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Chapter 1

Misconceptions

Part One: The Fire Engine

I was five years old, staying at my aunt’s place in a tiny, 
sleepy town in South India. My parents had lef me there Hor 
a month and they had not told me why. 'owever, it didnbt 
matter. I had more pressing matters to attend to. I was a 
kusy chap liOe that. Tn that one particular day, I was trying 
to figure out the population oH an ant colony near the Hront 
door. It was not an easy tasO. "hey reHused to stop moving to 
let me count. "here were other challenges as well. I would 
start counting, …Tne, seven, three, Hour, eightE… and then 
lose count as I had run out oH numkers I Onew. 

Aven at five, I was a kudding mathematician.

Suddenly, WEEEEEE-OOOOO-EEEEEE! It was a shrill 
noise that I had never heard keHore.

In the distance, a massive, roaring red keast oH a trucO came 
hurtling down the main road liOe it owned the entire road. zs I 
stood there mesmeri!ed, my aunt sprinted out oH the house liOe 
a startled mongoose, scooped me up liOe a sacO oH potatoes, 
and hustled me into the house keHore I could even klinO. Aven 
in that rucOus, I could hear her saying, …"hese fire engine 
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driversW ?hat recOless Hools they areW zlways driving akout 
with their eyes shutW…

?ait. What?

Ayes closedD -riving a megajton screaming red machine on 
Hour wheels without looOing where they were goingDW My 
flaw instantly hit the Roor. 

…qeallyD… I s:ueaOed, completely torn ketween sheer terror 
and aksolute awe. …"hat’s so coolW… 

Instantly, I retired my longjheld amkition oH kecoming a 
proHessional candy taster. I had a new purposeffi dedicating 
my liHe to catching a glimpse oH these superhumans oH the 
road who navigated rush hour traxc purely on vikes. It 
was a proflect that I kecame fiGated on and suddenly my 
liHe purpose was locOed in. I was in awe oH the audacity oH 
these visually challenged men, whose only PffS was their 
acute sense oH smell. I assumed all they needed was to catch 
a whiJ oH the smoOe Hrom a fire anywhere in the country 
and keHore you Onew it they were well on their way liOe 
kanshees with stukked toes. 
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zlmost instantly my proflect hit a snag. "he proklem was, 
actual fires were rare in our :uiet neighkorhood. 'ow do you 
collect data on fire engines when these fire engines hardly 
come ky. It was an inHuriating situation. 'owever, the little 
scientist in me reHused to give up. 

Tn many afernoons I would sit and eye the neighkourbs 
pri!ejwinning pots oH flasmine plants.  "hey looOed dry. -uj
kiously dry. Cust sitting there and doing nothing particularly 
useHul with their okvious Rammakility. "he idea oH torching 
them Hor the saOe oH flump starting my data collection eJorts 
did cross my mind. Bonstantly. ?ith the oksessive compulsion 
oH a scientist who was looOing to increase his sample si!e and 
considering all options. 

"hanOHully, my natural la!iness and the Hearsome si!e oH the 
said neighkourbs moustache and nostrils keat out my commitj
ment to science. "he flasmines survived. 

'owever, there were rare moments when I spotted them while 
I was travelling on the local kus. 2ut those were Reeting 
instances when they would hurtle past in a red klur. "his 
made it very dixcult to confirm the main hypothesisffi were their 
eyes closed? I would then sulO through the rest oH the day in 
disappointment liOe a proper scientist. 

2etween those sightings, I would sit on my verandah during 
those long, dry months and agoni!e over the practical prokj
lems oH driving without seeingffi 'ow did these fire engine 
drivers avoid the stray cows or maOe tight lef turns into 
Pundulingam StreetD ?as there a cojpilot yelling directions 
or did they Oeep a trained parrot s:uawOing, "LEFT! LEFT! 
TREE! TREE!!!"D
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znd was there collateral damageD 'ow many poor aunties and 
uncles were run over ky fire engines every weeOD ?as that why 
there was always an amkulance not Har kehind, liOe a dedicated 
cleanjup crewD -id the fire department specifically recruit 
klind people, or did they flust hand out klindHolds on their first 
dayD

My hyperactive imagination was plagued ky these :uestions 
and more. zsOing my dad or any other adult I Onew was out 
oH the :uestion. I was easily the sharpest mind within a five 
minute sprint radius Hrom where I lived. My dad paid the 
kills, my mum made decent decisions akout vegetakles and 
my kaky krother drooled neat little puddles around the house. 
'owever, when it came to the sukflect oH klind firemen, I was 
the leading eGpert, and we all Onew it. TOay, I Onew it. "he 
rest were karely aware the field eGisted.

I spent many oH my Hormative years in terrified awe oH these 
titans. I couldnbt cycle down the street without hitting every 
cow that was trying to avoid me and yet these speed maniacs 
spent their days navigating rushjhour traxc ky instinct alone. 
?hen it came to choosing ketween admiring them or keing 
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concerned Hor the welHare oH the general puklic, I chose to 
admire them. "he general puklic, I decided,  would need to 
looO afer itselH.  

2ut with all good things, my idiocy met its tragic end during 
an Anglish lesson in primary school. 

"Driving with your eyes closed" was flust a metaphor. z figure oH 
speech. z lie that was on a loop in my head.

My world collapsed when I was Horced accept that these mythj
ical roadjwarriors were flust regular guys with normal 0/;0/ 
vision. "he kukkle oH misconception didnbt flust popL it kurst 
with a wet, sloppy s:uelch. It seemed such a waste to have all 
those years oH wonder ruined ky primary school grammar.

I recovered, oH course. I have the emotional kouncejkacO oH 
a highjgrade ping pong kall. FooOing kacO, the incredikle 
cocoon oH Hantasy spun ky that simple misunderstanding was 
worth every second oH those klissHully delusional years.

Part Two: Being Wrong Is Where It Starts

zt first it seemed liOe I wasnbt that kright afer all. 2ut I was 
wrong. ?hen conHronted with a new piece oH inHormation, I 
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grasped it and saved it in my head. I then kuilt on it compulj
sively, not Onowing that the original idea was Rawed. 

?hat it does mean, as I later reali!ed, is that this is flust one oH 
the Hascinating ways that we learn. MaOing meaning oH your 
eGperiences is what we are constantly trying to do.  Yrom the 
time we are korn we have keen constantly collecting, storj
ing and constructing meaning Hrom everything we see, hear, 
smell, taste and Heel. "hat is how we kuild a mental picture oH 
the world. It is perHectly normal to have misconceptions and 
sooner or later, we will ke given the opportunity to :uestion 
and change those misconceptions. "hat is when we modiHy our 
ideas and change our mental model oH the world around us. 

Nou will rarely notice the tilt when you adopt a Rawed idea. 
Sukse:uently, you proceed to happily stacO new Hacts and 
ideas on this wokkly Houndation. FiOe me, you will stay in this 
stage oH klissHul ignorance until the truth reveals itselH when 
you confidently eGplain to a room oH relatives how firemen 
regularly use echolocation and smell to locate fires. Itbs when 
the room goes silent and looOs at you, kewildered, that you 
realise you flust made an impression Hor all the wrong reasons.

FooOing kacO, I realised that this whole fire engine saga had 
actually made me more curious in a way that made me engage 
with the idea ky thinOing and theorising akout what it meant. 
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I kecame more okservant and wanted to eGplore Hurther how 
it worOed. My curiosity akout fire engine drivers would not 
have developed iH I had Onown what the phrase bdriving with 
their eyes closedb had meant Hrom the start. zs you can see, 
a wrong idea that gets stukkornly stucO in your head can ke 
the most powerHul engine oH curiosity you will ever find. 2ut 
it is also important to stay open to that moment when this 
misconception is tested and ke willing to replace your Rawed 
idea with new understanding. 

?hich krings us to the bpop'.

"hat HateHul occasion, when I had to kravely conHront the Holly 
oH my own aksurd musings akout fire engine drivers, is somej
thing that has recurred with regularity throughout my liHe. 
"hose moments are something that I have come to emkrace 
as regular companions on my learning flourney. Sometimes, 
itbs akout altering what you Onow. zt other times itbs akout 
replacing a small Hact. znd then there are times itbs all akout a 
Hull demolition Hollowed ky a reconstruction. Itbs liOe playing 
bCengab. (ow and then the kricOs will come crashing down and 
you will need to start rekuilding all over again.

?e all have keen in these emkarrassing and uncomHortakle 
situations keHore. FiOe when your younger cousin, with an unj
Horgettakle smirO, corrects the way you pronounce paradigm 
afer you pronounce it as bparadigumb )with a silent bub K. Tr 
that time when you swore ky your revision strategies and yet 
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couldnbt prove their eJectiveness Hrom the grades you get. Itbs 
emkarrassing. I get that. I have keen there. More times than 
I would have liOed. "ragedies liOe those can ke hard on your 
ego. "hat wet bpopb echoes Horever. 

"he good news is, it happens to the kest oH us. Sometimes 
itbs okvious and sometimes it isnbt. ?hat is important is the 
remarOakle thing that happens right afer that. Nour krain 
resets. It installs a small sofware update and says, b"hanO you. 
"hat flust made me a little sharper and more ReGikle. I am also 
slightly less terrified oH keing wrong.b It kasically Hunctions as 
a high tech machine that is constantly trying to clean up messy 
data even as it is adding new ones. 

Nou are not the proklem. Sometimes, you flust didnbt have 
the proper scaJolding when learning new inHormation. "he 
neGt time you are emkarrassed ky something you got wrong, 
remind yourselH to ke thanOHul that you learnt something new. 
"hat bpopb is not a reminder that you Hailed, kut the sound oH 
your krain levelling up. 

Part Three: Bob Weighs In

(aturally, 2ok is aksolutely unhappy with the discussions so 
Har. 

2ok has keen listening to ffart "wo and rolling his eyes with 
increasing agitation, and he has thoughts. 2ok always has 
thoughts. Specifically, 2ok’s view is that you should not put 
up your hand as long as you are not a hundred percent sure 
that what you are going to say is correct. ?hy get an answer 
wrong and risO throwing your confidence in the trash when 
you get laughed at. "o 2ok, this is kasic common sense and he 
is deeply oJended  ky your fludgy sidejeye.
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"o understand how 2ok operates, letbs looO Hor Uai.

Uai’s hand goes up.

Cust liOe that. 'and. “p.

Mr. qaflan sees it immediately. ”UaiW Preat, let’s hear it.Q

"hirtyjseven pairs oH eyes swivel. Uai’s 

”fflants use sunlight to turn water and carkon dioGide into 
Hood,Q Uai says. Iuietly, kut clearly. ”they release oGygen as a 
Oind oH lefover.Q

z pause.

"hen, Hrom somewhere near the window, a giggle. "hen anj
other. "hen Cayden, loud, confident Cayden who finds most 
things Hunny says you Horgot the chlorophyllQ in the particular 
tone that elevenjyearjolds use when they want everyone to 
Onow they Onow something you don’t.

Mr. qaflan nods. ”Uai’s got the  idea right, that’s a solid answer. 
2ut Cayden has a point. fflease tell us what role chlorophyll 
playsDQ 'e moves on. "he class moves on.

2ut Uai does not move on.
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getting it mostly right and still keing interrupted ky Cayden 
Heels, somehow, worse than keing completely wrong. 

2ok, naturally, has arrived.

Bob: Well.

Kai: -on’t.

Bob: I’m not saying anything.

Kai: Nou have a very loud Hace.

Bob: I just think it’s worth reflecting on what happened there.

Kai: It was one wrong answer.

Bob: It was one wrong answer in front of everyone. There’s a dis-
tinction. They laughed, Kai.

Kai: Cayden  laughed.  znd  Cayden 
laughs at everything.

Bob: Other people laughed too. I count-
ed.

Kai: TH course you did.

Bob: I’m just saying. You put your hand 
up. You were wrong. Everyone saw. What 
do you think they’re thinking right now?

Kai: ffrokakly nothing. "hey’ve moved on.

Bob: Have they though? Have they really? Or are they sitting there 
thinking, oh, that’s the kid who misspelt mischievous in Primary 
Two?

Kai: I wasn’t even that confident.

32



MISCONCEPTIONS

Bob: You were confident enough to put your hand up! When you 
never put your hand up! So when you do put your hand up, people 
notice, and then when it’s wrong, they notice that too, and now 
the one time you spoke up is the one time you got it spectacularly 
wrong.

Kai: It wasn’t spectacular. Mr. qaflan said I was on the right 
tracO.

Bob: He was being kind. Teachers are paid to be kind. That’s 
different from being right.

Kai: ):uietlyK I did have part oH it right though. "he maOing 
Hood part.

Bob: The wrong part of the right part.

Kai: "hat doesn’t even maOe sense.

Bob: What doesn’t make sense is raising your hand when you’re 
not completely, one hundred percent certain. That’s the lesson 
here. Next time, wait. If you’re not sure, stay quiet. Let someone 
else answer. Let Jayden answer, he clearly knows everything.

Kai: IH I wait until I’m one hundred percent certain, I’ll 
never put my hand up.

Bob: Exactly! See? You understand!

Kai: 2ok, that wasn’t a compliment.

Bob: Wasn’t it? Staying quiet is safe. Staying quiet means, no-
body laughs. Staying quiet means…

Kai: Staying :uiet means I never figure out what I actually 
understand and what I don’t. IH I’d stayed :uiet today, I’d still 
thinO I had the photosynthesis completely right. Petting it 
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wrong in Hront oH everyone was horrikle. 2ut now I actually 
Onow what I got wrong. (ow I’ll rememker it properly.

Bob: (pause) You’re saying the humiliation was educational.

Kai: I’m saying the mistaOe was educational. "he humiliation 
is flustE your addition.

Bob: I’m not adding anything. I’m just pointing out what happened.

Kai: Nou’re pointing it out in the 
worst possikle way, at maGimum 
volume, on repeat.

Bob: I’m thorough.

Kai: Nou’re  eGhausting.  znd 
you’re  wrong.  Mr.  qaflan didn’t 
maOe me Heel stupid. Cayden didn’t 
even really maOe me Heel stupid. 
Nou’re the one doing that.

Bob: (affronted) I’m trying to protect 
you!

Kai: Yrom whatD Yrom learning thingsD Yrom having anj
other  aha  momentD  2ecause  that’s  what  that  was,  2ok. 
zn aha  moment.  zn uncomHortakle,  slightly  puklic,  Cayj
denjlaughedjatjme aha moment, kut still.

Bob: I don’t like aha moments. They involve being wrong first.

Kai: Averything involves keing wrong first. "hat’s kasically 
the whole system.

Bob: I hate the whole system.

Kai: I Onow. 2ut I’m going to Oeep putting my hand up anyway.
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Bob: (long, pained pause) …Even when you’re not sure?

Kai: Aspecially when I’m not sure. "hat’s when it matters 
most.

Bob: (very quietly) I’m going to need a moment.

Kai: "aOe your time. I’ll ke over here, keing wrong and learnj
ing things.

Bob: (muttering) Absolutely unbelievable.

Part Four: The Takeaway

Fet’s Oeep this simple, kecause the idea itselH is simple, it flust 
doesn’t always Heel that way.

Petting things wrong is not the opposite oH learning. It is the 
keginning oH it. Avery misconception your krain has ever kuilt 
was your krain doing its kest with what it had. znd every 
time one oH those misconceptions gets dismantled, every time 
a ketter understanding replaces a worse one, your krain gets a 
little kit stronger, a little kit more ReGikle, and a little kit more 
capakle oH handling the neGt hard thing.

"he uncomHortakle kit in the middle, 
the wokkle, the pop, the slight desire 
to slide under the desO and never come 
kacO, that’s not a sign that you’re Hailj
ing. "hat’s the Heeling oH your krain 
actually worOing. TH it doing the thing 
it was kuilt to do. Most people spend 
their whole lives trying to avoid that 
Heeling. "he good news is that every 
time you sit with it instead oH running 
Hrom it, it gets a tiny kit easier to kear.
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2ok will Oeep a list. 2ok will suggest, every single time, 
that keing wrong is prooH you’re not capakle, that the smart 
move is to stop risOing it, that silence is saHer than trying. 
znd he’ll say it with such :uiet, reasonakle concern that it 
can ke genuinely hard to argue with.

2ut here is what 2ok will never put on his listffi every time 
you got something wrong and came out the other side oH 
it smarter. Avery pop that preceded a kreaOthrough. Avery 
humkling, deRating, slightly emkarrassing moment that 
turned out to ke the eGact moment your krain levelled up.

"hat list, iH 2ok ever had the courage to write it, would ke 
the most impressive thing akout you.

Ueep getting things gloriously, spectacularly wrong.

"he fireman story had a happy ending. Nours will too.
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(Bob would like it noted that Jayden’s laugh was, objectively, quite 
loud, and that the classroom’s reaction was more significant than 
Kai is giving it credit for. He would also like it noted, quietly, and 
only because it appears to be true that Kai did have the right idea 
about photosynthesis. He is filing this under things that were more 
right than they looked at the time. It is, he will admit, a small but 
not entirely insignificant file.)

TRY THIS

“Apparently you are supposed to try this. I think it is completely 
unnecessary. But apparently that’s not my decision. Fine.”

"oday, when you get something wrong in class, in homeworO, 
anywhere, don’t move on immediately. ffause Hor ten seconds 
and asO yourselH one :uestionffi what did I actually thinO was 
true, and what is true insteadD (ame the old idea and the new 
one. "hat’s it. "hat’s the pop, made conscious. -o it once and 
you’ll start hearing it everywhere.

YOUR BOB MOMENT

2ok is aksolutely certain you are the only person who has ever 
kelieved something completely wrong. 'e is, as usual, maOing 
that up. Avery reader oH this chapter has had their own firejenj
gine moment. z thing they kelieved with total confidence that 
turned out to ke gloriously, spectacularly incorrect. ?e would 
love to hear yours. 'ead to tamingbob.com/stories, first name 
only, and tell us what you got wonderHully wrong. 2ok will hate 
it. "hat is part oH the Hun.
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