
Lifelong  learning
When people ask me what business I'm in,

I often say, "I'm in the learning business." It
sounds intriguing, and it is certainly true.
But, truth be told, we are all in the learning
business.

Why? 
Because as humans, we are learning

machines. We are most alive and function-
ing closest to our potential when we are
learning, adapting, adjusting, and finding
new ways, approaches and techniques to
improve our lives (or the lives of others) in
some way.

I believe in the above statements. They
are as true as any other statement I could
write here. But rather than talking about
the philosophy of humankind, let me get
much more pragmatic.

Change  and  Learning  

Change is all around us. Some say the
rate of change is increasing, but whether
that is true or not, this is definitely a fact in
our business lives. Products change, cus-
tomers change, process and policies change.
We are put on a new team, we are entering
new markets, and we have set new goals. In
all parts of our daily professional lives
change surrounds us.

In order for us to cope with that change,
we need to be willing and able to change.
And learning is a key component in devel-
oping that ability.

So when I talk about continuous learning

or life long learning, I'm not suggesting
everyone needs to take a course at their
local college, or go back to school for a new
degree. Continuous learning is an attitude
and a set of behaviors that allow us to suc-
ceed in our ever-changing environment,
and is the best lever we have to turn who we
are today into who we want to be tomorrow.
Change requires learning and conversely,
there is no learning without change.

So if life long learning doesn't necessari-
ly mean the "professional college student"
and doesn't require us to be the person who
was always asking questions in every class
we ever attended, what are the behaviors
that make up a true continuous or life long
learner? 

I'm  glad  you  asked.  

The Behaviors 
There are some common threads among

those who actively are learning and grow-
ing as professionals (and humans). Life-
long, continuous learners:

Have a beginner's mindset. If you
approach anything with the mindset of an
expert, you will learn nothing. With the
expert's mind, you are looking for confirma-
tion and validation of what you already
know. A beginner on the other hand, looks
constantly for one new tidbit, one or more
ways to expand on their current expertise.
In other words, expert or not, they don't
think that way, because they know that only
with a open, beginners mind, can they bene-

fit from the learning opportunity.
Make connections. Peter Drucker, the

famous and influential management
thinker wrote, "To make knowledge produc-
tive we will have to learn to see both forest
and tree. We will have to learn to connect."
Continuous learners do that. They continue
to think about what they have learned in
one part of their life and how it relates to
and connects with challenges, problems,
opportunities and situations that occur in
other parts of their life.

Are flexible and adaptable. Learning
requires change, so continuous learners
realize that they must be willing to adapt
and change if they want to grow.

Are always learning something.
Continuous learners learn new things "just
because." They've always wanted to play
guitar, so they take lessons. They want to
ride a unicycle, so they try it. They learn
how to quilt. They learn a new language.
These people don't invest the time
required just so they can play "Love Me
Tender" or say "good morning" in
Chinese. They also do it because they real-
ize that our brains are like muscles. The
more we exercise them the stronger they
will be.

Are continuously curious. One of the
most powerful learning questions we use
is "Why?" Why is the question of the curi-
ous. Continuous learners remain curious
about people, places, important and mun-
dane things as well. By cultivating their
curiosity they are adding to their knowl-
edge and perspective, while exercising
an important part of our learning brain
at the same time.

Learn in multiple ways. In school we
learned in a relatively limited number of
ways, which unfortunately leaves some
people with a limited view of learning.
Continuous learns know that they can
learn by reading, by listening, by trying,
through others, with a mentor, etc. (etc.!) 

Teach others. Something magical hap-
pens when you teach someone something
- you suddenly understand it better your-
self. Continuous learners teach others
not just to help the other person (or to
show them how much they know) but
because they know it helps them deepen
their mastery of their own learning.
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All in the learning business

In particular, spend some time brain-
storming the most difficult questions that
people might ask, and preparing and
rehearsing good answers to them.

8. Practice Clear Delivery
How you say something is almost as

important as what you say. If you mumble
or use "umm" or "ah" between every second
word, confidence in what you are saying
plummets. Whenever you are speaking
with people, make a point to practice these
key oration skills:

Speak in a strong voice. (Don't confuse
strong with loud!)

Use pauses strategically to emphasize a
point or slow yourself down

Vary your tone and pay attention to how
your message will be perceived given the
intonation you use

Use eye contact appropriately
Pay attention to your grammar
Use the level of formality that is appro-

priate to the situation.
9. Summarize and Stop
Wrap up your response with a quick sum-

mary statement. After that, resist adding
more information. There may well be
silence after your summary. Don't make the
common mistake of filling the silence with
more information! This is the time when

other people are adsorbing the information
you have given. If you persist with more
information, you may end up causing con-
fusion and undoing the great work you've
already done in delivering your response.

Use words to indicate you are summariz-
ing (i.e. "in conclusion," "finally") or briefly
restate the question and your answer. So -
what did I do to analyze customer impacts?
I reviewed the Dallas case files in detail,
and prepared a "What if" analysis for our
own situation."

Key points:
No one enjoys being putting on the spot

or answering questions that you aren't fully
expecting. The uncertainty can be stress-
ful. That stress doesn't need to be unman-
ageable and you can think on your feet if
you remember the strategies we just dis-
cussed. Essentially, thinking on your feet
means staying in control of the situation.
Ask questions, buy time for yourself, and
remember to stick to one point and make
that one point count. When you are able to
zoom in on the key areas of concern, you'll
answer like an expert and you impress your
audience, and yourself, with your confi-
dence and poise.
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Staying cool and
confident ...


