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Fable: A fictional story intended to enforce a useful 

truth. A moral lesson is generally woven into the 

story and often explicitly formulated at the end. 

 

Metaphor: A figure of speech in which a word or 

phrase is applied to an object or action to which it is 

not literally applicable.  

 

 

 



Time ago there was an old country man, a hard-working man. He owned a large 

and fertile field which once tilled would yield him a generous crop every year. As father 

became sick the land was still fertile underneath, but was getting covered with stones, 

weeds and brushes. 

 

Problem is he had four sons who didn’t get along very well. Unlike their father, 

they were lazy and liked to live on the expenses of their old father. Father wondered 

whether he would get grown up men out of them. 

 

One day he felt tired, worn out and worried about their future. He decided to get 

them together and give them a lesson about what he had achieved in live. He had 

learned how to live, how to work properly and earn one’s living. Now it was time to 

pass that onto them. And they would have to do it the hard way. 

 

They didn’t bother about work. They hadn’t learned how to do anything properly 

or how to accomplish goals. 

 

He told them: 

-  'Sons, I have a secret to share with you. Buried deep within this land lays a hidden 

treasure. After I am gone, this land and the treasure along with it is all you’ll have. Dig 

it out and share it, as it will guarantee your wealth for the rest of your lives'. 

 

Later on his concerned youngest son addressed to him: 

-  'But father, I don’t know how to do it. I am not talented to work the field. How will I 

know where to dig? How will I know what to do first? ' 

 

The father replied:  

-  'Son, you have to open your mind. You have to search for new subjects to learn, 

acquire new knowledge that will help you get through this task. All your skills, even the 

new ones will strengthen through practice and spaced repetition
1
. The path to expertise 

is built little by little. It takes time for hard things to become easy. 

May your memory not be that of your brothers? Don’t despair. If you find a concept that 

is hard for you to remember, try to evoke your senses
2
. It will be easier for you to recall 

it afterwards'. 

 

And he added: 

-  'Pay attention to the way your brothers do, watch them and learn from them. But 

understanding it does not mean you can actually do it. Only doing it by yourself and 

repeating it once and again for spaced periods of time, chunking
3
 together those new 

concepts (as basic as they might be) will give you mastery at the end. And allow you to 

make mistakes, as they will help you correct what you are inadvertently wrongdoing'. 

                                                           
1 It is important to help build solid neural patterns to draw on. Neurons become linked together through 

repeated use, giving time to form and strengthen the synoptic connections someone is building while  

learning something new. 
2 Creating neural hooks by evoking sensorial images will make easier to recall the concept and what it 

means. Humans have outstanding visual and spatial memory systems. 
3 A way of compressing information: creating meaningful groups of information that simplify the 

material. A mental leap that help unite (neuroscientifically speaking) bits of information together through 

meaning or use, and by doing so, helping understand new concepts and making it more easy to store in 

memory.  



The sons began to dig the field. They argued about which part of the field to dig 

first. They started digging close to the house, and then close to the lake their father was 

so fond of. At the end of the first day, they had worked the field incessantly, pulled up 

weeds, turned over the soil to find the treasure, but they had not found anything. 

 

When the new day came up and the sun was warmly caressing the winter sky, 

one of the sons told to the others:  

-  'What about going to the tavern? It is a fine day today. Let’s enjoy it instead of 

working so hard that field to find nothing at all'.  

 

As they all felt frustrated with the outcome of the precedent day, they were 

considering seriously making a halt on those tough labors to have a pleasant day at 

town. 

 

Father went to the son: 

-  'Son, if you postpone your duties because labor is tough, you will procrastinate
4
 

everything you attempt. Instant gratification is short lived. The sun is warm on this cold 

winter morning, but if you keep focused on the task for some time at first, even when it 

causes you a bit of unease, I promise things will get easier. You will get new habits that 

will help you overcome this task. After you focus on this for a while you will get a little 

reward. You could get the chance to go to the tavern
5
, enjoy a drink, let things settle 

back and inadvertently ponder about what you might have learned throughout the day. 

Hard work has its rewards'. 

 

-  'but father….' 

 

-  'Son, the key is to focus on the process
6
, not on the product. Keep digging the field 

with your brothers; do a little work every day, working as intently and hard as the four 

of you can, but not thinking about the hidden treasure I have promised you.  

It still will be there after all, but for the moment keep doing your daily efforts to pull up 

the weeds and work this land, day-by-day and acre-by-acre. Doing so, you’ll create 

simple habits that will allow you to do the unpleasant tasks that now bother you'. 

 

When their father was younger and a healthier man they refused to work, they 

didn’t bother to cultivate the field, or even help their father watering it. Now they were 

all of them working together hand in hand, digging and working like mad. As days went 

by they grew desperate and frustrated. Discouraged, they decided to stop digging, as 

they felt they had wasted their time. 

 

They wondered why their father had played a trick on them. 

                                                           
4 When thinking about something we do not particularly like the pain centers of the brain light up, so the 

focus of attention is being shifted to something more enjoyable. This causes us to feel better at least 

temporarily. 
5 During a time of seeming relaxation, the brain's diffuse mode has a chance to work away in the 

background, helping out with the conceptual understanding of what we might have learned during the 

day. It takes time for neural processing to take place, and time as well to build the new neural structures 

necessary to learn something new. 
6 Process means the flow of time and the habits and actions associated with it. So someone can allow 

himself to relax into the flow of the work, instead of concentrating on the outcome (Product) which may 

trigger frustration when not accomplished. 



Soon the rain came and it watered the field. Seeing the soil ready for planting 

they decided to sow some seeds. They planted crops and waited for the harvest to come, 

working the field to get the best out of it. 

 

And harvest time arrived, plentiful. They gathered a rich crop. They collected 

the crop and made a great amount of money, as they had never seen. 

 

At the end, the old man died. 

After funeral, all the sons gathered together, thinking what the future might be 

for them from then on. The youngest son finally realized what their father meant about 

the treasure hidden in the land. The treasure was the land itself and what they could get 

out of it with hard teamwork.  

 

He addressed to them: 

-  'Brothers, I think that the hidden treasure was always there, at sight, only we could not 

see it. Our treasure is the land and the rich crop we got out of it, rich enough for us to 

feed ourselves'. 

 

He kept thinking out loud… 

-  'We thought we knew how to do it all. He urged us to commit ourselves to certain 

routines and tasks each day
7
. Told us to deliberately practice what was harder for us 

(digging, seeding...) instead of dwelling on the easier part of the work.  

He also showed us the importance of taking a break when needed
8
 instead of trying to 

do all in one day'. 

 

Another brother said:  

-  'Remember we didn’t go to the tavern till the daily tasks were over, no matter how 

willing we were to enjoy the sunny day. Exactly the way he instructed us to deliberately 

delay rewards until we had finished digging the field. 

We kept focused
9
 on our daily labor not thinking about the treasure, as we might get 

frustrated not finding it so easily'. 

 

And the youngest brother replied again: 

-   'After all, we used our skills, each one of us sharing them with the others, trying to 

dig this land in different ways, interleaving
10

 and looking for new approaches to dig, 

seed, water and harvest this field'. 

 

The older brother finally stood up: 

-  'Father gave us what he promised. He motivated us, gave us a reason to work together 

with a common goal to be accomplished. Motivated us to do something quite 

demanding, but which led us to a much better reward than a hidden treasure.  

Now, we have found a way to earn our living and we have learnt that hard work pays 

off, although not in the way we had expected'. 

                                                           
7 A positive way to tackle procrastination. 
8
 Cram the learning by repeating things many times all in one day is not recommended as it gives no time 

for solid structures to grow. 
9
 Focusing on process instead of product. 

10 As using just one particular concept, approach, or problem-solving technique isn't enough. It may seem 

to make learning a bit more difficult, but at the end it helps to learn it more deeply. 



 

From that day on, they worked hard and earned their own livelihood. They had learnt 

that hard work is the key to a success at whatever enterprise you attempt. And using 

different tools and techniques to acquire new skills would make that hard work more 

productive and pleasant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All the information and quotes at the footnotes has been extracted from the lessons of 

the course “Learning how to learn” by Dr. Barbara Oakley and Dr. Terrence Sejnowski 

 


