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Old dogs. New tricks.

In 1534, Sir Anthony Fiztherbert, a multihyphenate Englishman
whose avocations included lordship, judgeship, scholarship, agriculture,
and animal husbandry, advanced a thesis that became an oft-used axiom.
He wrote, “The dogge must lerne it, whan he is a whelpe, or else it will
not be. For it is harde to make an olde dogge to stoupe.” Dropping the
superfluous ¢’s of olde English and generally modernizing Fitzy’s word
choices, you get something like, “A dog must learn when he is a new
puppy or it will be difficult for him to comply later.” The precursor to
“You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”

Many experts in the field of animal behavior have disputed this inher-
ently pessimistic pronouncement. They believe old dogs are eminently
trainable if they are sound of mind and coached by a patient, positive
trainer bearing high-value treats. Old dogs aren't riddled with the excess
energy they had as puppies, so they can focus longer, which can be useful
in a learning environment.

Alas, people are more complicated than dogs, which might explain
why so many humans love their pets unconditionally. This also suggests
that we need more than a handful of prospective snacks to spur us to try
new and challenging things. But, as a species, we are generally capable of
robust cognitive activity through advanced age.

A comprehensive University of Melbourne (Australia) study demon-
strated that aging adults (65 to 89) who do not possess dementia bio-
markers exhibit episodic memory that improves as they get older. Still,
many seniors with “healthy” brains experience increasing “fogginess.”
Learning results from a series of choices. We decide how hard we are
willing to work to seek knowledge. We opt to suspend fear of failure with
respect to the pursuit. And, very importantly, we select our information
sources, which predetermines the outcome of the learning process.

We have capacity, but we can be our own worst enemies, as synthe-
sized by Columbia University researcher Margaret Metcalf, who wrote,
“Older adults are capable of rallying their attentional resources as well
as, and sometimes better than, young adults. But they do so selectively.”
For adults with healthy brains, decline in mental acuity might not come
down to what we can do — but to a shift in motivation, or what we are
willing to do.

UC Riverside’s Rachel Wu notes that “Understanding what to learn
is difficult when both relevant and irrelevant information compete for
attention. Learning relevant information helps the learner achieve goals,
whereas learning irrelevant information can waste time and energy.” In
other words (mine, not Rachel’s), “Garbage in, garbage out.”

Distinguishing between “good” and “bad” inputs isn’t easy, as a life-
time of experience isn’t easy to ignore. The universe of things we want or
believe we need to know narrows drastically, usually based on what has

been important to us in the past. An infant sees everything through wide
eyes as excitingly novel. Children explore their environments curiously,
assimilating patterns and actively listening to teaching and instruction.
But rather than seeking and embracing the unknown, adults exploit their
environments by leveraging existing knowledge to shape their circum-
stances. We use what we already know to our advantage, or as well as we
can, to hang on to some sense of utility or self-worth. This would be fine
if the world were static, but it’s not. Change is unrelenting and fast.

I teach a college class, and I mentor students who seck my counsel.
Invariably, the ambitious ones inquire about the secrets to success. First,
I offer a challenge: Define what success means to you. Recognize that your
definition will not perfectly mirror anyone else’; it’s uniquely your own. Once
you understand what you hope to achieve, we can reverse engineer for the
best pathway to those things. Next, 1 provide only one “secret,” which is
anything but a hidden truth. Focus on the controllable. There is only one
thing you can single-handedly control — your effort. Regardless of aptitude or
resources, you can outwork everyone else. And effort and outcomes are directly
and inextricably linked.

As mature adults, we've strived and struggled for decades. We're tired.
Wed like to rest. But the truth I share with my students is as relevant to
my 61-year-old self as it is for them. Growth and comfort rarely coexist
without tension. Hence, the phrase: growing pains.

Exercise regularly, even when you don’t feel like doing so, and you'll
remain relatively fit. Choose the short-term satisfaction of relative sloth
and you'll regret it in your twilight years. The mind works like the rest of
the body. Use it wisely and strenuously now or lose more of it than you
otherwise would when you need it most...when your physical options
and movement patterns are limited and you're left with little but your
thoughts. Which is why I'm going to play around with a variety of Al
applications this week. My students use them daily, but I have resisted the
technology until now. If T continue to kick the can, my 30-years-in-the-
future self will be like the people who yell and swear at their perplexing
“email machines” now. I hope to never utter the 2050s’ equivalent of “He
put a message on my phone and now I can’t get it off” for something I
vaguely remember hearing but have no actual idea where or what it is/
was.

Most scary things aren’t innately so. It’s their unfamiliarity to us that
shroud them in an ominous haze. Al has been around for a long time.
My senior thesis in 1986 as an engineering major concentrating on
computer-aided design, manufacturing, and robotics was a design for a
knowledge-based artificially intelligent system to choose stocks. Sudden-
ly, everyone is talking about Al, partly and ironically because of the hype
around Al and stocks. (Sadly, my model didn’t include an algorithmic
prompt to buy any company with a link to the subject matter of the
project itself.) I remind myself of this to muster the courage to delve
into something about which I am again a relative neophyte. If I figured
it out then, why can’t I do so again now? Fear is the primary barrier to
advancement. Suspend it, and your golden years self will be very grateful
to the now-you.

To contact us with your ideas, responses, letters, and more, email us ot mail@theskinnie.com
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