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OPENING COMMENTS... 

Learning to behave differently is difficult. Especially when you are trying to become more 
effective, or more satisfied with what you do at work or at home. These places constitute your 
real world — high-stakes arenas in which, research shows, it is very risky to try changing the 
way you have always been. 

In part, this difficulty arises because each of us holds, deep inside ourselves, countless sets 
of ground rules for the behavior we use in our daily lives. Whether we are at work, home, or 
play, each of the things we do every day is held in our memories as a pre-programmed skill-set. 
Putting on our shoes, using a knife and fork, saying good-bye or closing a sale; each of these 
various small-scale actions is in reality a preprogrammed behavioral routine, something akin to 
a deeply encoded message that we learned at our mother’s knee. The experts call these 
routines TOTES, and while the name is not so important, what these experts are trying to say 
about learning is. 

For our purposes, four points about TOTES are worth making since they show you what 
you must do to learn truly and effectively: 

1. TOTES are tightly woven sets of images, feelings, and neural signal patterns which you, 
through your brain, have wired together into minutely structured skill-sets. You can imagine 
them like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. You hold these TOTES in your memory and nervous system. All the patterns, all the little 
routine ways of doing things built up across the years of your past lives, are stored inside you. 
Your brain and body hold millions of these skill-sets. 

3. Your TOTES are tied — through what the experts call “synesthesia patterns” — to the 
incoming signals your brain receives from the outside world. You see a certain hand movement; 

 



 

 

 

instantaneously and automatically, your brain fires off a set of neural signals that ends with your 
arm raising itself in a welcoming handshake. You smell the warm puffiness of baking bread; 
without any conscious awareness, your brain activates a set of neural signals that ends with 
your smiling while, at the same time, asking for a butter knife. 

4. These TOTES serve as maps, as you dance your way quickly through your days. 
Outside event + inside signals + TOTES = skilled behavior. This is the simple equation experts 
mean when they speak of TOTES and synesthesia patterns. 

The significance of these insights for your learning efforts lies in the fact that, once you 
recognize that your behavior is pie-coded and that it is held inside your memory in very small 
packages just waiting to be activated by the right incoming sensory date signals, you are in a 
prime position to learn quickly and effectively. Simply knowing that TOTES are micro-dot maps 
which you, through your nervous system, use to react to incoming stimuli sets you up to try the 
four steps that comprise the heart of real learning. 

= First... you must find the TOTES that form the skill-set controlling the behavior you want 
to change. 

= Second... you must re-write the programming that encodes these TOTES. 

= Third... you must re-wire your incoming data channels so that any incoming signals 
trigger the new TOTES you want activated. 

= Fourth... you must practice, practice, practice, until your new behavior is as much a habit 

as your old routines were. 

The basic point is unmistakable. If the behavioral routines stored inside your brain in the 
form of small maps are pre-wired to respond to incoming sensory data signals, then, for you to 
change your real-world behavior, you must change your neural maps. In this context, learning 
becomes identical to the task facing computer chip makers; to change a computers 
performance, they must re-etch the faces of the tiny chips that run their machines. You, when 
learning, must re-program the miniscule synesthesia maps that control your nervous system. 
Both are jobs of truly minute proportions. 

MICRO-DOT ENTRY ROUTINES 

Here are four ways of re-etching your internal TOTES: 

1. New Language Routines: 

Your task here is to create explicit sentences which you can build, through practice, into 
pre-programmed language routines for these situations where you are trying to behave better. 
For example, instead of the old “Hi, my name’s Sam” routine that you have been using your 
whole life, you could say, “Hello there, my name is Sam. Tell me yours again, so that I am sure 
to remember it.” This new set of words will set you up to remember all the information you would 
usually miss when introducing yourself to someone new. 

Talking of any kind is a habit pattern. What you say may sound and feel spontaneous to 
you, but the truth is that the words you are using you have used over and over and over again 
Everything you say, no matter how fresh it sounds to you, actually is part of deeply held habit 
patterns Like the tip of an iceberg, your words, and the sentences they form, are connected to 
the more deeply held neural patterns that make up your skill-sets. The words you use in most 



 

 

 

settings are but slight variations on pre-structured language routines. Listen to yourself carefully, 
or to a close friend, and you will see that this is true. We talk in scripts. For your nervous 
system, this is the easiest and most effective way to get through the day. Consequently, the first 
rule of learning is this: If you want to begin changing your behavior, first change what you are 
saying. In those situations where you want to be different, say something new. 

2. New Recognition Codes: 

Experts believe that each of us, as adults, already has stored in our memory banks all the 
behavioral skills we need to be effective in any situation our lives might bring us. You, for 
instance, already know how to do everything you would want to learn about selling. Or ice 
skating, sky diving, or rock climbing. The problem is that the various neural maps you have for 
these “big’ activities are not grouped together, nor sequenced properly, and are not setup in 
such a way as to form skill-sets that are activated when you begin trying to do any one of these 
new activities. You possess all the neural set-ups you need, but they are not This is a 
“disconnect” problem. Your internal neural maps are not set up to respond appropriately. This is 
because most of your internal maps had their beginnings when you were a baby. Since then, 
you have simply built on these early patterns. Thus, in many — if not most — of the situations 
you face as an adult, especially the new learning situations, your neural patterns are too 
infantile (especially in their feeling components) to help you learn how to be effective with other 
adults in new situations. You sense an incoming stimulus and, because you are pre-wired, you 
fire off your old ‘baby” patterns. This is what sets up the need for new learning. 

The trick thus becomes one of disconnecting and re-wiring the codes you use to activate 
your responses. The key is sensitizing yourself to those incoming signals that tell you a certain 
situation is happening, one where you want to use new skills. Once you have actively re-wired 
your recognition codes, you consciously can will new behaviors for yourself. The big trick is 
“teaching” yourself to recognize, in minute, micro-second time frames, when to try behaving in 
your desired new way. 

3. New Behavioral Routines: 

This is the same trick as the one described in (1) above. Only here, instead of consciously 
inserting new language routines, the idea is to think up and consciously insert new behavioral 
routines. Ones that seem as if they will lead you in the direction of mastering the new skill you 
are trying to learn. A couple of tricks will make this approach work. 

First, wrap your new behavioral routine in as small a package as you can imagine. For 
instance, if you are trying to become adept at telling jokes, start by trying to laugh a lot. Or, if 
you are trying to teach yourself to be a better friend, start by placing your hand on your best 
buddy’s shoulder as you are saying goodbye. If you are trying to learn how to delegate to your 
subordinates, start by simply showing them various pieces of work that you are doing. The idea 
is for you first to break the new activity you want to master down into micro-dot-level behaviors, 
then to begin practicing each of these small behaviors in isolation. Only when you are 
comfortable with several of the small pieces should you try mastering the entire activity. This is 
the way, as a baby, you learned to walk. Or talk. 

The second trick that will help you to master your new skill-set is inserting pauses, time 
outs, or intentional stops, in the existing behavioral routines that you are trying to change. This 
is called a “disruption intervention,” and is aimed at giving you the time and space to begin 
calmly practicing new behaviors. 



 

 

 

Here’s how to do it. First, think about how you presently are doing whatever it is you are 
trying to get better at. Once you figure out how you are doing your old routine (be it typing, 
selling, or delegating), identify specific places in this old routine where you can simply stop. If 
you have a normal way of selling your product, continue using this routine, but find a place or 
two inside it where you can just stop for a few seconds longer than you would ordinarily. In the 
space you have created, all you have to do is breathe calmly and look at the person with whom 
you are working. If you do only this, it is certain that the pattern you are in will begin changing. 

4. Pattern Repression: 

This is the tough one. However, it is also one of the more effective ways of initiating 
changed behavior. Especially if you have a strong will and can discipline yourself to stop doing 
the things you have always done. 

Several years ago, neurologists discovered that human beings naturally tie the data signals 
coming at them from the real world together with specific internal feeling states. Much in the way 
a rabbit runs for his hole whenever he sees a pattern looking like a hawk, human beings 
respond to various situations with specific feeling patterns. For example, were a man walking a 
vacant street late at night to see a gang of toughs approaching him, he would automatically feel 
his own pre-wired response pattern — something the experts call a “fight or flight” pattern — 
and he would react involuntarily. He might see danger, feel fear, and turn and run. Or he might 
see competition, feel anger, and fight. Whatever program the situation activates, for him, he is 
sure to react to this situation in a patterned way. 

Neurologists call these pre-programmed see-feel patterns ‘synesthesia states.” With these 
fancy words, they are trying to communicate their discovery that each of your body’s sensory 
channels — eyes, ears and skin — is connected to learned feeling states. This research 
suggests that you have learned, over the years, specific, pre-programmed see-feel patterns, 
hear-feel programs and touch-feel states. Inside of you, each of your senses is pre-wired to a 
pattern of feelings that, in turn, triggers a pre-programmed pattern of action. Your reaction flow 
is instantaneous and unconscious. 

Our point, in this context, is this: For most of us, almost all new learning situations 
automatically bring us incoming data that are unusual. Something you are not accustomed to 
seeing or hearing from the outside world. This is natural and obvious. Given this, what is useful 
about the synesthesia pattern idea is that it tells you that — in almost every learning situation 
you could be in — the new data coming at you are going to evoke, automatically, feeling 
patterns of fear, shame or anger. These see/hear-feeling states, for most of us, are natural 
partners to the new situations that accompany every learning opportunity They are our 
prehistoric legacies. Knowing this, you can anticipate that, when you are trying to learn 
something new, your pre-wired patterns are going to be triggered. This, then, allows you to 
anticipate these “bad” feelings, so that you can allow yourself to recognize them consciously. At 
the same time, you can try disconnecting yourself from the automatic “flight-or-fight” behavior 
they excite. 

IN SUM... 

There are dozens and dozens of other interesting ways to help yourself begin to learn. But, 
in light of the old adage, “Give a person a fish and she will have one good meal, show a person 
how to fish and she will eat forever,” perhaps the best way of concluding this short essay is by 
going back to where we began. 



 

 

 

We all store in our memories complex behavioral routines, which, throughout our lives, we 
have found to be the most effective ways of dealing with the various situations in which we have 
found ourselves. These routines are stored in our memories, encoded in such a way that, when 
the appropriate external data comes in through our senses, these routines are activated and we 
do what we have pre-programmed ourselves to do. To change any of these pre-encoded 
patterns, the best thing to do is to figure out when, where, or how you want to behave differently 
and then insert the tiniest of changes. Don’t do anything big, at first. Just insert something very 
small, yet very new, into your old ways of doing. This seed, planted in just the right spot and 
watered and fertilized with regularity, will grow to truly surprising and perhaps inspiring 
dimensions. 

 

 

 


