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Master student
qualities

This book is about
something that cannot be
taught. It's about becoming
a master student.

astery means attaining a level of skill that goes
beyond technique. For a master, work is effortless;
struggle evaporates. The master carpenter is so fa-
miliar with her tools that they are part of her. To a master chef,
utensils are old friends. Because these masters don’t have to
think about the details of the process, they bring more of them-
selves to their work.
Mastery can lead to flashy results: an incredible painting, for
example, or a gem of a short story. In basketball, mastery might
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result in an unbelievable shot at the buzzer. For a musician, it
might be the performance of a lifetime, the moment when every-
thing comes together. You could describe the experience as “flow”
or being “in the zone.”

Often, the result of mastery is a sense of profound satisfaction,
well-being, and timelessness. Distractions fade. Time stops. Work
becomes play. After hours of patient practice, after setting clear
goals and getting precise feedback, the master has learned to be
fully in control.

At the same time, he lets go of control. Results happen without
effort, struggle, or worry. Work seems self-propelled. The master
is in control by being out of control. He lets go and allows the cre-
ative process to take over. That’s why after a spectacular perfor-
mance by an athlete or performer, observers often say, “He played
full out—and made it look like he wasn’t even trying.”

Likewise, the master student is one who makes learning look
easy. She works hard without seeming to make any effort. She’s
relaxed and alert, disciplined and spontaneous, focused and
fun-loving.

You might say that those statements don’t make sense. Actu-
ally, mastery does not make sense. It cannot be captured with
words. It defies analysis. Mastery cannot be taught. It can only be
learned and experienced.

By design, you are a learning machine. As an infant, you
learned to walk. As a toddler, you learned to talk. By the time you
reached age 5, you'd mastered many skills needed to thrive in the
world. And you learned all these things without formal instruction,
without lectures, without books, without conscious effort, and
without fear.

Shortly after we start school, however, something happens to
us. Somehow we start forgetting about the master student inside
us. Even under the best teachers, we experience the discomfort
that sometimes accompanies learning. We start avoiding situ-
ations that might lead to embarrassment. We turn away from
experiences that could lead to mistakes. We accumulate a grow-
ing list of ideas to defend, a catalog of familiar experiences that
discourages us from learning anything new. Slowly, we restrict our
possibilities and potentials.

However, the story doesn’t end there. You can open a new
chapter in your life, starting today. You can rediscover the natural
learner within you. Each chapter of this book is about a step you
can take on this path.

Master students share certain qualities. These are attitudes
and core values. Though they imply various strategies for learning,
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they ultimately go beyond what you do. Master student qualities
are ways of being exceptional.

Following is a list of master student qualities. Remember that
the list is not complete. It merely points in a direction.

As you read the following list, look to yourself. Put a check
mark next to each quality that you've already demonstrated. Put
another mark, say an exclamation point, next to each quality you
want to actively work on possessing. This is not a test. It is simply
a chance to celebrate what you’ve accomplished so far—and start
thinking about what's possible for your future.

|:| Inquisitive. The master student is curious about every-
thing. By posing questions, she can generate interest in the most
mundane, humdrum situations. When she is bored during a biol-
ogy lecture, she thinks to herself, “I always get bored when | listen
to this instructor. Why is that? Maybe it's because he reminds me
of my boring Uncle Ralph, who always tells those endless fish-

ing stories. He even looks like Uncle Ralph. Amazing! Boredom is
certainly interesting.” Then she asks herself, “What can | do to get
value out of this lecture, even though it seems boring?” And she
finds an answer.

|:| Able to focus attention. Watch a 2-year-old at play. Pay
attention to his eyes. The wide-eyed look reveals an energy and

a capacity for amazement that keep his attention absolutely fo-
cused in the here and now. The master student’s focused attention
has a childlike quality. The world, to a child, is always new. Because
the master student can focus attention, to him the world is always
new too.

|:| Willing to change. The unknown does not frighten the
master student. In fact, she welcomes it—even the unknown in
herself. We all have pictures of who we think we are, and these
pictures can be useful. But they also can prevent learning and
growth. The master student is open to changes in her environ-
ment and in herself.

|:| Able to organize and sort. The master student can take a
large body of information and sift through it to discover relation-
ships. He can play with information, organizing data by size, color,
function, timeliness, and hundreds of other categories. He has the
guts to set big goals—and the precision to plan carefully so that
those goals can be achieved.

I:l Competent. Mastery of skills is important to the master
student. When she learns mathematical formulas, she studies
them until they become second nature. She practices until she
knows them cold, then puts in a few extra minutes. She also is able
to apply what she learns to new and different situations.

|:| Joyful. More often than not, the master student is seen
with a smile on his face—sometimes a smile at nothing in par-
ticular other than amazement at the world and his experience
of it.
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For example, if a
master student takes
a required class that
most students consider
boring, she chooses to
take responsibility for her
interest level. She looks for
ways to link the class to
one of her goals. She sees
the class as an opportunity
to experiment with new
study techniques that will
enhance her performance
in any course.

[C] Abletosuspendjudgment. The master student has opin-
ions and positions, and she is able to let go of them when appro-
priate. She realizes she is more than her thoughts. She can quiet
her internal dialogue and listen to an opposing viewpoint. She
doesn’t let judgment get in the way of learning. Rather than ap-
proaching discussions with a “Prove it to me, and then I'll believe
it” attitude, she asks herself, “What if this is true?” and explores
possibilities.

|:| Energetic. Notice the student with a spring in his step, the
one who is enthusiastic and involved in class. When he reads, he

often sits on the very edge of his chair, and he plays with the same
intensity. He is determined and persistent. He is a master student.

[] well. Health is important to the master student, though
not necessarily in the sense of being free of illness. Rather, she
values her body and treats it with respect. She tends to her emo-
tional and spiritual health as well as her physical health.

|:| Self-aware. The master student is willing to evaluate
himself and his behavior. He regularly tells the truth about his
strengths and those aspects that could be improved.

© Cengage Learning. All rights reserved. No distribution allowed without express authorization.

23/09/11 6:59 PM



© Cengage Learning. All rights reserved. No distribution allowed without express authorization.

© 2013 Cengage Learning. Al Rights Reserved. May not be scanned, copied or duplicated, or posted to a publicly accessible website, in whole or in part.

27533_intro.indd 5

|:| Responsible. There is a difference between responsibility
and blame, and the master student knows it well. She is willing

to take responsibility for everything in her life—even for events
that most people would blame on others. For example, if a master
student takes a required class that most students consider boring,
she chooses to take responsibility for her interest level. She looks
for ways to link the class to one of her goals. She sees the class as
an opportunity to experiment with new study techniques that will
enhance her performance in any course. She remembers that by
choosing her thoughts and behaviors, she can create interesting
classes, enjoyable relationships, fulfilling work experiences, or just
about anything else she wants.

|:| Willing to take risks. The master student often takes on
projects with no guarantee of success. He participates in class dia-
logues at the risk of looking foolish. He tackles difficult subjects in
term papers. He welcomes the risk of a challenging course.

[] willing to participate. Don't look for the master student
on the sidelines. She’s in the game. She is a team player who can
be counted on. She is engaged at school, at work, and with friends
and family. She is willing to make a commitment and to follow
through on it.

[C] Ageneralist. The master student is interested in every-
thing around him. In the classroom, he is fully present. Outside
the classroom, he actively seeks out ways to deepen his learn-
ing—through study groups, campus events, student organizations,
and team-based projects. Through such experiences, he develops
a broad base of knowledge in many fields that can apply to his
specialties.

|:| Willing to accept paradox. The word paradox comes

from two Greek words, para (“beyond”) and doxen (“opinion”). A
paradox is something that is beyond opinion or, more accurately,
something that might seem contradictory or absurd yet might ac-
tually have meaning. For example, the master student can be com-
mitted to managing money and reaching her financial goals. At
the same time, she can be totally detached from money, knowing
that her real worth is independent of how much money she has.
The master student recognizes the limitations of the mind and is
at home with paradox. She can accept that ambiguity.

|:| Courageous. The master student admits his fear and fully
experiences it. For example, he will approach a tough exam as an
opportunity to explore feelings of anxiety and tension related to
the pressure to perform. He does not deny fear; he embraces it.

If he doesn’t understand something or if he makes a mistake, he
admits it. When he faces a challenge and bumps into his limits, he
asks for help. And he’s just as willing to give help as to receive it.

|:| Self-directed. Rewards or punishments provided by others
do not motivate the master student. Her desire to learn comes
from within, and her goals come from herself. She competes like a

star athlete—not to defeat other people, but to push herself to the
next level of excellence.

|:| Spontaneous. The master student is truly in the here and
now. He is able to respond to the moment in fresh, surprising, and
unplanned ways.

[] Relaxed about grades. Grades make the master student
neither depressed nor euphoric. She recognizes that sometimes
grades are important. At the same time, grades are not the only
reason she studies. She does not measure her worth as a human
being by the grades she receives.

|:| “Tech” savvy. A master student defines “technology” as
any tool that’s used to achieve a human purpose. From this point
of view, computers become tools for deeper learning, higher
productivity, and greater success in the workplace. When faced
with a task to accomplish, the master student chooses effectively
from the latest options in hardware and software. He searches
for information efficiently, thinks critically about data, and uses
technology to create online communities. If he isn’t familiar with
a type of technology, he doesn’t get overwhelmed. Instead, he
embraces learning about the new technology and finding ways
to use the technology to help him succeed at the given task. He
also knows when to go “offline” and fully engage with his personal
community of friends, family members, classmates, instructors,
and coworkers.

|:| Intuitive. The master student has an inner sense that can-
not be explained by logic alone. She trusts her “gut instincts” as
well as her mind.

[] creative. Where others see dull details and trivia, the mas-
ter student sees opportunities to create. He can gather pieces of
knowledge from a wide range of subjects and put them together
in new ways. The master student is creative in every aspect of

his life.

|:| Willing to be uncomfortable. The master student
does not place comfort first. When discomfort is necessary to
reach a goal, she is willing to experience it. She can endure
personal hardships and can look at unpleasant things with
detachment.

|:| Optimistic. The master student sees setbacks as tempo-
rary and isolated, knowing that he can choose his response to any
circumstance.

|:| Willing to laugh. The master student might laugh at any
moment, and her sense of humor includes the ability to laugh
at herself. While going to school is a big investment, with high
stakes, you don’t have to enroll in the deferred-fun program. A
master student celebrates learning, and one of the best ways of
doing that is to laugh now and then.

Becoming a Master Student 5

23/09/11 6:59 PM



[] Hungry. Human beings begin life with a natural appetite
for knowledge. In some people, it soon gets dulled. The master
student has tapped that hunger, and it gives him a desire to learn
for the sake of learning.

[] willing to work. Once inspired, the master student is
willing to follow through with sweat. She knows that genius
and creativity are the result of persistence and work. When

in high gear, the master student works with the intensity of a
child at play.

|:| Caring. A master student cares about knowledge and has
a passion for ideas. He also cares about people and appreciates
learning from others. He collaborates on projects and thrives on
teams. He flourishes in a community that values win-win out-
comes, cooperation, and love. ll

OEXERCISE 2

The master student in you
The purpose of this exercise is to demonstrate to

yourself that you truly are a master student. Start

by remembering a time in your life when you
learned something well or demonstrated mastery. This
experience does not have to relate to school. It might be
a time when you aced a test, played a flawless soccer
game, created a work of art that won recognition, or
burst forth with a blazing guitar solo. It might be a time
when you spoke from your heart in a way that moved
someone else. Or it might be a time when you listened
deeply to another person who was in pain, comforted
him, and connected with him at a level beyond words.

Describe the details of such an experience in your life.
Include the place, time, and people involved. Describe
what happened and how you felt about it.

Now, review the article “Master student qualities” and
take a look at the master student qualities that you
checked off. These are the qualities that apply to you.
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Give a brief example of how you demonstrated at least
one of those qualities.

Now think of other qualities of a master student—char-
acteristics that were not mentioned in the article. List
those qualities here, along with a one-sentence de-
scription of each.
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