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CONNECT ACADEMIC SUBJECTS TO YOUR 
LIFE AND PROBLEMS 


One challenge you face as a student is to learn to approach your classes with a fuller understanding of how your emotional life influences your learning for good or ill. Your emotions can aid or hamper your learning. Your 
goals can facilitate or limit your insights. 


If you typically don't learn at a deep level, you need to observe the thoughts, 
emotions, and desires that keep you from learning deeply. You must generate the 
thoughts and desires that motivate you to discover the powerful thinking that 
academic disciplines create and define. You need to discover rational thought— 
the power of sound reasoning. You need to experience non-egocentric thinking. 
You need to value bringing ideas, emotions, and will power together as you learn. 


When we learn to think within disciplines, we begin to use important ideas in 
those disciplines, and we become more intellectually free. Historical thought frees us 
from the egocentric stories we tend to build our lives on. Sociological thought frees 
us from the domination of peer groups. Philosophical thought frees us to reason 
comprehensively about the direction and values embedded in our lives. Economic 
thought enables us to grasp powerful forces that are defining the world we inhabit. 


LEARN BOTH INTELLECTUALLY 
AND EMOTIONALLY 


We spend most of our time thinking about what we personally want or value. Our emotional life keeps us focused on the extent to which we are successfully achieving our personal values. The subjects we take in 
college contribute to our educational growth only insofar as we are able to relate 
what we are studying to our personal lives. If we are to value literature personally, 
for example—and hence be motivated to read it for more than the grade we will 
receive—we must discover the relevance of literary insights to our life. When we 
see connections between the issues and problems the characters in stories face and 
the issues and problems that we face ourselves, literature comes alive to us. The 
characters we read about live in our minds. We identify with them. We puzzle with 
them, suffer with them, triumph with them. 


When the logic of academic content makes intellectual sense in a dimension 
of our life, we value it. We are motivated to learn more, to figure out more, to 
"study" more. If we want to motivate ourselves—and it is no one else's responsi-
bility but ours—we have to seek out connections between the academic content we 
study and our emotions and values. 


Only you can build or create motivation in your life. If learning becomes sheer 
drudgery and you don't see value in it, you will put it off to the last minute and look 
for shortcuts (such as cramming) that typically substitute short-term memorization 
for long-term internalization. The thinking that then guides your study habits 
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is: "If I can get by through cramming, why should I work hard to internalize this 
(worthless) stuff?'5 Your life, although still emotionally significant to you, becomes 
intellectually barren. As intellectual drudgery, your classes will inevitably be boring. 
On the one hand, you live within emotions you don't intellectually analyze, and on 
the other hand, your intellectual life becomes an alienated set of rituals: you take 
notes (that mean little to you), cram for exams (that provide you with no insights), 
and crank out papers (that are mainly a patchwork of others' thoughts). 


One key to integrating intellectual and emotional learning is recognizing 
that every academic discipline represents a powerful mode of thinking that can 
contribute to your development as a thinker. Until you discover this insight by 
actually working your way into the thinking of one or more disciplines, you are 
unlikely to be motivated strongly by it. For example, until you experience the power 
of historical thinking, you will not value it, and you will have little motivation to 
learn it. 


This is the vicious circle that, in general, prevents the uneducated from becoming 
educated. When we are uneducated, we do not value education, and we will not put 
the time, energy, and work into the deep learning that alone educates us. It is your 
challenge to overcome this dilemma. Will you be able to value the work of learning 
sufficiently to discover the power of the disciplines to which college classes expose 
you? Or will you, like many students before you, simply become a survivor? 


In some sense, all knowledge is personal because it would not exist without 
people to possess it. In the long run, we acquire only the knowledge we value. We 
internalize only those modes of thinking that seem essential to what we want and 
what we think is important. It is up to each one of us to decide when, where, and 
how we learn. 


The more emotionally powerful connections you can make between what you 
study and what you value in life, the easier you will find learning to be. Seek out 
the most basic concepts in the disciplines you study. Express those concepts in the 
most nontechnical manner you can. Relate those concepts to the most fundamental 
goals in the discipline. Relate those goals to your goals. The tools of this book can 
make possible the transition to higher-order thinking and learning. You, however, 
must summon the energy and the emotional reserves to do the intellectual work 
required. 


Select one of your courses and try to write out the most fundamental, the most significant concept in the course and then make a list of ways in which you can use this idea in your 
life. Or make a list of important questions that thinkers within the field of study might ask. 
Write out your answer or explain orally. 


3.3 
CONNECTING COURSE CONTENT TO WHAT YOU 


THINK IS IMPORTANT 








. return to the problem of dealing with egocentrism later. Meanwhile, 
begin ninking about what egocentrism is and monitoring your thinking for 
evidence of it. 


3.1 Think for Yourss 


BEGINNING TO UNDERSTAND EGOCENTRISM 
| jjk o f most self-centered person you know. This can be someone who is fundamen-


ly selfish or arrogant. Describe the person's behavior in detail. Based on the person's 
behavior, how would you describe his or her thinking? What types of feelings does he or she 


isp ay. What is the person motivated to do? To what extent does the person use other people 
to get what he or she wants? To what extent does the person exhibit sincere concern for the 
thoughts and feelings of others? 


MAKE A COMMITMENT TO FAIRMINDEDNESS 


Although no one defines himself or herself as an egocentric person, each of us should recognize that being egocentric is an important part of what we have to understand in dealing with the structure of our mind. 
One of the ways to confront our own egocentrism is by exploring the extent to 
which we have allowed our identity to be egocentrically shaped. For example, 
as we previously emphasized, we are all born into a culture, a nation, and a 
family. Our parents inculcate in us particular beliefs (about the family, personal 
relationships, marriage, childhood, obedience, religion, politics, schooling, ' 
and so on). We form associations with people who have certain beliefs (which 
they have encouraged or expected us to accept). We are, in the first instance, a 
product of these influences. Only through self-understanding can we be more 
than a product of influences. 


If we uncritically believe what we were taught, our beliefs are likely to become 
part of our egocentric identity and affect the manner in which we think. For 
example, we are all egocentric to the extent that an examination of our 
attitudes reveals that we unconsciously use egocentric standards to justify our 
beliefs: 


1. "It s true because / believe it." People don't say this aloud, but we often 
find ourselves assuming that others are correct when they agree with us and 
incorrect when they do not. How we respond to people indicates that we 
egocentrically assume we have a unique insight into the truth. 


2. "It's true because we believe it." Our behavior indicates that we egocentrical-
ly assume the groups to which we belong have a unique insight into the truth. 
In this way of thinking, our religion, our country, our friends are special-
and better than other religions, countries, and friends. 
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3. "It's true because I want to believe it." Our b e h a v i o r indicates that we more 
readily believe what coincides with what we egocentr ical ly want to believe, 
even to the point of absurdity. 


4. "It's true because I have always believed it" Our b e h a v i o r indicates that we 
more readily believe what coincides with beliefs w e have long held. We ego-
centrically assume the Tightness of our early belief s. 


5. "It's true because it is in my selfish interest to believe it." Our behavior 
indicates that we more readily believe what co inc ides with beliefs that, 
when held, serve to advance our wealth, power, o r position, even if they 
conflict with the ethical principles that we insist w e hold. 


If we consciously recognize these tendencies in ourselves and deliberately 
and systematically seek to overcome them by th ink ing fairmindedly, our defini-
tion of ourselves can aid our development as thinkers . We then begin to divide 
our thoughts into two categories: (1) thoughts that a d v a n c e the agenda of our 
egocentric nature, and (2) thoughts that develop our r a t i o n a l fairmindedness. To 
do this effectively, we must develop a special relat ionship to our mind. We must 
become a student of our mind's operations, especially o f its pathology. 


RECOGNIZE THE MIND'S THREE 
DISTINCTIVE FUNCTIONS 


T 
J l_ he mind has three basic functions: thinking, feeling, and wanting. 


1. The function of thinking is to create meaning: making sense of the events of 
our lives, sorting events into named categories, f inding patterns. It continu-
ally tells us: This is what is going on. This is what is happening. Notice this 
and that. It is the part of the mind that figures things out. 


2. The function of feeling is to monitor or evaluate the meanings created by the 
thinking function: evaluating how positive and negative the events of our life 
are, given the meaning we are ascribing to them. It continually tells us: This 
is how you should feel about what is happening in your life. You're doing 
really well. Or, alternatively, watch out—you're getting into trouble! 


3. The function of wanting allocates energy to action in keeping with our 
definitions of what is desirable and possible. It continually tells us: This is 
what is worth getting. G o for it! Or, conversely, it tells us: This is not worth 
getting. Don't bother. 


Looked at this way, our mind is continually communicating three kinds of 
things to us: (1) what is going on in our life; (2) feelings (positive or negative) 
about those events; and (3) things to pursue, where to put our energy (in the light 
of 1 and 2). What 's more, there is an intimate, dynamic interrelation between 
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EXHIBIT 3 .1 The three basic functions of the mind are intricately related. 


|THREE B A S I C F U N C T I O N S 
B O F T H E H U M A N MIND 


thinking, feeling, and wanting; each is continually influencing the other two. 
When, for example, we think we are being threatened, we feel fear and we in-
evitably want to flee from or attack whatever we think is threatening us. When 
we think a subject we are required to study has no relationship to our lives and 
values, we feel bored by instruction about it and develop a negative motivation 
with respect to it. 


UNDERSTAND THAT YOU HAVE A SPECIAL 
RELATIONSHIP TO YOUR MIND 


It now should be clear that everyone lives in a special and intimate relationship to his or her mind—at least unconsciously. The trick is to make that uncon-scious relationship conscious and deliberate. All of our activity is a product 
of inward ideas of who and what we are, what we are experiencing (from moment 
to moment), where we are going (our future), and where we have come from (our 
past). In addition, all these ideas are in a state of continual interplay with our 
emotions and feelings about them. Emotions and feelings function as ongoing 
evaluators of the quality of our lives and circumstances. 


For every positive thought the mind "believes," it naturally tends to generate 
a positive emotion to fit it. Conversely, for every negative thought, the mind tends 
to generate a negative emotion. If we explicitly recognize the continual interrela-
tionships among these three functions of our mind, we will gain a central insight 
we can use to our advantage to exercise command over our own mind's functions. 
Let's look into this idea more closely. 


We experience joy, happiness, frustration, pain, confusion, desire, passion, 
and indifference because we give a meaning to every situation we experience, we 
think about it in a particular fashion, and we connect it to feelings we experienced 
in what we perceived as similar or related circumstances. The meaning we create 
can be grounded in insight, objective reality, a fantasy, or even a dysfunctional 
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EXHIBIT 3 . 2 Thinking is the part of the mind that figures out what is going on. 
Feelings tell us whether things are going well or poorly for us. The wanting part 
of the mind propels us forward or away from action. 


interpretation of reality. For example, two people in the same situation might 
react entirely differently, with one person experiencing pain and frustration and 
the o ther experiencing curiosity and excitement. 


Consider two students faced with the task of improving their writing ability. 
The first may experience difficulty, confusion, or frustration and ultimately give 
up. This person gives a negative meaning to the task of improving her writing, 
defining it as a situation destined for failure. Because she thinks learning to write 
should be easy, she feels frustrated when it is difficult. Another person in the same 
situation may experience improvement in writing as a challenge, exciting and even 
exhilarating, not because he possesses skills in writing that the other does not but, 
rather, because he brings a different mindset to the task. He thinks learning to 
write should be difficult, require lots of time, and involve repeated rewriting if it 
is to be of high quality. 


The actual task is precisely the same. Nevertheless, the difficulty o r ease with 
which a person handles the challenge, the decision to take u p the challenge or 
avoid it altogether, ultimate success or failure, is determined fundamental ly by 
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EXHIBIT 3 . 3 Thinking, feeling, and wanting are interwoven. Where one is the 
other two are present as well These three functions continually interact and 
influence one another in a dynamic process. 


the manner in which the situation is interpreted through one's thinking. Different 
emotions follow from these differences in thought and action. 


Instruction that fails to address the affective side of our lives can turn us 
eventually into inveterate enemies of education unless we take command of 
o u r thinking and our learning. For example, when we are force-fed m a t h in a 
way that ignores ou r emotional response, we typically end u p with a case of 
" m a t h ha t red" or " m a t h phobia ." For the rest of ou r life, we avoid anything 
mathematical . We view mathematics as unintelligible, just a bunch of formulas 
unrelated t o anything important in our life, o r we view ourselves as " too d u m b " 
t o unders tand it. 


If, however, we take command of our thinking in our classes, we carefully 
analyze the content in our classes to determine what is most important for us to 
learn . We are self-motivated no matter how boring the class itself might seem. 
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EXHIBIT 3 . 4 We change undesirable feelings and desires by changing the 
thinking that leads to them. 


We see ourselves as capable of learning anything we put our minds to. When 
we feel frustrated during the learning process, we are intellectually persistent. 
When we feel confused, we realize that we need to ask questions so we can better 
understand what we are learning. We are not afraid to say, "I don ' t understand." 
We realize that the best thinkers are those who can differentiate that which they 
understand and that which they d o not . 


When we unders tand the interrelated roles of thoughts, feelings, and motiva-
tion, realizing that for every feeling state we experience a related thought pro-
cess exists that motivates us to some action, we can analyze thoughts underlying 


EXHIBIT 3 . 5 By taking command of our thinking, we can take command of all 
three functions of the mind. 
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EXHIBIT 3 . 6 Your thinking controls every part of your life. But do you control 
your thinking? 


Your emotions Your decisions 


YOUR THINKING 
Lli: 


our emotions and desires. If I am bored in class, I can ask myself: "What is the 
thinking in my mind that is leading to this feeling of boredom?" If I am uninter-
ested in what I am learning, I can ask myself: "What is the thinking that influ-
ences me not to want to learn this? What exactly is the value of learning this? Is 
this something I need to learn, that will be useful to me? If so, what do I need to 
do to learn it?" 


3.2 Think for Yourse 
UNDERSTANDING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 


THE THREE FUNCTIONS OF THE MINI> 
^ ^ h i n k of a situation you were in recently in which you experienced a negative emotion such 


1 as anger, frustration, depression, insecurity, or fear. 


1. Write out in detail what was going on in the situation and how you felt in the situation. 
2. Now try to figure out the thinking you were doing in the circumstance that led to the 


negative feeling. Write out the thinking in detail. 
3. Then write how your thinking and feelings affected your behavior. (Given these thoughts 


and emotions, what were you motivated to do?) 
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