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OPENING COMMENTS... 

In a thousand different ways, each of us, every day, is surrounded by learning 
opportunities. It is as if we were living in a rainstorm of opportunities. For example, each time we 
sit in front of our computers, we have the opportunity to learn how to use them more creatively. 
Or, each time we prepare a meal, we have the opportunity to learn how to cook healthier or 
tastier dishes. Each time we chat with a friend, we have the opportunity to learn how to enjoy his 
friendship a little more, or to give him more support arid deeper understanding. Every moment, 
no matter where we are or what we are doing, provides an opportunity for us to learn. 
 

None of us takes advantage of all these opportunities. I don’t. Neither do you. Every 
second of our lives we could begin learning how to do better whatever we presently are doing. 
But the fact is we rarely take advantage of these opportunities. To do so would be impossible. 
Consequently, we all let slip by most of the learning opportunities with which we are presented. 
 

There is nothing “wrong” with this, nothing “bad” about it. You and I are neither stupid nor 
negligent in doing this. Missing learning opportunities is both normal and necessary. I mention 
our embarrassment of riches, not to chide you for losing learning opportunities, but for three 
other important reasons. First, I want to emphasize that learning opportunities are everywhere; 
like the water in which fish swim, we are surrounded with learning moments. They simply are 
inescapable. Second, I’m drawing your attention these riches so that I can point out the basic 
reasons — some good and some not so good — which prompt us to ignore more of our learning  
opportunities. More about this in a moment. Most important, I am drawing your attention to 
these facts because I want, in this short essay, to talk a bit about one special way in which each 
of us avoids learning — Exit Routines. 
 

Before I explore Exit Routines, let me identify three of the more acceptable reasons each of 
us avoids learning: 
 

 
1. “GOOD ENOUGH” 

 
  
  

 
The basic reason that we ignore most of our learning opportunities is that, most of the time, 

we know what to do. We are effective in most of the situations we face. Each of us, in our kit 
bag, has standard behavioral routines (i.e., repetitive, well-rehearsed ways of acting and 
reacting), which we have developed through our years; these are quite effective in getting us all 
we want. Almost all of our interactions turn out “okay” when we use these routines. They make 



 

 

 

us skilled enough to weave our way through our everyday worlds in an acceptable fashion. We, 
as the psychologists say, have “good enough” routines. 
 

 
2. “STYLISTIC COMPETENCIES” 

 
  
  

 
Another basic reason that we ignore most of our learning opportunities is that most of us 

are not very good at learning. When we were young, no one taught us how to learn. No one 
showed us the additional skills and talents that we would need to pick up in order to become 
good learners. Mom and Dad didn’t, because they — while we were in our first, second or third 
grade classes — thought that our teachers were doing it. Our teachers didn’t do it because they 
thought that anything outside of reading, writing, and arithmetic was off-limits to them. And our 
Boy or Girl Scout leaders didn’t because they didn’t know how to do it. 
 

Whatever the reason, the fact is that each of us ‘taught” ourself how to learn. 
Consequently, we grew up with some serious holes in our learning styles. Typically, this means 
that, out of the four basic skills essential to completing a learning process and effectively 
changing our own behavior, we each have only two or three. We taught ourselves to learn by 
doing what we liked doing; consequently we have gaps in our learning routines. Psychologists 
call these holes “stylistic incompetencies.” Simply put, this phrase suggests that you know how 
to perform the pieces of the learning process you liked to do when you were a kid, but you don’t 
know how to do the parts you didn’t like. Generally, this means that your self-directed learning 
efforts are, and at the moment, too laborious or too time-consuming and ineffective for you to 
turn to them very often. 
 

 
2. “RISKY SITUATIONS” 

 
  
  

 
Most of our more important learning efforts necessarily take place in front of friends, family 

or colleagues. Our wife, daughter, co-worker or boss, these are the people with whom we are 
most closely tied; these are the ones about whom we care the most. Consequently, it matters 
whether or not we are seen by them as competent. Here, with our bosses or our colleagues, is 
where we want to be graceful, elegant and able. When we aren’t — when we think, feel and act 
ineffectively — it matters a lot to us because failures here damage our self-image. Any hint of 
professional incompetence or social miscue with these people is embarrassing or worse. These 
stakes make the effort of learning something new quite “risky”; we risk the possibility of being 
terribly embarrassed, or the possibility of losing credibility or status. Consequently, when faced 
with the need and opportunity of learning something new in front of these people, most of us are 
cautious. Typically, we say, “Hey, it’s not worth it” and continue doing what we have been doing. 
The potential failure is not worth the uncertain gain. 
 

These, then, are the everyday, normal reasons why most of us bypass all the varied 
learning opportunities coming our way. We are “doing okay” or we’re “just too busy” to try 
learning when, for us, our old way of doing something doesn’t quite work. Most important, it is 
too risky to try new stuff, either at work or at home. Neither our boss nor our wife would 
understand our strange new behavior, and neither would tolerate anything too out of the 
ordinary. Good reasons, these, for not turning every moment into a new learning adventure. 
 

EXIT ROUTINES... 

However, there are certain circumstances which force us to take the risk. Especially these 
days at work, where, more and more often, we are placed in the position of having to try to learn 



 

 

 

something new. At work, the pace of change is increasingly brutal. With this increase in tempo 
comes a higher level of expectation, one that pushes us toward learning. At these times, and in 
these places, each of us is faced with a few situations where we either want to learn, or where, 
for our own survival, we feel that we have to learn new ways of behaving. In these situations, it 
is important that we do not bypass the learning opportunities coming our way. It is essential for 
us to be aware of when, where and how we collude with ourselves to avoid our own learning 
opportunities. 
 

Exit routines, in this context, are important to know about. This is because they, unlike the 
other avoidance mechanisms discussed above, are the largely unconscious things we do to 
escape our own learning process. They are the various tricks we use to fool ourselves out of 
pursuing learning. 
 

The Basics: 

To understand what exit routines are, you first have to understand two essential points 
about self-directed learning. The first is that all learning, in reality, is re-learning. No person, 
especially no adult person, is a blank slate. None of us — not you, not me — comes fresh to the 
learning of anything. Because we are adults, we have pre-programmed structures of knowledge 
encoded in our memories and our nervous systems. Consequently, anything “new” that we want 
to learn must be inserted into these pre-existing packets of knowledge. 
 

Everything that we know is encoded in our memories as tightly and complexly woven 
combinations of feelings, attitudes, and neural patternings. These complexes are our skill sets. 
One way of imagining them is this: 
 

 
 

Each of us holds inside our memories millions of complexes such as this one. Learning is 
re-sorting one or more of the minute pieces that are linked together in each of these skill-sets. 
You want to learn how to sell better, so you have to alter the images, feelings and skills that 
make up your selling package. You want to learn to SCUBA dive, so you have to alter the 
images, feelings and skills you associate with water, breathing and swimming. You want to learn 
how to communicate with a friend, so you have to alter the images, feelings and neural patterns 
you associate with Betty, Joe or Jim-Bob. 

 
The second essential thing you must know about learning, especially self-directed learning, 

is that it is a process. More specifically, it is a circular process that begins with your ongoing, 



 

 

 

everyday activities and ends with your conscious efforts at trying something new. You might 
usefully imagine that this cycle looks like this: 

 

  
 

To learn how to do something differently, you must stop doing what you have been doing long 
enough to understand what exactly it is that you have been doing. You also have to stop long 
enough to discover what it is about what you have been doing that is not working for you. To 
learn these things means that you have to reflect on what has been happening to you. You must 
look back on your own experience. After looking back, you must strip away all the unessential 
parts of what you have seen, and get down to basic structures. You need a fundamental image 
of the essence of your behavior. What, to coin a phrase, is the dance” you are dancing? Once 
you have an image that captures what you have been doing, what is not working and what your 
basic patterns are, you are in a position to try to improve your behavior. You are in a position to 
‘play’ with new approaches. At this stage, your task is three-fold: designing new behaviors, 
choosing one to try, then setting up the situation so that you may try it out. Once you have tried 
your new behavior, you are back in the ‘doing’ stage, and your process starts once again. This 
is the earning cycle, and to learn truly any new behavior you must go through it over and over 
and over again until you, once again, are satisfied with what you are doing and the results that 
you are bringing to yourself. 

The usefulness of these two basic images is this: Moving through the four-step learning 
cycle is, for all human beings, a natural thing. This, for instance, is the way all babies learn to 
eat, walk and, eventually, to talk. They, in ever so tiny steps, do something over and over and 
over again, trying to get it right. Every so often, they stop, and if you are watching them at this 
moment, you can almost see them think back on what just happened to them. They then quickly 
crawl off in some new direction. 

From this scene, we can begin to understand that when and where learning does not take 
place, it does not for two basic reasons. Either we have not entered the learning cycle — that is, 
we simply continue doing, doing, doing and never question the results we are creating — or we 
have entered the learning cycle but are exiting it before we have finished. 

It is this last choice — exiting the learning cycle before you complete it — that is the focus 
of this paper. Research has proven that people, once in their learning cycles, tend to exit them 
at predictable places and in standard ways. People don’t exit their own learning in conscious or 
voluntary ways. For the most part, they exit unconsciously, without any explicit decision-making. 
But they do quit their learning in standard ways. This is the subject to which we now can turn 
our attention. 

 



 

 

 

The Standard Exit Routines: 

 Once you have begun your own learning process, there are seven places at which you can 
quit it: (1) Just before the reviewing stage; (2) in the middle of the reviewing stage; (3) just after 
the reviewing stage is finished, but before you fully enter into the thinking phase (4) in the 
middle of the thinking phase (5) just after the thinking stage is finished, but before you fully enter 
into the experimenting phase; (6) in the middle of the experimenting phase; (7) just after the 
experimenting phase is finished, but before you fully enter into the doing phase. 

For an easy way of imagining these standard exit gates, examine the following diagram. 
The exit doors are marked on the flow chart, so that you get a crisp visual idea of where the 
exiting happens. Also, if you pause a moment longer and examine this diagram a bit more 
deeply, you most likely will intuit what the exit behaviors look and sound like at each of these 
gates: 

 

 The Post-Doing/Pre-Reviewing Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning 
processes typically are life’s speedsters. They are impatient and action-oriented. They won’t 
even go through the learning cycle once. They won’t even play a little with new behavioral 
possibilities. They most assuredly do not have the patience or the discipline to take themselves 
through the learning cycle again and again and again. They would rather hold on to their old 
way than struggle with the pain of entrenching new skills. 

 The Reviewing Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning processes are life’s 
optimists. They will look back, but always assert that “everything is fine,’ that nothing unusual or 
disconfirming has just happened to them. Always happy, they are “too busy” to stop seriously for 
a moment, either now or later, to look back on their own unhappy experiences. Even when they 
themselves know that they are uncomfortable with how they have been performing, or are 
embarrassed by other people’s reactions to their performance, they are “too busy” to stop and 
think for a moment about whether or not their own behavior is giving them the results for which 
they were hoping. Looking back on what has just happened to them, and how they feel about it, 
is a “waste of time.” Nike’s motto — Just Do It— is also theirs. 

 The Post-Reviewing/Pro-Thinking Exit: People using this gate to abdicate their learning 
processes are life’s pragmatists. They don’t like theory and they don’t like theorists. You 
typically hear them suggesting that any effort at conceptualizing a situation, or at coherently 
organizing their own thoughts on a subject, is the business of “eggheads.” If you are someone 
who uses this exit routine, you will find yourself thinking for a while about what has just 
happened to you, getting a vague sense of what it might mean to you, then giving up on these 



 

 

 

efforts, saying to yourself something like, “Ah, the hell with it, let’s get on with it.’ Or, you give up 
on your own thinking efforts by jumping past the thinking stage into the experimenting phase, 
where you quickly decide to try something new. In whichever direction you move, when you use 
this exit routine, you are refusing to spend any time identifying basic patterns in your behavior, 
the basic structure of the situations in which you find yourself ineffective, or the basic structure 
of the situations toward which your inspiration, aspiration or fear is moving you. 

The Thinking Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning processes are life’s 

perfectionists. They are willing to spend some time in the thinking phase, but most often spend it 
comparing their own behavior to whatever model this season’s expert has made popular. Their 
concern is with finding out what others say is the “right” thing to do. They are not so much 
concerned with unpacking and modeling their own behavior as they are in figuring out how to 
incorporate some culturally approved model of how to behave. These are the people who spend 
endless hours reading other peoples’ ideas on how to do something. They spend very little time 
inside their own experience, thinking through what the basic structure of their experience could 
tell them. 

The Post-Thinking/Pre-Experimenting Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning 
processes are life’s straight-arrows. They see things in clear and precise ways, and are 
reluctant to speculate, to post-up many possibilities just for the fun of it. They find this activity a 
violation of reality, and often refuse to enter into the experimenting stage because its 
playfulness “has nothing to do with my work.” People who exit at this point in the learning cycle 
can be most adamant in refusing to spend any time brainstorming new ways of behaving. Their 
attitude is “I do what I do. I’ll just have to live with it”. Playing with anything new or different is 
just inappropriate or unacceptable to them. 

The Experimenting Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning processes typically 
are life’s realists. They are quite conservative. They are willing to spend some time thinking 
about new possibilities, but, in the end, are uncomfortable with the idea of creating lots and lots 
of different new ways of being themselves. Behavioral experiments make them nervous 
because, deep down, they can only conceive of one way of doing something. As they exit this 
phase of their learning process, you often hear these people saying, “This is pie in the sky; it 
won’t work!” Or, “If I do this, the world will fall down.” Or, “I can’t possibly try that, my boss would 
never allow me to do it.” 

The Post-Experimenting/Pre-Doing Exit: People using this gate to quit their learning 
processes are life’s adults. They will reflect. They will think. They even will “brainstorm” new 
ways of doing things. Depending on their learning style, they can be quite good at one or more 
of these phases. What they can’t do is play. It is beyond them to experiment with their own lives, 
to dance creatively on the landscape of their own jobs or marriages. Playing is just what is 
required in moving from experimenting to doing; an imaginative tap dance with small bits of new 
behavior purposefully inserted into the ongoing stream of everyday life. But this is precisely 
what people who exit here find most difficult; they prefer, in the end, to go back to their ordinary 
ways of doing things. 

The Punch Line… 

You, of course, know that simply reading through this article once, even two or three times, 
will not make you a good learner. It takes much more than this to become really proficient at 
learning. But it is helpful: Becoming aware that true learning requires altering your behavior, that 
this only takes place when you go through a series of sequential steps, and that, along the way, 
it is quite likely that you will find reasons to quit your learning, is a start. Learning new behaviors 



 

 

 

is tough, particularly in the real world of work, where the stakes are high, and there are a 
thousand reasons for you to exit your own processes. 

Each individual’s learning process is natural to that person. Learning is natural. It is almost 
instinctive for each of us to go through this cycle, once we have started it. We are like a train on 
a track with a full head of steam; the tendency for each of us to keep right on moving is strong. 
We come to a full stop only when we have reached our destination. Our learning processes are 
like this, if only we let ourselves complete the process. If we do so, and gain some familiarity 
with this process, it is even fun. 

But, in today’s world, most of us stop our internal learning processes before they have a 
chance to get rolling. Or we exit them before we complete our learning cycle. In the paragraphs 
above, we have tried to highlight both the places and the ways in which you, while you are 
learning, may prematurely exit. It does not take much — when you begin looking at yourself — 
to see when, where, and how you typically short-circuit your learning. If you begin by looking at 
how you exit, you will find that you quickly can gain some real control over when, where and 
how you do learn. You also can become a real master at the art of self-directed learning. And 
this, I think, in the months and years ahead, will fast become one of the two or three most 
essential work skills there is. 

  



 

 

 

APPENDIX 1 

 

QUESTIONS 

WHICH PINPOINT THE EXIT ROUTINES IN 

YOUR EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING PROCESS 

 

 Going from Doing to Reviewing: 

 
1. What is your typical response to the images, thoughts and feelings that you have 

while you are doing something important? 

2. Is it a pleasant and useful experience for you to remember what has just happened 
to you? 

 

 Going from Reviewing to Thinking: 

 
1. Is it easy for you to make connections between the experiences and events in your 

past with what is happening to you in the present? 

2. What do you do when you try making these connections? 

 

 Going from Thinking to Experimenting: 

 
1. Is it easy for you to imagine several different ways of doing something new for 

yourself? 

2. What, when you imagine doing something new in an important context, are your 
usual reactions? 

 

 Going from Experimenting to Doing: 

 
1. When you intend to engage in some new piece of behavior, what are your typical 

reactions? 

2. What are your feelings when trying to do something new? 


