

The most well-known general method of rapid skill acquisition is immersion:
completely changing your environment in a way that results in constant
deliberate practice. If you want to learn to speak French, for example, learning
through immersion would involve living in France for a few weeks or months.

In general, immersion works. If you move to France, you'll be forced to
practice your speaking skills every moment of every day for as long as you’re
there. After a few frustrating days adapting to your new surroundings, you’ll
notice your skills improving at a rapid rate.

Immersion works because it ensures that you complete the crucial first hours
of practice without fail: you can’t escape your environment, so the practice
happens automatically.

The downside of immersion is that it usually requires making the skill your
primary focus for an extended period of time. If dropping all of your
commitments, packing your bags, and moving to France is a workable option,
learning French via immersion is a good strategy.

Unfortunately, most of us have commitments we can’t (or don’t want to) walk
away from: family, work, mortgage payments, et cetera. In these cases,
immersion can be difficult or impossible.

In the worst-case scenario, the idea of immersion becomes an active barrier: if
you keep waiting for an immersion opportunity before committing to acquiring
a new skill, you can waste years of valuable time.

Take the immersion opportunities as they come, but don’t count on them.
These techniques are designed to help you acquire new skills even if you only
have an hour or two to spare each day.

Reactivating Old Skills

It’s also important to note that these principles are useful even if the skill you're
trying to acquire isn’t completely new to you. It’s entirely possible to use these
techniques to reacquire old skills in record time.

For example, I learned to play the trumpet in high school, and I practiced
enough that I was pretty good at it. Since graduating and going to college, I
haven't played at all.

If I decided to pick up the trumpet again, it wouldn’t take very much practice
to reactivate the skill. I already know the required subskills, so I'd focus on
embouchure (controlling the muscles around the lips while blowing into the
mouthpiece), reading notes and recalling the related finger positions, and
reviewing basic music theory (beats, tempo, dynamics, and expression).

It would only take a few hours of practice to reacquire the skill. Reactivation
would mostly require making time, eliminating barriers to practice, and
practicing by the clock.



Well Begun Is Half Done

Sometimes you'll want to give up the guitar. You'll hate the guitar. But if you stick with it,
you're gonna be rewarded.
—JIMI HENDRIX, RENOWNED ELECTRIC-GUITAR PLAYER

You won'’t need to use every one of these principles for every skill you acquire,
but you’ll always find at least a handful of them essential.

I find it’s useful to think of these principles as a checklist. Whenever you
decide to learn something new, just go though the checklist and decide which
principles apply to your particular project.

Here’s the checklist for rapid skill acquisition:

Choose a lovable project.

Focus your energy on one skill at a time.
Define your target performance level.
Deconstruct the skill into subskills.
Obtain critical tools.

Eliminate barriers to practice.

Make dedicated time for practice.
Create fast feedback loops.

Practice by the clock in short bursts.
Emphasize quantity and speed.
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That’s it. Apply this checklist to your current prime skill, and your practice
will be more effective and efficient, allowing you to acquire the skill more
quickly.

As I said, this method isn’t rocket science. It’s common sense, strategy, and
preparation applied to a skill you want to improve. Nothing more, nothing less.

Now, let’s examine how learning and research can make your skill acquisition
process even more effective.



the outset, the more internal pressure you’ll feel to figure things out, and the
faster you'll learn.

Not being willing to jump in over your head is the single biggest emotional
barrier to rapid skill acquisition. Feeling stupid isn’t fun, but reminding yourself
that you will understand with practice will help you move from confusion to
clarity as quickly as possible.

3. Identify mental models and mental hooks.

As you conduct your research, you'll naturally begin to notice patterns: ideas
and techniques that come up over and over again.

These concepts are called mental models, and they’re very important. Mental
models are the most basic unit of learning: a way of understanding and labeling
an object or relationship that exists in the world. As you collect accurate mental
models, it becomes easier to anticipate what will happen when you take a
specific action. Mental models also make it much easier to discuss your
experiences with others.

Here’s an example: [ was recently helping my father set up a website. As I
went along, I tried to explain what I was doing. At first, it was frustrating for
both of us: I kept using words like “server,” and he had absolutely no idea what I
was talking about.

Once Dad learned that a server is a special computer that delivers a web page
to people who request it, and that the server was a different computer than the
machine we were using, he found it much easier to understand what we were
doing. In this case, server is a mental model—once you’re familiar with the term,
it’s easier to understand the process of publishing a website.

You'll also notice a few things that look like something you're already familiar
with. These are mental hooks: analogies and metaphors you can use to remember
new concepts.

In the case of web servers, imagine a librarian. When you go to the library and
request a specific book, a librarian will search shelves containing hundreds or
thousands of books to find the exact book you're looking for. When the librarian
finds the book, he or she brings it back for you. If the book can’t be found, the
librarian will tell you “I can’t find the book you're looking for.”

That’s exactly how web servers work. When you request a specific web page,
the server will search for that page in memory. If it finds the page, it will deliver
it to you. If the server can’t find the web page, it will return a message: “Error
404: Page Not Found.” Thinking of the server software as a “computer librarian”
is helpful when thinking about how the system works.

The more mental models and mental hooks you can identify in your early
research, the easier it will be to use them while you're practicing.

4, Imagine the opposite of what you want.



A counterintuitive way to gain insight into a new skill is to contemplate disaster,
not perfection.

What if you did everything wrong? What if you got the worst possible
outcome?

This is a problem-solving technique called inversion, and it’s helpful in
learning the essentials of almost anything. By studying the opposite of what you
want, you can identify important elements that aren’t immediately obvious.

Take white-water kayaking. What would I need to know if I wanted to be able
to kayak in a large, fast-moving, rock-strewn river?

Here’s the inversion: What would it look like if everything went wrong?

= I'd flip upside down underwater, and not be able to get back up.

» I'd flood my kayak, causing it to sink or swamp, resulting in a total loss of the
kayak.

» I'd lose my paddle, eliminating my maneuverability.

» I’d hit my head on a rock.

» I'd eject from my kayak, get stuck in a hydraulic (a point in the river where the
river flows back on itself, creating a loop like a washing machine) and not be able
to get out.

If I managed to do all of these things at once in the middle of a raging river, I'd
probably die—the worst-case scenario.

This depressing line of thought is useful because it points to a few white-water
kayaking skills that are probably very important:

» Learning to roll the kayak right side up if it flips, without ejecting.

» Learning how to prevent swamping the kayak if ejecting is necessary.

» Learning how to avoid losing my paddle in rough water.

» Learning and using safety precautions when rafting around large rocks.

» Scouting the river before the run to avoid dangerous river features entirely.

This mental simulation also gives me a shopping list: I'd need to invest in a
flotation vest, helmet, and other safety gear.

Now, instead of (1) raft river (2) have fun (3) don’t die, I have a concrete list of
subskills to practice and actions to take to ensure I actually have fun, keep my
gear, and survive the trip.

Inversion works.

5. Talk to practitioners to set expectations.

Early learning helps you set appropriate expectations: What does reasonable
performance for a beginner actually look like?

When you jump into acquiring a new skill, it’s very common to underestimate
the complexity of the task, or the number of elements involved that are required
to perform well. If the skill involves the possibility of social prestige, the
associated mystique can also cloud early expectations.
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