
Building an Improvement Culture through Deliberate Practice

Learning to Think
with Toyota Kata



My Journey
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The Basic Conflict:
Adult brains are optimized

for performance



Sometimes
survival

depends on
snap judgments



OUR BRAIN
FILLS IN BLANKS

Automatically, quickly and silently

ADULT

Current Knowledge Threshold

This is very fast, energy efficient, and works with an abundance of caution.
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Our brains are great at filling
in patterns we recognize
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Our brains are great at filling
in patterns we recognize

Even information that isn’t there:



Enter Scientific Thinking



Scientific thinking in a process of deliberately engaging reality with the 
intent of learning.  It’s curiosity about a world we will never fully 
understand, be we want to take the next step to understand a little better.
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It’s a continuous comparison between what we predict will happen next, 
seeing what actually happens, and adjusting our understanding and 
actions based on what we learn from the difference.
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Scientific thinking isn’t natural… but anyone can learn to think this way by 
practicing the routines of the Improvement and Coaching Kata.  
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What’s the next number in this series?  
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2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12,   ?



Answer:
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2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12,   2
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This point is our
Threshold of Knowledge
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2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12,   ?



The Improvement Kata
Modeling The Scientific Thinking Pattern

+
A Practice Routine to learn it.



The Improvement Kata. A model for scientific thinking.
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The Improvement Kata. A model for scientific thinking.

What problem am
I trying to solve?

What am I trying to
learn about?

What do I know?

What do I not know?

What is my threshold
of knowledge?

Where am I striving
to go next?

What obstacles
will I have to overcome

to get there?
What will I need to learn?

Run experiments
against obstacles
in order to learn.



While they may
learn about
the subject,

no one develops
skills here.



Developing
a skill

requires 
deliberate

practice





Neurons that fire together
wire together

“Habits” are the result
of connections that have

been reinforced over time

Good News:
We can change that wiring if:

We want to.
We work at it.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services



Neurons that fire together wire together

Search YouTube for Backwards Brain Bicycle – Smarter Every Day



Together, the Improvement Kata and Coaching Kata teach and develop
a system of management.

Practice Pattern 2: The Coaching Kata
A routine for learning to coach the Improvement Kata

The coaching kata gives leaders a standardized approach to develop
coaching skill in the course of daily work – developing the improvement

skill of those who work for them.



Learning Any
New Skill
Requires: 4

2

1

3

Frequent
Practice

A little every day.

Structured
Routines

Structured routines for
beginners to practice

fundamentals

Coaching
Corrective feedback
to ensure the learner

practices the right
patterns.

Enthusiasm
Growing self-efficacy:

“I’m getting better
at this.”
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Why is this hard to do alone?
Because it is human nature, and

all to easy, to end up here:

Instead of struggling to learn something new,
we usually prefer to “practice” what we already know.



The Improvement Corridor = 
“Sound Scientific Thinking”

Working on:
•The Right Things.

•The Right Way.

Long-Term
Vision

CHALLENGE

The
Improvement

Corridor

“The Ideal”
– strive toward

perfectionNext
Target

Condition

Current
Condition

12 – 36
months out.

(typical)

1 week to 3
months out.

(typical)
= Good practicing.







Let’s Practice



Challenge:  Sell the house for 
a profit of $20,000

Current Target Condition:  
Stage the living room

Current Obstacle: Lamp 
doesn’t work 



It’s not about the lamp… or the dominos.





Google: Toyota Kata









Full access to our Learning Library & Escuela Lean until 8/13/18

Username:  leansystems
Password: lean2018




