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The Metacognitive Tragedy of Fights and Failures

Failure, or more accurately, the fear of failure, has a significant impact on each of us. Often, the fear of
failure gives rise to quitting and a lack of confidence. Our research in metacognition, however, shows
us that failure, itself, is merely an illusion. In the presentation, | highlight data illustrating common
measures of failure, including slow learning, retrieval errors, and effort exertion. | also discuss results
revealing that each of these measures is an indication of not failure, but rather, of success. Finally, the
illusion of failure and its consequences are illustrated in the larger context of how metacognition — our
thoughts about our own cognitive processes — has evolved in the face of technological advances. Pilot
data exploring the relationship between human behavior and a “failing” machine are presented as food
for thought. In sum, whether the metacognitive relation between man and machine turns out to be a
tragedy will be something for us all to contemplate.
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Dr. Son, Associate Professor of Cognitive Psychology and Chair of the Psychology Department at Barnard College,
Columbia University, specializes in human learning and memory, and in metacognition. Her research focuses on how
people learn, and on the optimization of long-term retention. She has studied metacognitive behavior in a range of
populations, including normal adults, children, and monkeys. Receiving a BA from the University of Pennsylvania and

a Ph.D. from Columbia University, she has been a Visiting Member at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study, and
was, twice, named a Fulbright Scholar to South Korea. With the growing field, Dr. Son continues to expand her work on
the complexities of how people learn, and believes that any knowledge gained in the scientific study of learning and
metacognition will significantly improve education in general, for people of all ages.
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