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Bad listening habit No. 10 is the most important of all I0. 

I have saved it until last for that reason. It is a little tricky, and 

you will have to tune me in or you will miss it. It is wasting the 

differential between speech and thought speed. Now, on the av- 

erage in America, we talk 125 words a minute conversationally. 

But put a man in front of an audience and ask him to talk informa- 

tively, and he slows down to i00 words a minute, right on the nose. 

How fast do people listen? Or, to put the question better: How 
many words a minute can people think as they listen, if all their 
thoughts were measurable in words per minute? Three kinds of 

research I have not time to give you in detail all point to the same 
conclusion: Easy cruising speed of thought is always at least 400 

words a minute. 

Now, the differential between I00 and 400 is a snare, a pitfall, 

and a delusion. It is a breeder of false security and a breeder of 
mental tangents. What actually happens is what has been happen- 

ing to me for the past 45 minutes. You have been tuning me in, 
and in i0 seconds have been able to identify what I was up to, and 

you have felt free to rip out for a 50-second mental holiday, which 

you did. Then, because you invested some energy getting here this 
morning, you cagily checked me in again, in i0 seconds found out 

what I was up to now, and you ripped out for another 50-second 
holiday. You are in for i0, out for 50, in for i0, out for 50. Really, 

it is not so bad if you always come back for the i0. But, sooner or 
later, on one of these mental excursions of yours, you may hit 

upon a topic too engrossing to drop. 

Now,  a t  y o u r  a g e  l e v e l s  I a m  n o t  c e r t a i n  j u s t  w h a t  t h a t  o n e  
w o u l d  b e .  I t h i n k  I k n o w  w h a t  i t  u s u a l l y  i s  in  t h e  m i n d  of  a t y p i c a l  
m a l e  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t .  He  g o e s  to  h i s  e n g i n e e r i n g  c l a s s ,  a n d  t h e  
o l d  p r o f e s s o r  s t u m b l e s  on ,  d r a w i n g  a b i g  m o c k - u p  a l o n g  b e h i n d  
h i m ,  t h e n  t u r n s  a n d  g l o w e r s  a t  t h e  g r o u p  a n d  s a y s ,  " W e l l ,  y o u  
b i r d s  t h i n k  y o u  a r e  g o i n g  to  m a k e  e n g i n e e r s .  S o m e  of  y o u  w i l l ,  b u t  
I a m  s t i l l  g o i n g  to f l u n k  a c o u p l e  of  y o u ,  a n d  I t h i n k  y o u  k n o w  w h i c h  
tw o  I a m  t a l k i n g  a b o u t .  Be  t h a t  a s  i t  m a y ,  i f  y o u  m a k e  a s u c c e s s  
i n  t h i s  c h o s e n  c a r e e r  o f  y o u r s ,  i t  i s  g o i n g  to be  p o s s i b l e  o n l y  i f  
y o u  h a v e  l e a r n e d  o n e  f u n d a m e n t a l  t h i n g  o n  t h i s  c a m p u s ;  a n d  t h a t  i s  
t h a t  t h e  m o s t  p r e c i o u s  i t e m  an  e n g i n e e r  e v e n  o w n s ,  a n d  t h e  t h i n g  
w i t h  w h i c h  he  m u s t  l e a r n  to  ea t ,  s l e e p ,  l i v e ,  a n d  d i e  a t  h i s  s i d e ,  
i s  h i s  s l i d e  r u l e .  T h u s ,  t h i s  m o r n i n g  I h a v e  b r o u g h t  o u t  m y  b i g  
s l i d e  r u l e  a n d  I a m  g o i n g  to  r e v i e w  w i t h  y o u  a l l  t h e  m a t h e m a t i c  
c o m p u t a t i o n s  p o s s i b l e  w i t h  t h i s  i n s t r u m e n t . "  


