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One cannot overestimate being aware of how the learning process 
goes when students are taught by teachers, instructors, coaches in a 
classroom, but especially during self-study alone at home. Learning a new 
skill is hard. It can be frustrating, overwhelming and cause many of us to 
want to – or actually – give up before we even begin. One thing many of us 
haven’t yet realised is that when we reach the point of wanting to quit, we 
are actually already two or three steps into the learning process. That is why 
it is so important to know its workings for both teachers and students, 
particularly when they are engaged in independent studying without an 
instructor.  

Developed by theorist Noel Burch the ‘‘Conscious Competence 
Ladder’’ provides learners with the natural progression we take when 
acquiring new knowledge. Several elements, including helping someone 
‘‘know what they don't know’’ or recognize a blind spot, can be compared 
to some elements of a Johari window.  

The four stages suggest that we are initially unaware of how little we 
actually know. As we begin to recognise our own incompetence we 
consciously work to learn how to improve on what it is we don’t know. At 
some point, we will begin to use the skill without even realising we’re doing 
it. This model has been used for years to define the learning process and can 
be applied to any skill. 

Let’s take learning to speak English as an example. 
Learning Stage 1: Unconscious Incompetence or “I don’t know that I 

don’t know how to do this.” 
This is the first stage and the most confusing to describe. Stage 1 is 

the point where you don’t know what you don’t know. It’s the state of 
blissful ignorance before you figure out that something is missing. You are 
aware the Enflish language exists but have never thought you would need to 
speak it. At this stage, it is difficult to identify where your gaps in 
knowledge are or how to fix them. It’s hard to learn a new skill when you 
aren’t yet at the point of knowing what that skill actually is. 

Learning Stage 2: Conscious Incompetence or “I know that I don’t 
know how to do this, yet.” 

http://www.drillscience.com/dps/competence4stages.pdf
https://www.habitsforwellbeing.com/stages-of-learning/
https://www.habitsforwellbeing.com/stages-of-learning/
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In the second stage, you will find that you have become aware of 
your problems and that something is missing. Speaking of college students, 
for example, you know you must take an examination at university at the 
end of a term, or in future after graduating you are interested in a job that 
requires a second language. The difficulty now is discovering how to 
correct them. You may understand what it is you need to work on but the 
idea of all there is to learn can be somewhat overwhelming. You know 
you’d like to learn English but it’s difficult to know where to start. This is 
the point where you are able to make judgments about yourself and the 
learning can begin. You may feel that learning is slow during this stage 
because you conscious of the mistakes you are making. It is also the stage 
where most of us give up. Keep pushing through because the next stage is 
crucial to your success. 

Learning Stage 3: Conscious Competence or “I know that I know 
how to do this.” 

This can be a slower learning stage than stage two because the new 
learning is not consistent or habitual yet and mistakes can still be made here. 
You may realize you have to really focus and concentrate on what you are 
doing. This is a foreign and quite scary phase but a lot of fun. Stage 3 provides 
you with the opportunity to grow and delve into something meaningful: the 
exciting unknown of learning a new skill.  This is the point where you must step 
out of your comfort zone and begin to apply what you are learning. At this 
point, you will have discovered the school, tutor or software with which to learn 
the new language and are actively practicing it. It will take a lot of concentration 
and focus to apply yourself and do so but, likely at this point, you will have 
realised that there is no other way to improve. 

Learning Stage 4: Unconscious Competence or “I can do this!” 
Congratulations! You have learned your new skill and you are 

applying it to your life. You now know what you know and you no longer 
have to think about it. Perhaps at this point, you are writing and conversing 
and maybe even dreaming (a sign of true Unconcious Competence) in 
English and are ready to take your term exam or even apply for the job you 
are so interested in when you graduate. You have become so skilled at it 
that it’s automatic and comes naturally. In fact, you do it unconsciously 
because you no longer have to think about it. You made it – this is where 
learning is habitual and automatic. Your unconscious mind can take over, 
thus leaving your conscious mind free for something else.  

Nonetheless, this is not all there is to it. Stage 5 may exist: 
Flow/Mastery. Have you watched a master at work? Imagine great masters 
of soccer Messi or Ronaldo if you like football. This stage is beyond Stage 
4 and we could think of it as further perfection, a kind of a lifelong journey 
towards the high ideal you can strive to reach as long as you live and learn.   
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