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Pro Tip: When Failure Meets Mastery by Kenn Sebasta

“You nailed that maneuver solo last week, but today with your CFI sitting right seat, things fell apart. You know you know the steps. But the execution just felt clumsy. What happened?

You aren't regressing. You're choking, and that's not only okay, it’s even an important milestone!”

There's a real difference between choking and panic, even though they look identical from the outside. Panic is early-training failure: stress collapses our short-term memory, procedures evaporate, and we're left with raw, animal instinct. Think back to your first stressful landing, your mind went blank because the skill wasn't yet yours.

Choking is the opposite problem, and it only happens after mastery, when the skill has moved out of conscious thought and into our hands. Under pressure, we start supervising movements that were never meant to be supervised. 
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We're no longer flying: we're narrating our flying, and the narration is killing the execution. We're three feet above the runway thinking “back pressure, more back pressure, am I flaring too early?” and we balloon. On a checkride, we catch ourselves mentally reciting the power-off stall procedure we've done fifty times, and somehow our inputs come out jerky and mistimed. The DPE asks a simple question on the radio call and our tongues tie.

Sit with that for a moment: to choke, you have to have something to choke on. This means something you've mastered! The fluency is already there, your hands know exactly what to do. And that's precisely why thinking about it breaks the spell. When you were just starting out, you couldn't have failed this way. You didn't have enough skill yet to overthink it, you would have just panicked.

So next time you struggle with your new skills, try to understand if you've tipped from a panicked response to a choked response. And if your self-assessment reveals you're overthinking, don't concentrate harder -- that just fuels the fire. Instead, back off and trust the pilot you've quietly become.

The choking/panic distinction in this piece draws from Malcolm Gladwell's The Art of Failure-- worth the read in full.
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