


Praise for
Becoming Supergenius : Creativity and Transformation

This piece of work is as profound as it is elegant. Exploring 
what might seem like simple concepts into depths of discovery 
and understanding that should be requisite of anyone working 
in education. Many educators will go through full careers 
without considering some of these areas. With this work as a 
guide, the education landscape could be irrevocably changed for
the better.

— Lewis Ames, Director—Children of the Forest

These books immediately—no fooling around—challenge 
whether you are even learning, and then help you understand 
how to know if you are learning anything at all!

Book I: Outer Work, is a challenging book to help those who 
want to think for themselves. Book II: Inner Work, is about 
thoughts and perceptions: Are you the creator of your own 
problems? Avoid group think even when you feel compelled to 
conform. Hear your fear and deal with it!  Intuition favors the 
quiet mind. When you are unclear, you are wrong. Where did 
you lose your intuition? These are all such important parts of 
intelligence.

Here are the most useful questions you will ever ask yourself; 
crucially important for self-inquiry, self-understanding, and 
self-esteem. They will help your mind strengthen through your 
own self-work. These books provide landmarks to gain, to hold, 
and to refer to in the project of deeply understanding who you 
are. Becoming Supergenius is outstanding! This is definitely 
genius.

— Ann Hallock, MSW, LCSW, ACSW



2020 presented a pivot point in life for most of us. The 
pandemic has caused us to be incredibly introspective in our 
thinking. Enter Becoming Supergenius. It has a calming 
influence when used as a meditation and it has the ability to 
spark deep thinking.

After reading Becoming Supergenius, I think I have found my 
inner voice! It has been sleeping for a very long time. After 
reading the first few sections, I found myself popping to 
different sections as my pandemic experience brought on 
different situations and emotions in life. Other times, when I 
would start reading, I just needed more and kept reading.  

I judge a book by how it grabs me emotionally and intellectually
and, indeed, Becoming Supergenius, locked me in and opened 
my thinking. Life may never find its ‘normal’ for a very long 
time. So, hold on tight. Reach out for some sage wisdom that 
will grow your new genius from within.

— Rose. L. Colby, award winning author of Competency-
Based Education: A New Architecture for K-12 Schooling

Becoming Supergenius: Creativity and Transformation is an 
engaging and inspiring book that is composed in a way that can 
be revisited often. No story lives unless someone wants to 
listen, and Lincoln has developed great skill as a listener and 
investigator. Sapient, incisive, perceptive, and enlightened.

— Darren Saare, RSW, Leader—Community Health Services, 
Vancouver Island Health



In Becoming Supergenius: Creativity and Transformation, 
Lincoln Stoller explores the concept—and importance—of 
degrees of intelligence. Just as transcendent athletes and 
musicians can forever elevate their respective crafts, 
‘supergeniuses’ also have the potential to do the same for 
society. 

Stoller carefully lays out the modern sociocultural/sociodigital 
context for the application of creativity and intelligence. In 
doing so, he illustrates not just the ability of exceptional genius 
to affect change, but our collective dire need for them to do 
exactly that.

— Terry Heick, Founder and Director of TeachThought.com, 
author of 10 Ideas in Pursuit of a Global Curriculum

On exceptional occasions at best, a work is produced that gives 
the world a glimpse at an explanation of it all, some grand 
analysis in an otherwise incomprehensible world. Stoller has 
done just that with Becoming Supergenius: Creativity and 
Transformation. By combining the experiences and words from
thirty-five “supergeniuses” and then weaving them together in 
his own authentic classifications, he has created a 
comprehensive guide to being.

— Alexander Khost, Founder of Voice of the Children NYC, 
and Flying Squads, and organizer at Alliance for Self-Directed 
Education
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Guide To The Reader

Becoming Supergenius consists of 328 indications about learning, 

thinking, and seeing the world that are drawn from my experience, the 

wisdom of others, and the 35 interviews in my previous book, The 

Learning Project. The purpose of Becoming Supergenius is to reveal, 

condense, and clarify true thinking in an inclusive and instructive format.

It’s your genius that is at issue.

This material applies scientific thinking, the psychology of mind, and 

many people’s experience; all the ways and means of our minds: 

intellect, emotion, personality, gender, body, spirit, self-confidence, 

groupthink, power, fallacy, and prejudice. The work roughly divides into 

our relationship to the world and the world within us.

The opposite of any deep truth is another deep truth, and my object is to

present both in each case. I don’t claim to be complete, I aim to be 

comprehensive. I don’t aim for certainty, I aim for clarity, but it comes at 

a cost: you have to think about it. If you reach contrary conclusions, you 

are succeeding.

xxv



Preface to Part 1

Where We Start
We remember traumatic events, sometimes so clearly we have to forget 

them. To help in forgetting them, we mix them up. Memory is malleable 

and that’s important. We don’t remember in order to know what 

happened; we remember in order to know what to do.

I remember standing on the sidewalk, looking toward the long, low 

building that was Midland School. At the far left end was the sixth grade,

and at the far right end was the kindergarten where I was headed in my 

first year of school. I remember it as my first day but it was probably 

some other day. In any event, it’s the first day of school that I remember.

As I looked at the building, I wondered why school had to be so awful. I 

wished I could go to Summerhill, the English boarding school where kids

could do whatever they wanted. It actually would have been possible, 

but I was only five and I didn’t know. I have no idea how I knew about 

Summerhill.

That was one of my earliest memories of asking why things were how 

they were, and why they couldn’t be otherwise. The deeper question 

was how to find satisfaction. The answer I was heading toward—but 

didn’t know at the time—was that I was only satisfied by learning.

I learned stuff in the subsequent forty-five years, but I still wondered 

what to make of it. I wondered why I learned, and how I learned, and 

what fundamental thing learning was. I made learning about learning 

into a project, and, since I had met a number of people whom I really 

admired, I resolved to ask them.

1



Becoming Supergenius, Part I

That was the start of a project whose thirty-five interviews I gathered 

into a book titled The Learning Project, Rites of Passage. It was clear 

that through all my reading and experience, no one knew how learning 

was done, what it meant, or why it was important. It was clear that there 

was and should not be one answer to each of these questions. 

In The Learning Project I asked accomplished people of all ages, 

interests, and backgrounds what these questions meant to them. I 

asked not for answers but stories: how each person learned and how it’s

been important to them. Thirty-five people, ranging in age from 16 to 94,

with over 1,600 years of accumulated learning.

Learning means different things to different people, and it is not my right 

to extract just one meaning. The best answer I’ve found is that learning 

is the pursuit of the meaningful. Meaning has a different texture for 

every person. The stories told in The Learning Project are fully textured. 

The 328 points given in here are conceptual, sterilized. They are easier 

to understand but, because they are disconnected from a person’s life, 

each must be fit into your life’s story.

The Learning Project is a diamond with thirty-five facets. The question of

learning enters like a beam to be reflected into the rays of different 

people’s opinions. The image created within the space of these rays—

inside the diamond—is the hero’s journey.
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 Preface to Part 1

Where We Go
The steps in this journey are the things we learn in order to recognize 

our full potential, the means for discovering our full nature. They 

comprise things that can be put into words and practical steps that we 

can take. I suggest that many of these things we either don’t know or 

don’t know well. The path to self-discovery has been hidden from us, 

and it’s hidden for interesting reasons.

The process of learning what to do to manifest our full potential is 

related to learning how to think. It requires that we explore where our 

thinking comes from, and how much control we have over what we 

think. We find that much of our thinking and many of our conclusions are

not our own. Ways of thinking are hammered into us through repetition, 

trauma, need, denial, frustration, enticement, and reward. They are the 

cultural ideas and attitudes that hold the culture together. They don’t 

serve us individually; they serve the culture.

The universe evolves through the oscillation of action and potential. The 

increase in potential appears as structures condense and evolve. You 

take the energy of action, learn from it, arrange with it and create things 

of greater complexity. We create structures in our minds and harvest 

energy to hammer them together. Energy is released in the destruction 

of existing things, as the exploitation of resources is an action of 

disassembly. You’ve got to both assemble and disassemble, and this is 

a guide for surviving the process.

The Paths We Take
Thinking is a complicated process, more complicated than we 

understand. There is truth to every thought and some context in which 

every thought makes some sense. Every structure exists for some 
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reason, but we are nowhere near understanding the full truth of things. 

We learn by examining how things are put together.

We don’t want to examine every idea as many are not important, but we 

don’t want to only focus on the important few because we need the 

background. We want somewhat reliable directions in how to think about

things. We’re not looking to be enlightened—a concept that’s always 

beyond what we know—but a schematic for right thought and action.

This schematic breaks the learning process into the learning situations 

of our lives. There are places we learn in, people we learn from, 

situations we are subjected to, and resources we learn with. There is a 

chaos of forces and, in this forest of possibilities, there are trail markers 

and compass bearings.

There are many ways to prepare and many places at which to start. 

There is what we remember of the thoughts and feelings we started with

as children. There is where we were when we began to think for 

ourselves and the role models we had, if we were lucky enough to have 

any. And there are the obstacles we encountered and what we learned 

from them. We can be constantly beginning if we choose to. Every new 

tool deserves our greatest respect.

This book draws ideas from The Learning Project and organizes them 

into chapters. Other ideas have come to mind in the process, and still 

others came in on the wind of their own accord by reference or 

investigation.

Each idea is explored in its own right without any attempt to build it into 

a larger structure. Things are left in their generality for you to apply or 

reject. This is a toolbox, not a lesson plan; an armamentarium for all 

occasions.
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 Preface to Part 1

Becoming Supergenius has grown like a forest on fire scorched land. 

The barren land is the current state of learning, teaching, and education.

This is not a small matter; this shapes the future of our species.

I have roped off certain areas for reforestation and I’ve called them 

chapters, but there is an element of arbitrariness to the lines I’ve drawn. 

All these ideas are related, even if they seem out of place. Ideas sprout 

from other ideas and ideas far removed complete them. These ideas 

share the relationships between living things: some are mutualistic and 

strengthen each other, others are parasitic and destroy each other, and 

others are saprophytic in their being the outgrowth of failure. Think of 

learning as building an ecology. 

Each chapter is an attitude toward learning, and each learning secret is 

a world of its own. Some will nourish you, some you might find tasteless,

and still others might poison you. They are ingredients. Combine them 

into your own recipe and don’t feel obliged to use them all.

The closer you scrutinize how I’ve divided the subject into chapters, the 

more collaborations, competitions, and contradictions you’ll find. 

Because learning happens at all levels and in all directions, I try not to 

over-explain it.

Where We Arrive
You might expect all these secrets will lead to a learning paradise, but 

they don’t; the hero’s journey leads back home. We come back to where

we started. We don’t learn, protected in hallowed halls at the feet of 

masters; we learn in the real world, as it is, full of contradictions.

There are a million journeys. Some are glorious and some are terrible, 

as The Learning Project demonstrates. The object is not happiness, it’s 

more than that.
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This book does not give you the map for your journey. It only tells you 

how to rig and trim the sails, and the obligations of a sailor. No matter 

how glorious or miserable you feel about your journey, it’s your journey, 

and you were made for it.

It’s you that changes, in the end, not the landscape. You arrive back in 

the same family and culture that you left. It’s your odyssey, and you are 

changed by it, but when you change, you change others. When called to

make this journey you really have no choice. You have to go, and you 

can complete it.

The Supergenius
A supergenius is not an expert. Supergeniuses are not welcome in 

expert society. A supergenius is a loner, outsider, and disrupter, and 

such a person is rarely recognized for what they know or rewarded for 

what they do. Some supergeniuses lived to participate in the revolutions

they started, such as Confucius, Newton, and Picasso. Others did not, 

like Vincent van Gogh, Leonardo da Vinci, and Giordano Bruno. And 

there are thousands, I am sure, who will never be known at all.

That the work of most supergeniuses goes unrecognized until well after 

his or her death underlies the “100 monkey theory.” According to this 

theory, it takes one hundred of the same discovery before an idea can 

gain a footing in the collective mind. It is only then that a novel idea can 

achieve the subliminal resonance, metaphoric importance, and social 

interest that’s required to support a community of experts.

John Taylor Gatto, a supergenius in the field of education, says 

geniuses are as common as dirt. Supergeniuses appear to be less 

common because they frequently go unrecognized. Practicing the ideas 

in this book will help you become a supergenius, if that’s what you’re 
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inclined to do, but it won’t help you become famous or successful. 

Those accomplishments require a more common mentality.

The Structure of  the Books
These learning secrets are drawn from interviews I present in The 

Learning Project, Rites of Passage, as well as the others I encountered 

along the way. The task of listing all the major aspects of learning, which

seems impossible, was made possible by filtering the experiences in 

The Learning Project.

That book presented the insights of 35 people of all ages, and interests, 

coming from all social, cultural, and political perspectives. Not fully all 

but close enough. And while none of those interviewed were attempting 

to explain all their secrets, they all focused on how they learned what 

was most important. This allowed me to extract the important points, as I

understood them. This gave me an outline, which I then filled in.

This book is presented in two volumes whose content comprises a 

whole that has been split down the middle. The first volume, subtitled 

The Outer World, addresses the learning situation and the environment 

in which we find ourselves. It addresses the basic definitions of 

education, learning, teaching, as well as the structures of the institutions

that provide these. These are the practical issues. 

The titles of the chapters are: Definitions, Attitudes, Actors, Context, 

Paths, Encounters, and Behaviors. I address the attitudes people have 

about learning, the actors and agents we encounter in our attempts to 

learn, where we find these people, and how they behave. Overall, 

people don’t think much about thinking, or what makes them think and 

act the way they do.
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This division into the outer and inner worlds is not hard and fast, it’s 

rather a turning inwards. At first there is the situation in which you find 

yourself, what you perceive, and how you react. Then, there is the issue 

of how you think about what you encounter, how you react, and the 

extent to which you’re aware of yourself.

The second volume, subtitled The Inner World, leans toward the how, 

what, and why of our inner thoughts and feelings. The goal is to 

understand ourselves. The chapters in the second volume are titled: 

Thoughts, Perception Bias, Presentation Bias, Gender, Journey, 

Arriving, and Looking Ahead. The focus is reflective: thinking about 

ourselves, what we’re doing, how we’re thinking, and why. 

A few years ago I gave a public lecture titled “Learn To Think,” and 

invited sixty psychotherapy colleagues. Two people attended: a mother 

and her 13-year old son. This accurately reflected the greater self-

awareness of young people, and the lesser self-awareness of adults. 

Most adults are frightened by the chaos of deep learning. Most adults 

won’t admit they think poorly.

Learning is relevant for everyone, but it’s mostly adolescents who 

recognize that what they learn is constrained by how they think. Distilling

this material down to a single phrase yields, “Think like a child.”

“The first half of life is learning to be an adult—the second 
half is learning to be a child.”
— Pablo Picasso, artist

1. Read a book like you would do exploratory surgery.

Many people who have something valuable to say are poor at 
saying it. Don’t let the way someone puts together the ideas you
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need keep you from finding them. Follow your intuition. Scan 
pages and let words pop out at you. 

Look for what might be of use to you with some idea in your 
mind of what you’re looking for. You see much more than 
you’re aware of and you’ll find things will light up if you keep 
your mind clear of extraneous thoughts. The more clearly you 
have things in mind, the more likely these things will find you 
as you page through the book.

Writing a book is a responsibility and having a reader is a 
privilege. Don’t struggle with a book that fails to cooperate. If 
the section you’re reading is dense, frustrating, or 
unenlightening, skip it. Ask yourself how you might use the 
material. Many of the ideas you’re looking for will be your own. 
Read lightly and give yourself space to think.
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Introduction
Language emerged from emotional awareness and we use it to fight an 

uphill battle to achieve and maintain clarity. Most of what we talk about 

we refer to, point at, and hold separate from us. For this reason, when it 

comes to what we hold close, we rarely know what we’re talking about. 

Moments of clarity are an epiphany that allows us to feel a deep truth... 

but we still don’t know how to talk about it and, the more deeply we 

experience something, the harder it is to communicate. If you think 

about how well you can communicate a deep thought you’ll appreciate 

that words don’t communicate well.

There is then the question of whether we’ve been understood, and that 

is even more uncertain and unpredictable. Here, I’m writing a book, and 

I have no idea what you’re thinking. I have to make myself clear, 

consistent, and gradually include deeper and more meaningful ideas. I 

don’t have to be right, and I don’t have to make sense, but I do have to 

be transparent so that you can understand me. I will do that.

Thoughts are a like pictures, they have many perspectives, varying 

levels of detail, and rest on presumptions about what and how another 

person sees. The chapters in this book rest on definitions that clarify, 

even if they don’t fully describe the contents of the chapters.

If you get a chance, listen to the song of the hummingbird. The song of 

the ruby-throated hummingbird sounds like it’s built of words, but even if 

we knew the words, I don’t believe we could ever fathom their meaning.
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Learning
We overlook the big things—like love and humanity. Learning is such a 

thing, it has many aspects. Learning, in general, is the process through 

which we grow and change in all respects. This book is about learning 

as it affects us most deeply.

“The more we know and the more skilled we are, the more 
we can learn.”
— Nils Nilsson, PhD, computer scientist

2. If your understanding isn’t growing with your 
learning, then you’re not learning, you’re training.

Learning is about the relationships between things, not facts. If 
you’re learning new facts but they’re not creating in you a better
understanding, then either you’re simply accumulating data, or 
you’re wasting your time. Distinguish how much of each is 
happening in order to accept what’s useful and avoid what’s 
not. If it’s just data, store it in a machine; if it’s not just data, 
then reflect on the insights and opportunities it will avail.

No one knows how to teach the important things. These things 
are too deeply rooted below the level of thought and language: 
love, trust, and insight, for example. We’re supposed to learn by
instinct, in the way we learn how to walk, but when it comes to 
applying our intellect, learning is not innate and not assured.

“I learned so much about myself from being there, just from
lying in that heap of leaves…”
— Ella Gerazuk, student, from The Learning Project
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“To ask for an explanation is to explain the obscure by the 
more obscure.” 
― Maurice Merleau-Ponty, PhD, philosopher 

Motivation underlies learning, and people are motivated by comfort and 

curiosity. Comfort aims for pleasure and sedation, while curiosity aims 

for excitement and stimulation. They are not exclusive—the greatest 

rewards come when we achieve the two together—but we pursue them 

separately. These two motivations underlie most of our reasons for 

learning anything.

The poles of sedation and stimulation define our sympathetic and 

parasympathetic nervous systems. These opposing poles are, in part, 

mediated by sedating and activating hormones as well as inhibitory and 

excitatory neurotransmitters. Relaxation and stimulation form the 

foundation of our behavior. When the structure of our learning is not built

to satisfy sedation and stimulation, it works against our nature. 

Modern schooling fails in this regard. It is largely sedating and inhibitory.

It more discourages than encourages our expansion. Natural play, as 

well as the exploration of nature and other complex systems, engages 

both our attractive and defensive drives. Learning lies somewhere in the

resonance between expression and restraint. 

New thoughts form as old ones fall away. If training is holding all things 

constant and changing one aspect of behavior, then learning is letting 

many things readjust and reform into a new whole, a new 

understanding.

“The best education consists in immunizing people against 
systematic attempts at education.”
— Paul K. Feyerabend, PhD, philosopher
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Schooling
In addition to extinguishing curiosity, traditional schooling fails in five 

other measures, as well. First, its emphasis on reading, writing, and 

arithmetic is antiquated. 

Second, shoehorning everyone toward a level of minimal competence 

that suits no one reflects the 18th-century prerequisites of the early 

industrial age. These are not necessary skills for an individual or for the 

future, they reflect a level of skill that was lacking and needed in the 

past.

Third, school fails massively in fostering creative intellectual skills. This 

includes the entrepreneurial skills of money, marketing, enterprise, 

investment, information, and authority management. It also includes the 

creative skills of science and engineering. 

Even today, art class remains focused on visual effusion. Forty years 

ago, people ridiculed basket weaving classes, which were a first step in 

recognizing the art in engineering. Only recently, with the expansion of 

STEM curricula (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math), has 

education grown up to see the need for art in everything. Even now, art 

continues to exist outside of academics, as if there was no place for art 

in reading, writing, and arithmetic; as if music and math were unrelated.

“There were no sex classes. No friendship classes. No classes
on how to navigate a bureaucracy, build an organization, 
raise money, create a database, buy a house, love a child, 
spot a scam, talk someone out of suicide, or figure out what 
was important to me. Not knowing how to do these things 
is what messes people up in life, not whether they know 
algebra or can analyze literature.”
— William Upski Wimsatt, author and activist
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Fourth, school works to disintegrate the organic relationships that exist 

between individuals within families, communities, and cultures. In a 

natural environment, learning emerges from one’s role in these groups 

so that learning emerges from, and in the service of, sustainable 

relationships.

And finally, fifth, traditional schooling is oblivious to the difference 

between outward attention, in recognition of the environment, from 

inward attention, which serves the development of the self. The 

segregation of self-awareness from schooling continues the perennial 

misidentification of spirit with religion, which reflects people’s own 

misunderstanding of spirit within themselves.

The focus of traditional education has been, and largely remains, the 

creation of human-based automation: training people to do what 

machines could not do in the industrial age. These tasks are now done 

by machines, or soon will be, making these limited, basic skills 

insufficient and sometimes unnecessary.

“I am beginning to suspect all elaborate and special systems
of education. They seem to me to be built up on the 
supposition that every child is a kind of idiot who must be 
taught to think.”
— Anne Sullivan, teacher and companion of Helen Keller

3. Self-awareness lies at the root of all learning.

Self-awareness grows as your environment grows and you see 
yourself playing a larger part in it. Many things that have a 
great impact on who we are and how we operate are obscure 
and uncertain: deep emotions, early life memories, questions 
that we don’t know how to ask. Reflect on your own thinking 
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process and appreciate that how you think sets the context for 
what you see.

Self-awareness is one of the few activities that cannot be 
automated and remains outside the scope of traditional 
education. Traditional education is based on the model of an 
automated classroom. Personal development has a limited 
social aim, and teachers are trained to model their own limited 
self-awareness.

Learning is transformative when it focuses on more than acquiring 

knowledge. What you learn directs who you become, or who you feel 

you can become. Learning can be a process of bringing into existence 

something in yourself that does not yet exist. We might call this curiosity,

empowerment, inspiration, or maturity. 

There are socially acceptable ways to express enthusiasm and 

appreciation is given to those who most express what other people 

want. Your personal experience, which is unique to you, will not be as 

well appreciated. Expressing ever more personal values, which develop 

along with your self-knowledge, generates increasingly less social 

rewards. Self-learning is only rewarded as a personal passion. 

“To keep working towards that, day by day. Allow life to be 
the fabric of a giant, potential canvas: life as theater, to 
cast ourselves in new roles, to write new stories for 
ourselves.”
— Phantom Street Artist, graffiti artist, from The 
Learning Project
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Education
All schools that are designed within the context of what we now call 

schools will fail in the current global environment. It is necessary to 

distinguish this failed model, which I call school, with the model’s aim, 

which I call education. In the current environment, curiosity and 

exploration will be critical skills.

“It is a miracle that curiosity survives formal education.”
— Albert Einstein, PhD, physicist

Education describes something smaller than learning. The process of 

educating is one of providing material that is, or will be, useful for 

growth. Learning is the transformation that this material might foster. 

One might get an education in ancient Greek literature without learning 

much. In contrast, I know people who have learned much without any 

formal education.

4. There is nothing wrong with schools and they can’t 
be fixed.

There is nothing wrong with horses, and they can’t be fixed, 
either. Both current schools and horses are now obsolete as 
vehicles in the domains where they were introduced. Schools 
were designed to automate training at a time when many 
people needed to be trained. People were needed to run and 
maintain machines, and schools were designed to produce 
those people. Leaders and creative people—the few that were 
needed—were cultivated through other means.

Since its inception, modern schooling was, and still is, a feeder 
mechanism for an unbalanced and unsustainable human-
dominated ecology. These hierarchical schools only succeed in 
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the hierarchical model. Institutions outside this school model—
such as home, free, democratic schools, wilderness, apprentice, 
real-life, on-the-job, and leadership training—do not look like 
schools. While they develop skills to varying degrees, their focus
is on growth, individuality, self-sufficiency, social balance, and 
creativity.

People who create the most opportunities for themselves are forward-

thinking people. Forward thinking people recognize that the road they’re 

on may end at any moment, or that circumstances may prevent them 

from traveling further. These people are not just working to build the 

road on which they’re traveling, they’re also building vehicles to take 

them beyond the end of the road. 

Being forward-thinking is a mind-set. It’s not usually something that you 

are at one point and then retire from being. Similarly, if you want to be 

forward-thinking but you have not been, then don’t expect 

circumstances will arrange themselves to enable you to become 

forward-thinking in the future. It may seem like “the chicken and the egg”

paradox, but in this case, the egg comes first: create forward thoughts 

first, only then can you create an environment to support them.

“I’ve concluded that genius is as common as dirt. We 
suppress our genius only because we haven’t yet figured out
how to manage a population of educated men and women. 
The solution, I think, is simple and glorious. Let them 
manage themselves.”
— John Taylor Gatto, teacher

The expression, “The best time to plant a tree is twenty years ago; the 

second-best time is now,” is an expression that applies to lost 

opportunities. The forward-thinking person is not worried about the best 
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time to plant a tree because they already planted one twenty years ago. 

Now, that person is trying to figure out what new tree to plant, and 

where to plant it. The expression is really about the future, not the past. 

It is saying that you want to be taking steps now to put you where you 

want to be in twenty years. Only you can properly execute this 

responsibility.

“Eleven different schools… and there’s not one that I’ve 
enjoyed. Their memory chafes like a slipping rope against 
the flesh of childhood... Why should I continue studying to 
pass examinations to get into a life I don’t want to lead—a 
life of factories, and drawing boards, and desks? In the first
half of my sophomore year I left college to learn to fly…”
— Charles A. Lindbergh, aviator, from The Spirit of St. 
Louis  (Lindbergh, 2003)

Hierarchical systems are not cyclic, they are consumptive. They have 

consumption at their foundation. They consume basic resources and 

build towering organizations. A hierarchy is only sustainable if it’s 

periodically torn down and rebuilt anew.

Eventually, at the top where there should be growth, there is only debris.

Progress, such as it is, is based on needs the system has itself 

generated; there is no vision, and the system consumes itself. All the 

energy of the system, and all of the products of the hierarchy, have been

used up, worn out, or dissipated. The goal of our modern world 

economy is comfortable survival. The end product of the modern world 

economy is heat and garbage, much of it toxic.

Just as the modern world economy exists by exploiting the natural 

environment, modern schooling exploits humans by creating human 

machines whose purpose is limited to the work they’ve been trained to 
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do. They have no planned purpose beyond this goal. In the industrial 

model, people, as machines, are discarded, recycled, or retooled when 

obsolete. The purpose of people is a means of production.

There are sustainable alternatives. These are systems in which balance 

and continuity are higher goals than profit, such as community 

organization, network learning, and personal growth.

In community organizations, different specialists from the community 

work together to gather resources for future needs. The range of 

opportunities depends on the community’s openness to change and the 

resources available to it. Community organization involves community 

planning and moves toward that plan. Some examples of organizations 

that can be communal are the legal system, law enforcement, 

insurance, and healthcare.

Network learning grows within a bounded network of resources, 

producers, and consumers. A network becomes sustainable when it 

includes recyclers to decompose outputs and supply new resources. 

Network learning exploits collaboration but depends on opportunities 

from outside the network. In it, human resources push outward toward 

new skills, territories, and relationships. Hunters, gatherers, explorers, 

and scientists follow the network learning model.

Personal growth is, ultimately, the system to which we all subscribe. If 

personal growth is your aim, then purpose and meaning are your 

guides. Since these are not ends that one can achieve and your search 

for them is not a parasitic use of resources, the path of personal growth 

does not end and the resources available are never exhausted.

It is unclear whether a community based on personal growth can 

succeed. Most utopian organizations make personal growth a top 

priority, but none have lasted more than a few generations. Most 
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religious communities consider personal growth a top priority and have 

the most success when they leave the means and goals up to each 

individual.

5. Learn through networks.

Today’s ever more global environment is a feedback network in 
which each actor must understand both the patterns of things 
and the patterns of thoughts. It’s not enough to have skills to 
solve known problems, you now need to know how to develop 
skills for unknown problems. Network, community, or personal
learning models are more appropriate, sustainable, and 
adaptive than the existing hierarchical school models.

The school model measures success in focused areas. In a 
network model, success depends on creating a map of new 
territory through a process of flexible exploration. It’s the 
difference between having a single direction versus mastering 
the art of diffusion. It’s the difference between solving a 
problem according to a formula versus inventing a formula to 
solve a problem: winning the game versus designing the game.

“Mononucleosis was the biggest blessing, because otherwise
I was… dying in that school. Getting sick and having people
spend a little time with me, and recognize that maybe I did 
want to learn something, that I did have an inner life, 
because I certainly didn’t have one at school.”
— George Plotkin, MD, PhD, engineer, neuroscientist, 
inventor, from The Learning Project
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Transformation
This book is for readers who are learning or helping others learn: 

students, adepts, apprentices, adventurers, therapists, mentors, 

educators and—may God help them because the institutions that 

employ them won’t—teachers.

Learning is transformation, which means this book’s focus is not on how 

to gain knowledge better, it’s about how to gain better knowledge. It’s 

not the quantity of what you learn that generates a positive effect on you

and your environment, it’s the quality.

6. You can’t judge whether something is important to 
learn until after you understand it.

You can’t judge the value of what you’ve learned while you are 
undergoing change because your standards are changing. You 
can’t assess the value of what you’ve learned until its effect is 
clear. You can only assess its value once you’ve gained insight 
from it. Tests that don’t measure how your understanding has 
changed are not tests of learning.

You cannot judge what will do well for you when you are in the 
process of transformation because your ability to make 
judgments are changing too. Your view of your problem 
generally does not include its solution as finding solutions 
requires the insight you don’t have. You must develop a nose for
finding insight and the ability to discriminate between things 
you don’t yet fully understand.

You can judge what feels important or right but you’ll often have to store 

things away in order to later extract understanding from them. 

Successful transformation rests on the accumulation of resources you 

won’t yet know exactly what to do with. Nevertheless, it is essentially 
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important that you develop a skill in distinguishing what will be helpful to 

you, from what is toxic. This requires lateral thinking, which is thinking 

outside the box, and systems thinking, which is understanding what’s 

holding things up.

Most teachers who follow traditional curricula justify the material they 

teach based on things they feel you are not qualified to judge. If you 

believe this, then you can’t pass judgment on their qualifications, the 

materials, or their methods. In such a situation you can’t develop the 

skills of discernment. If you’re suspicious of the qualifications, value, or 

appropriateness of what you’re being taught, then the safest approach is

either to insist on enough information to make a judgment, or excuse 

yourself from further participation in an equivocal process.

“When he’s in town, [Colonel Lindbergh] will come to the 
service entrance and I’ll let him in, and he’ll sit there and 
look at The Spirit for 10 or 15 minutes, until it gets time to 
open, and then he’ll get up and leave. And every time he 
gets up to walk with me to the door he’ll look up at it and 
say, ‘I still can’t believe I made it.’ ”
— Clarance W. See, test pilot and aircraft mechanic, from 
The Learning Project

7. Measure how well you learn not by what you can 
remember, but by what you can imagine.

Imagination takes memory and projects it into the future. 
Memory is useful because we can imagine how to apply it to 
new situations. Raw, factual memory—to the extent that it 
exists at all—is a catalog of things that have little effect on you. 
The process of moving yourself forward, which is always 
accompanied by some change, relies on imagination.
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We often fail to distinguish the routine from the innovative. We 
fail in this when we don’t understand the problem and cannot 
judge what’s necessary to solve it. Sometimes, we think it’s just 
a question of being told the secret. Other times, we might 
recognize that the secret was unknown and someone had to 
discover it. And in yet other times, there was no secret at all 
because it was the wrong problem. These are three different 
types of obstacles that require different kinds of thinking and 
radically different kinds of learning.

Some people learn things just because they enjoy doing them 

repeatedly. I understand learning to dance is rewarding because it 

engages you with your body, or with new partners, or with partners in 

new ways. Certain skills reveal deeper puzzles and greater rewards 

through repetition. Such are the skills of throwing clay or working with 

wood because these materials have detailed and subtle properties. 

Practice results in improvement only when done with that aim. What an 

outsider sees as repetition is not repetitive to the adept, for whom new 

insights are unfolding.

My college physics teacher was fascinated by a famous calculation 

whose steps he would write it down in full, repeatedly, like a scribe 

recopying the same text. The calculation was Richard Feynman’s 

second order, quantum field theoretic calculation of the gyromagnetic 

moment of the electron, and it is a calculation that stood for many years 

as the most accurate prediction of any quantity ever measured. The 

calculation requires twenty pages of algebra and days to condense the 

details to a single number. 

My teacher memorized the calculation to the point that he could 

reproduce it in its totality in a couple of hours. He taught me how to do 

this calculation, and it took me months to fully understand what each 

term in these formulas represented and to understand the whole formula
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as a physical process. I was stunned when, in my application to a 

particular graduate school, a professor at that school—his name was 

Max Dresden—refused to believe I could have reproduced the 

calculation. It was just a long series of steps and, to this day, I cannot 

fathom what was so unbelievable about my having repeated it.

I have always wondered why my teacher repeated this calculation over 

and over, repeating it almost like a psalm. Unlike a musical 

performance, a mathematical expression cannot be performed with ever

greater subtlety, grace, and nuance. I was never sure what he gained 

from this practice. The best I can surmise is that, like an endlessly 

spinning Sufi dancer, this brought him a kind of mental transcendence.

“You see, you’re asking me how I go about things. I go 
about things in a way that has nothing to do with what 
universities teach. It’s very different from what universities 
tell you to do, what teachers tell you to do. You make it up 
as you go along, and God knows how it comes out; you 
don’t know... Play around. You play around.”
— Jerome Lettvin, MD, PhD, psychiatrist, engineer, and 
neuroscientist, from The Learning Project

Development
Our emerging understanding of human behavior and development—

codified in the early 20th-century following William James, Freud, and 

others—occurred after public schooling was conceived in Prussia in the 

18th and 19th centuries and then instituted in the West. Our 

understanding of human development is still evolving and is only 

vaguely appreciated. It has given rise to the holistic models of learning 

developed by the educators Ferrer, Steiner, Montessori; schools named 
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Summerhill, Sudbury, and 8-Shields; and outdoor, leadership, and other 

humanistic programs. 

Modern education recovers old understandings and attempts to inject it 

into our dislocated, modern culture. The effect of these models on 

mainstream education has yet to be felt. It still feels like real cultural 

change must wait for future generations.

“Rather than improve ‘school,’ maybe we should think of 
what students need to know to grow healthy communities, 
and work backwards from there. To do that, we have to be 
willing to leave ‘school,’ as we know it, behind.”
— Terry Heick, Founder & Director of TeachThought,  
(Heick, 2020)

The secrets of learning have little to do with schooling, except with 

regard to making the best of limited resources. Deep learning is self-

motivated. Any other form of learning is conditioning at best or 

damaging at worst.

This book digests my experiences and those I’ve learned from, to 

consider a balance between stimulation and reward, competence in 

modern skills, creativity, integrated relationships, and the development 

of the self. 

Schooling has played an insignificant role for me, though this is partly a 

preference of style. I prefer to make my own mistakes in order to gain a 

deeper understanding, rather than gain through the filtered experience 

of others for a more superficial understanding.

It’s about developing a subtle perception of what’s good for you for your 

whole life. To accomplish this, you’ll need to discriminate between 

positively and negatively directed resources: those designed to benefit 
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you are gifts; those designed to exploit you are land mines. You’ll also 

need to develop an appreciation of yourself and the scope of your life.

8. The only learning you need is that which changes 
your life.

Only the things that will change your life, or the lives of others, 
are worth taking up space in your mind or imprinting on your 
character. Things that change your life make you feel different. 
If you don’t feel different as the result of learning something, 
then it probably wasn’t worth the effort. 

Change is adaptation and evolution. The skills needed are both 
the mechanism to manage change and the foresight to choose 
the right path. This kind of learning happens at several levels. A
component of skill exists in your perception, discernment, 
balance, and dexterity. In addition, there is a skill at 
communication, presentation, or engagement. Finally, there 
should be an element of uncertainty, unfamiliarity, or unlimited
possibility. To put it another way, change results from the 
combination of ability and intent. Either can be lacking, but 
both can be learned.

Change is a moving target you want to follow. When the target stops 

moving, the system settles to a consuming hierarchy. That is, at that 

point you stop striving and settle into a mode of consuming or 

assimilating. Your role changes from being the captain of your ship to a 

crew on someone else’s. Your rewards then change from being personal

and transformative, to being monetary, material, and hedonic. 

When change ceases and the situation becomes static, the path of 

learning changes too. In many cases, this was the goal: to gain comfort, 

security, and stability and to ensure against future risk and change. This 

plateau could be a secure post in an organization, a retirement and 
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pension, or a comfortable routine. Learning is seriously curtailed once 

these plateaus are reached, as is tolerance for change. 

Many people who plateau find themselves reconsidering the value of 

what they’ve achieved. They have navigated a maze and now they have

reached the end. If the steps have been conscious and careful and 

you’re not satisfied with what you’ve achieved, then you might retrace 

your steps and even carry your gains in another direction. But if your 

investment has been an exclusive commitment that has narrowed your 

community and identity, then there will be little opportunity to retrace 

your steps, redefine yourself, and create a different outcome.

The lure in finishing one’s study, accepting a profession, and retiring is 

that you’ll have greater freedom later. This is true to a limited degree, if 

it’s true at all. Once you’ve reached a point of planned obsolescence 

there may only be limited opportunities, resources, and companions 

available to you; not to mention the continuing responsibilities you may 

have collected along the way, such as protecting your family, health, and

assets.

“You have to figure it out for yourself. A lot of unhappiness 
comes from people using someone else’s ladder. You need to 
design your own ladder and climb that one. Otherwise you 
get to the top of someone else’s mountain and you don’t 
really want to be there.”
— Esther Dyson, journalist and entrepreneur, from The 
Learning Project

Equally important is not to expect that ladders of opportunity will always 

be available to you. Depending on your resources and circumstances, 

there will come a point where new opportunities are no longer available. 
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At that point, the opportunities you have are only those that you’ve built 

for yourself.

“What you’re supposed to do is work hard at what you don’t
really like very much, and then later you get time to play. I 
never lived my life that way, and I could never imagine 
doing it. Let me do what I enjoy. Let me do what makes 
sense for me. Let me do what I feel fulfilled in. That’s 
always been the way I’ve been.”
— Michelle Murrain, PhD, neuroscientist, consultant, 
writer, activist, from The Learning Project
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