
HOW IS GOING ROUND IN CIRCLES GOOD FOR LEARNING? 

Going round in circles is sometimes shorthand for “not getting anywhere” or “ending up in the same 

place you started at”. It can be frustrating to try and practice doing something new, and yet end up 

feeling that nothing has really changed. We can get stuck if we practice the same things over and 

over again. In fact, practice can make permanent; what is repeated becomes a habit that is hard to 

break. 

Why is it so hard to learn and embed new skills? To really improve means changing something that 

we are doing, and change is often difficult. How do we discover what needs to change? This is where 

understanding the cycle of learning can come in really handy. Understanding the process of learning 

a new skill gives clinicians power over their learning. 

Learning a new skill is really part of a cycle. Understanding this cycle as a necessary part of learning 

can help to speed up the acquisition of new skills and make it feel easier. The cycle is summarised in 

this diagram (Taylor 2007) and explained in the paragraphs below. 

 

 

UNCONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE is where learning begins. Initially, a clinician may not be aware 

that a skill even exists or is necessary.  For example, a clinician may not be aware that there is a 

skillset that really helps in creating effective explanations, called “chunking and checking”. There are 

details of this in the Module TALC ESSENTIAL SKILLS FOR EFFECTIVE EXPLANATIONS AND PLANNING 

OF PERSONALISED CARE, in the chapter called IS CHUNKING AND CHECKING A GOOD WAY TO EAT 

AN ELEPHANT? (ONE BITE AT A TIME). Someone who has never driven a car, may not fully realise 

that braking safely and in time is a skill that has to be learned. If they have never been driven by an 

expert driver, they may think that jerky braking and nauseating changes of speed are “normal“. 



CONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE is the next stage in the cycle, when the clinician does realise that there 

is a new skill to learned, and also recognises that they do not yet have this skill. This realisation may 

come from feedback (often from a well-informed colleague, tutor or supervisor), or as a result of 

reading and becoming aware of new skills.  This can be an uncomfortable place to be in to begin 

with, as it means recognising our shortcomings. However, when we realise how to learn new things 

quickly and embed them in daily practice, the state of conscious incompetence can actually become 

quite stimulating and enjoyable. Realising that there is a difficulty and also a potential solution can 

be empowering. It can certainly make work more fascinating, as new vistas unfold and deeper 

learning beckons. This is like discovering that poor braking technique makes for a jerky stop and a 

stalled engine, which would be a powerful motivation to learn some better braking skills. 

CONSCIOUS COMPETENCE happens as the clinician starts to learn and practice new skills. The skill 

is there, but needs to be consciously thought about and is not yet routine, intuitive or natural. Think 

about learning to change gear when learning to drive. At first, even when a learner driver can change 

gear, it can feel awkward and clunky. This stage of learning is crucial, yet also can be excruciating. 

We know what we want to do but we can’t do it! Musicians learning new pieces recognise this 

process. They have practice methods to overcome the awkwardness. These usually involve doing 

things very slowly and very deliberately, noticing every nuance. Only when the right way of doing 

something is embedded fully, do musicians start to speed up. Learner drivers usually start driving 

slowly and only try motorways when the car can be controlled skilfully. 

UNCONSCIOUS COMPETENCE happens when the new skill is embedded fully, it becomes so easy 

and intuitive that the skill is hardly noticed. Thinking about driving again, experienced drivers hardly 

notice when they change gear, it has become an unconsciously competent thing to do when needed. 

Experienced musicians can play scales easily, that at first seemed impossible difficult. 

With continuous development of skills, we gradually move towards expertise and mastery beckons. 

However, continuing to develop, means going back to the stage of conscious incompetence again, as 

new possibilities and new skills come into awareness. Some clinicians find this stage uncomfortable, 

so they avoid finding out about the new skills they still need to develop. However, the effective and 

self-aware clinician will always be keen to seek out new skills, and will return to the stage of 

conscious incompetence repeatedly. This is called REFLECTIVE COMPETENCE and is the mark of 

mature expertise that is continuously being developed.  See Reference 3 for more information 

about this cycle of learning. 

It can also be useful to ponder on the difference between mastery and performance. Approaching 

mastery is often accompanied by failure, as bigger challenges are sought out and deeper learning 

attempted. Failure in the pursuit of mastery can be seen as both inevitable, (a sign that harder things 

are being attempted), also as highly as motivating rather than embarrassing or shameful, (because if 

you do not try and stumble, nothing new will ever happen). As Beckett said “Ever tried. Ever failed. 

No matter. Try again. Fail better”. 

Performance is more about showing to others that you are OK, and that you “measure up”. This is 

fine for an examination; to achieve true expertise means having a commitment to mastery and 

continuous improvement. Which, in turn, means regularly revisiting that moment of conscious 

incompetence and welcoming it as a trigger to new learning.  

 



Reference 3  https://www.businessballs.com/self-awareness/conscious-competence-learning-

model//  there is a lot of interesting detail here for anyone wanting to understand more about how 

to learn new skills, which is also very useful for educators who are helping others to learn. 

Reference 28  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achievement_orientation#:~:text=A%20mastery%2Dapproach%20orie

ntation%20describes,their%20competence%20at%20a%20task.&text=A%20performance%2Dapproa

ch%20orientation%20describes,to%20others%20their%20high%20ability. This short article 

summarises some key ideas about how people approach learning.  

There is a useful summary of mastery versus performance here 

https://people.wou.edu/~girodm/100/mastery_vs_performance_goals.pdf   
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