
What Gets in the Way of Challenge?

Challenge Must Be Right: If a task is too easy or too difficult, students disengage. The zone of
proximal development offers a balance: tasks that are achievable with support.

Challenge Requires Trust: Students need to feel safe to take risks. Without a trusting
classroom culture, they will avoid challenges for fear of failure.

Challenge Requires Resolve: Some students lack resilience. Teaching students a growth
mindset and showing them that effort leads to success helps them push through challenges.

Challenge Slows Progress: Challenging tasks take longer to complete. However, deep learning
takes time, and it’s important to prioritize depth over speed.

Why is Challenge so Important?

Challenge is essential for growth. Without it, there is no development. Just like physical
exercise builds muscles by pushing them beyond their usual limits, the brain thrives on
challenge. When students are pushed just beyond their current abilities, they engage more
deeply and build critical skills.

Psychologist Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development highlights the importance of tasks
that are within reach but require support to achieve. This "sweet spot" is where the most
effective learning happens. Too much challenge causes frustration; too little leads to
disengagement. Studies show that challenging tasks make learning stick and help students
remember and apply what they’ve learned.

Challenge is not optional—it is vital to the learning process. Without it, we risk stagnation.

This Spotlight covers the key ideas from the Jan T&L INSET.
Challenge and The Learning Pit
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How Can We Make Challenge More Desirable?

Making It Worth It: Link challenges to students' goals and real-world relevance. This helps
students see why the challenge matters.

Owning the Challenge: When students take ownership of their learning—through goal setting or
choosing strategies—they are more engaged and motivated.

Having Permission to Try: Normalize failure as part of the learning process. Create a safe space
for mistakes, so students feel comfortable facing challenges.

Being in the Habit: Challenge should be a regular part of learning. Gradually increasing task
difficulty builds students' resilience over time.



The Learning Pit is a metaphorical framework to help learners embrace challenge and develop resilience.
It aligns with ideas of desirable difficulties.

1. Concept (Comfort Zone): Learners begin with a surface-level understanding or a misconception. There’s a
sense of stability, but growth is limited.

2. Conflict (Descent): New information or a challenging question creates cognitive conflict. This stage feels
uncomfortable but is essential for deeper learning.

3. Struggle (Depth of the Pit): Learners grapple with the challenge, reflecting, questioning, and testing ideas. This
stage fosters critical thinking, persistence, and problem-solving.

4. Insight (Climbing Out): With effort and guidance, the learner gains clarity, forming connections and
reconstructing their understanding.

5. Application (On Solid Ground): Learners apply their refined understanding to new contexts, reinforcing and
embedding knowledge.

Here are different copies of The Learning Pit for you to use.
We are in the process of designing a bespoke Channing version

Animated Learning Pit Video

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1G75gko5mua8rOMKgZB6hW_v6x94dxo90?usp=drive_link
https://www.learningpit.org/books/teach-brilliantly/animated-video/

