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Context to the nugget conversation 

Tom speaks about the limitations of learning a skill on an online platform like YouTube where there 
are several videos to learn various skills. He talks about the role of feedback in the way we can grow 
our capabilities in a certain area.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): And changing topics Tom, one of the other pieces I am curious about is the 
feedback loop when we learn something, right? And in a world where so much is available on 
YouTube and Coursera and Udemy and all these MOOCs, you know, there are a few skills where 
there is a benefit of having somebody watch us and give feedback to us real time for us to learn. 
What have you in your attempt to learn these five skills, what have you learnt about the limitations 
of online learning and the benefits of having somebody walk this journey with us? Can you talk a 
little bit about the role of the feedback here? 

Tom Vanderbilt (Tom): Sure. Yeah, I mean I think there are some skills, some things we would want 
to learn that where immediate or personal feedback is much more important. There are other things 
that are a bit more let’s say mechanistic or much more could be sort of picked up by simply 
observing but there are things, for example, let’s say singing. I had various forms of feedback when I 
was trying to learn to sing. One of these for example was simply an app on my phone called Perfect 
Pitch and it is you would open the app and then sing a set of scales into it and it would give you a 
score of zero to 100 saying how well you had done and I will say in the beginning I was literally in the 
50s or 60s and it got to the point through repetition and practice where I was able to get, let’s say a 
100 fairly consistently or the high 90s. So, that’s that motor skill part of singing for those people out 
there who might think that it is purely an innate talent, you know, you can become a better singer 
purely by doing this. But that is sort of only half the picture, you know, that is sort of it showed me 
that I was getting better over time, but it didn’t exactly show me why and that is where the coach I 
was working with vocal instructor came in and actually while I was singing really intently listening to 
me and intently watching my whole set of vocal muscles work and giving me very precise corrections 
at the moment and it was very sort of an almost intimate and physical process to me, you know, the 
whole body is involved and he would correct me on my posture and all sorts of things that a person 
would not necessarily be aware of themselves just working at home or trying to follow along online. 
So, I think there are the more complex skills you just have that, almost need that sort of constant 
monitoring and there is some discussion on the literature whether positive feedback is more 
important than negative and I think positive is probably more important is that there are something 
like singing there are more ways to go wrong than there are to go right so you should really 
emphasize the times when a person has gotten it right because they are probably aware number 
one that they have gotten it wrong. So, and then there’s the motivational component. It just, it 

https://playtopotential.com/audio/805
http://www.playtopotential.com/


Podcast Transcript 76.07 Tom Vanderbilt - Role of feedback loops  

Also available on Apple Podcasts | Google Podcasts | Spotify     www.playtopotential.com 

   

 2020 Play to Potential Podcast. All Rights Reserved.  
 

2 

simply makes the learner feel better to hear that they are doing well, which is not to state it needs 
to be sugar-coated, I mean, that you should be given, it needs to have a corrective aspect, so you 
simply, you don’t want to have a coach who is simply telling you everything’s great all the time; that 
doesn’t really work either but it is a very important part of it. And the last thing I will say is just the 
frequency of feedback can be really helpful. One of the problems with surfing is that the feedback 
loops can be very long and what I mean is that sometimes when you go to the ocean, you might only 
during the course of an hour of surfing catch six or seven waves or try to catch six or seven waves 
because of the what the ocean is during that day and an instructor pointed out to me, can you 
imagine trying to learn the guitar if you could only strum six or seven times an hour, I mean, that is 
just, it’s not the most efficient way to learn. So, sometimes the feedback loops are not tight enough 
so it is hard to learn from each… you simply don’t get as much practice or as much chance to be 
observed, as much chance to learn from your mistakes when there are fewer opportunities to 
actually do the thing. So, that is just another aspect that can come into it. 

DJ: And, you know, I am reminded of, you know, let’s say maybe a forward in soccer, you get the ball 
once in maybe 10 minutes, 15 minutes from the defenders to the midfield to the forward and you 
need to sort of you need to score, you know, of course in practice you probably simulate those 
situations hundreds and thousands of times but in the… if you really look at match practice, you 
know, it is just these occasional passes that come to you and you need to sort of score. I can imagine 
training for match readiness, especially if you are sort of in some of these positions can be tricky. 

Tom: Yeah, yeah, it is a very good point which I hadn’t thought about but soccer was not one of my 
skills so I won’t say anything else about that but… I did play soccer but I was defense so we… 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: To build on what Tom says, I often feel that the biggest value add in feedback is that it often 
comes in our blind spot. I have observed it in the work I do with leaders, I have observed it as a 
student when I am learning something. Let me share a couple of instances from my learning 
experience.  

There was this one instance where I was trying to play a piece of melody at a high tempo. I noticed 
that my four fingers were getting jammed as I was trying to move up and down the fretboard. I 
spent a week trying and when I went back, my teacher, looked at the way my thumb was moving 
and said it was the thumb that was causing the slowness in movement and if I corrected that, it 
would help me get to the next level. I was so busy focusing on my index, middle, ring and pinky that I 
hadn’t paid attention to how my thumb was moving. That was something totally in my blind spot.  

When I was learning ball juggling a couple of decades back, I remember I was trying to transition 
from 3 ball juggling to 4 ball juggling and I remember that I was struggling there for a while and I 
kept dropping the balls in the process. After trying for a while, I went to my teacher, this was a guy in 
a shop called Oddballs in Camden Town in London that sold Juggling equipment. He looked at me 
and said, there was a problem with my eyes. He said that in 3 ball juggling, the eye is usually focusing 
on the one ball that is in the air at the top of its flight. But this approach breaks down when you have 
4 balls when you have. In 4 balls which is two hands juggling two balls each, there are two balls that 
are in the air at any point in time and you cannot afford to focus on one ball then the other one 
would drop. So, you need to find a way of looking through both the balls but somehow maintaining a 
peripheral view of the balls. Now this is such a nuanced insight, that there was no way I would have 
picked this up from YouTube.  
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The other thing I tell the leaders I work with is that it would be helpful for me to observe them in the 
stadium, not just interact with them in the Locker room. In the current Zoom environment, it is a 
little easier to be a fly in the wall in some of these conversations and that can be helpful in 
unearthing some relevant data rather than rely on hearsay on what transpired. It gives me an 
opportunity to pick up things that sometimes might be in the blind spot of the leader when they are 
in the thick of things.  

Thank you for listening. For more, please visit playtopotential.com. We have recently started sharing 
nuggets from the Podcast archives on Whatsapp. A couple of nuggets a week. One over the weekend 
and one in the middle of the week. If this would be of interest, do send a message to +91 85914 
52129 stating Interested and do add the number to your contacts list. It will help us broadcast this to 
you seamlessly.  

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Self-awareness: Insights around what it takes to build a better understanding of self. This includes 
perspectives around how we can deepen our picture of ourselves through a combination of inner 
work, mindfulness practices and by gathering meaningful feedback from the world around us. You 
can access the playlist here. 

Leadership Development: “How do I grow” is a question that all of us grapple with. The recipe for 
success is also changing as we move from an Industrial paradigm to a Digital paradigm. This is all the 
more pronounced in a start-up context where the job outgrows you very quickly. Successful leaders 
talk about the role of mentors, coaching, listening and more in scaling up one’s capability. You can 
access the playlist here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 
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Tom Vanderbilt - Nuggets  

 76.01 Tom Vanderbilt - Learning 5 completely new skills 

 76.02 Tom Vanderbilt - How learning works 

 76.03 Tom Vanderbilt - Misplaced pursuit of Mastery 

 76.04 Tom Vanderbilt - Real meaning of baby steps 

 76.05 Tom Vanderbilt - How unlearning works 

 76.06 Tom Vanderbilt - Learning Approach across the Learning curve 

 76.07 Tom Vanderbilt - Role of feedback loops  

 76.08 Tom Vanderbilt - Observing things the way they are 

 76.09 Tom Vanderbilt - Friction in the learning process 

 76.10 Tom Vanderbilt - Depth of learning 

 76.11 Tom Vanderbilt - In Summary - Playing to Potential 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

Deepak seeks to unlock the human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working 

with them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about 

his work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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