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COGNITIVE 

CONFLICT 5
5.0 • PREVIEW

This chapter focuses on the role of cognitive conflict: what it is, why 

it can help your students learn and how to set it up effectively.

The most important points in the chapter include:

1. At the heart of the Learning Challenge is cognitive conflict.

2. Cognitive conflict is the disagreement between two or more 

of the ideas or opinions a person holds at the same time.

3. Cognitive conflict prompts people to think more urgently and 

purposefully.

4. There is a moral purpose to creating cognitive conflict in that 

it helps people become more judicious and considered.

5. There are many ways to create cognitive conflict, including 

through dialogue, by comparing two or more concepts together 

and by considering concepts in varying contexts.

6. When your students encounter cognitive conflict, then that is 

when they can say they are in the pit.

5.1 • WHAT IS COGNITIVE CONFLICT?

Cognitive conflict is created when contradictions are identified and options examined, 

as shown by Steps 2 and 3 in Figure 16. It is quite literally a conflict within a person’s 
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cognition – that is to say, a disagreement between two or more of the ideas or opinions a 

person holds concurrently. This conflict can be unsettling, but at the same time, it can cause 

more reflection and the questioning of assumptions.

For example, if school-age children are asked if Robin Hood was a ‘good man’, they 

are most likely to say yes. This is idea one: ‘Robin Hood was a good man’. However, 

if they are then asked whether it would be good if someone in the class stole from a 

supermarket and gave the proceeds to the poor, their usual answer is no. This then 

prompts the second idea in their minds: ‘It is wrong to steal’.

The conflict of opinions between thinking that Robin Hood was a good man whilst also 

believing that stealing is wrong creates the tension that causes the children to reflect 

more on their beliefs.

Figure 17 shows another example, this time in response to the question ‘What is a friend?’ 

The character’s immediate reaction is to think of a friend as being someone they trust. 

This is idea one. Someone else in the group then proposes that there are many people 

who can be trusted who would not count as a friend, for example, a member of the 

emergency services. This is idea two.

At the heart of 
the Learning 
Challenge is 
a pit. The pit 
represents a 
state of cognitive 
conflict.

� Figure 17: An Illustration of Cognitive Conflict

Idea Two: 

I trust lots of people who 

are not my friends.

Idea One: 

A friend is someone I trust.

76 5. Cognitive Conflict



But then the teacher suggests that many of us trust, for example, people working for the 

emergency services but don’t count them as our friends. This prompts idea two which, 

when compared with idea one, is what creates the cognitive conflict.

Please bear in mind that your students need to accept, however provisionally, two or 

more ideas that are in opposition, otherwise cognitive conflict won’t exist. That is why 

the Learning Challenge begins with a concept that your students have at least one idea 

about. If they have no idea, then there will be nothing to conflict with and therefore you 

will not be able to take them into the pit!

This also explains why you should not voice your disagreement with students’ 

ideas even if you think they are wrong. For example, if one of your students 

said, ‘It is OK to hit someone’, then no matter how vehemently you disagree 

with that opinion, for the purposes of the Learning Challenge you should not 

show your disapproval or disagreement. Instead, you should encourage other 

participants to think of counterexamples. This is as true for when you agree with 

your students’ opinions as it is for when you disagree with them. The integrity 

and success of the process relies on participants being able to explore ideas 

without censorship.

A nice way to capture this value is to say, ‘Not all of our questions answered but all of 

our answers questioned’.

As I mentioned in Section 3.3, I am not suggesting that you should stop teaching your 

students the values of the society in which they live. What I am advocating, though, 

is that you use the Learning Challenge to teach your students how to think so that, 

through the course of their education, your students learn what and how to think.

5.2 • WHY IS COGNITIVE CONFLICT A GOOD THING?

Stage 2 of the Learning Challenge is all about creating cognitive conflict in the minds of 

participants. As described in Section 2.2, the purpose of cognitive conflict is to motivate 

people to think more deeply and urgently about their ideas.

The image shown originally in Figure 3, shown again as Figure 18, is a useful way to 

describe what cognitive conflict might feel like. Whereas the left-hand path represents 

tasks that are easy and straightforward, in which there is no cognitive conflict, the right-

hand path represents the more challenging tasks that often generate cognitive conflict.

Let’s compare the two in more detail. The left-hand path could be said to represent 

the route that many students take during lessons. That is not to denigrate the teaching 

profession or to say that it is always a bad path to take. The problem is that with an 

over-filled curriculum and mounting pressure to do well in exams, far too many of us 

feel obliged (forced, even) to guide our students along this route so that they can reach 

the answer as smoothly and efficiently as possible. There just doesn’t seem to be time 

to pause and think. By contrast, the path to the right is more problematic and time-

consuming but at the same time more engaging and thought-provoking.

Of course, I am not suggesting that we should never take our students on the smoother 

path. Indeed, there are many skills we ask them to repeat again and again – for example, 

reciting times tables – and we do so for the very purpose of making those skills easier 

and more automatic for them. That said, there are very definitely many benefits to 

encouraging our students along the more challenging path.
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These are some of the advantages to taking your students on a Learning Challenge 

journey (as represented by the right-hand path shown in Figure 18):

• Causing your students to think more about their learning journey

• Prompting your students to problem solve with greater purpose and priority

• Encouraging your students to collaborate with each other so that they make more 

progress

• Putting your students in challenging situations in which they develop resilience, 

determination and tenacity

• More necessity for your students to question, elaborate, connect, predict, 

sequence and verify

• Creating greater demand on your students to reflect on their learning strategies 

and to think about their next steps (metacognition)

• An increased sense of achievement for your students when they eventually reach 

their learning goal

The following quotes add another dimension to the benefits I have listed:

Taking the more 
challenging  
path shown in 
Figure 18 is akin 
to the challenge 
of dealing with  
cognitive conflict.

Here are some 
of the many 
benefits of taking 
the challenging 
route in learning:

� Figure 18: The Learning Challenge Path

If students do not have to work hard to make sense of what they are learning, 

then they are less likely to remember it in six weeks’ time. (Blog post by Dylan 

Wiliam, on deansforimpact.org, 2016)

Memories are formed as a residue of thought. (From ‘Ask the Cognitive Scientist: 

What Will Improve a Student’s Memory?’ Daniel Willingham, 2009, p. 22)
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I have included the full reference for these quotes here as well as in the list of references 

at the back of the book because I think the sources are almost as interesting as the ideas 

themselves.

The first quote is from Dylan Wiliam (2016), one of the best-known researchers in the field 

of feedback, on the website Deans for Impact.

The second reference is there to help you the next time you are asked to justify your use of the 

Learning Challenge to a grade-obsessed colleague or student. Show them this quote and 

remind them that far from slowing student progress down, the Learning Challenge is likely to 

increase student success in exams! By thinking more, students are likely to remember more, 

and by remembering more, they are likely to do better in tests (Willingham, 2009).

The final quote comes from Dylan Wiliam again, but he quotes Robert Bjork (1994), a 

professor of psychology. I really wish I’d thought of that phrase: ‘desirable difficulties’. It 

is a great way to describe the Learning Challenge!

At the heart of all this challenge and memory forming is cognitive conflict. Generating 

conflicting ideas about the concepts that are important to their lives will help students 

engage with the material and remember the lessons long into the future.

5.2.1 • The Moral Purpose of Cognitive Conflict

There is also a moral purpose to cognitive conflict in that it helps people become more 

judicious and deliberate. It does this by prompting them to reflect more compellingly on 

their assumptions and inconsistencies – that is, if they recognise that cognitive conflict 

exists in the first place! I say this because many inconsistencies exist in people’s lives 

that they don’t do very much about, for example, a meat eater who thinks killing animals 

is cruel; the driver of a large, polluting vehicle who thinks global warming should be 

tackled; the boss who advocates work-life balance whilst also expecting everyone to put 

in many extra hours outside the normal working week.

Before I get too political, though, let’s go back to thinking about the school context. 

Figure 19 shows some common examples of conflicting opinions that I hear amongst 

school-age students.

These ideas exist in the minds of many students, and sometimes it is easier just to leave 

them as they are. Yet there are a great many benefits to be gained from examining 

conflicts one by one. For a start, it can be interesting and often quite funny to think about 

the many contradictions we live with. Secondly, it can offer your students an enjoyable 

way to learn how to resolve conflicts and make decisions.

It is also worth bearing in mind that the etymology of critical thinking is kritikos, the Greek 

word for ‘making judgements’. So if you encourage your students to analyse different 

sides of an argument with a view to making reasoned judgements, then you will also be 

familiarising your students with one of the central procedures of critical thinking.

The quotes 
above share 
some of the 
research 
evidence for 
the benefits 
of challenge.

There are 
many moral 
reasons for 
helping young 
people deal 
with cognitive 
conflict.

When learners do well on a learning task, they are likely to forget things 

more quickly than if they do badly on the learning task; good instruction 

creates ‘desirable difficulties’ (Bjork, 1994, p. 193) for the learner. (Blog post 

by Dylan Wiliam, on deansforimpact.org, 2016, which references ‘Memory 

and Metamemory Considerations in the Training of Human Beings,’ Robert 

Bjork, 1994)
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Thirdly, examining and resolving dilemmas can help your students develop their conflict 

resolution strategies as well as their wisdom. That sounds like a rather extravagant claim, 

but consider this if you will: how often do we make decisions on behalf of our students 

and, in so doing, inadvertently deny them the opportunity to develop their own wisdom?

A classic example is when we see two students fighting. We stop the fight and ask them 

to explain: one says the other one was bullying him or her. So we remind them both that in 

the case of bullying, they should always tell a teacher who will then put a stop to it. Their 

response is often to say that their parents have advised them to fight back against bullies. 

Now how’s that for conflicting opinions: if I am bullied I should tell a teacher versus if  

I am bullied I should fight back.

Now consider how you would respond to that circumstance. How likely are you to say 

what so many of us say: ‘That might be what your parents say, but you are in school now 

and in school, you should follow the school rules.’

Perhaps this seems the right thing to do. After all, as teachers we do need to get our students 

to follow the school rules. But consider the inadvertent message this advice also conveys: 

ignore one side of the argument and do as you are told! What sort of life lesson is that?

In terms of the process, what is the difference between me saying, ‘Ignore what your 

parents say and do as I tell you’ and, for example, a drug dealer saying, ‘Ignore what 

they taught you in school and just take these drugs. They’ll give you an amazing high 

and I’ll give you the first sample free.’

Please know that I am not saying that getting your students to follow school rules is 

as bad as dealers peddling drugs! What I am saying is that the process of advising 

someone to ignore one side of an argument and do the opposite is the equivalent in both 

examples. At the risk of being alarmist, isn’t that part of what led to the most common 

claim made at the Nuremberg trials: I was doing as I was told.

This is one of the reasons why I am saying that teaching your students to examine  

and resolve their cognitive conflicts has a moral dimension. The process can help 

them learn how to make decisions, listen to counterarguments, try to understand other 

people’s points of view and so on.

Of course, I would not advocate starting your students off with the process of examining 

cognitive conflict by sharing tales of the Nuremberg trials or by thinking about the right 

Many school 
lessons teach 
students what 
to think. The 
LC provides a 
balance to this 
by teaching 
students how 
to think.

Opinion Conflicting Opinion

If I am bullied, I should tell a teacher. If I am bullied, I should fight back.

It is wrong to steal. Robin Hood did a good thing.

You should never lie. Giving an honest opinion can offend.

Drugs are illegal. Cigarettes and alcohol contain drugs.

You should always help your friends. Helping people too much can make  

them dependent.

I should think for myself. I should do what my elders tell me.

Many hands make light work. Too many cooks spoil the broth.

� Figure 19: Examples of Conflicting Opinions
Figure 19 
shows examples 
of cognitive 
conflict 
commonly held 
by school-age 
students.
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response to bullying. That sort of thing can be examined once your students have a lot 

of Learning Challenge experiences under their belts. Instead, I suggest you start with 

any of the less confronting examples of cognitive conflict shown in Sections 4.4 and 4.4.1 

and in Chapter 10.

5.3 • CREATING COGNITIVE CONFLICT

Steps 1, 2 and 3 in Figure 16 show some of the ways to build towards cognitive conflict. 

Here are some other methods:

Dialogue: using dialogue to reveal the complexities of a concept (see Section 5.4)

Comparisons: comparing a chosen concept with other concepts, including the use 

of synonyms and antonyms (see Section 5.5)

Context: reflecting on different uses of the concept in varying contexts, particularly 

contemporary examples (see Section 5.6)

This section explores each of these approaches to cognitive conflict in depth. As you read 

through them, I recommend that you highlight the techniques or examples you think will 

work best for your students. I have found them all to be very useful, but not all at the same 

time and certainly not in all contexts. For example, I think the dialogues probably work best 

with articulate students, whereas extensions might work better with less fluent speakers.

Bear in mind that the ultimate aim is for cognitive conflict to emerge spontaneously – and 

even to be created purposefully by your students – without your guidance. This is unlikely 

to happen straightaway, which is why many of the examples in this book identify the 

teacher as lead protagonist (particularly in the example dialogues). Over time, though, 

there should be a noticeable progression from you challenging your students, to your 

students challenging each other, to each student challenging himself or herself. This final 

manifestation of challenge – students challenging themselves – can be thought of as the 

basis for reflection and metacognition.

5.4 •  CREATING COGNITIVE CONFLICT  
THROUGH DIALOGUE

Dialogue is a great vehicle for getting your students into the pit. Indeed, it is such a 

great pedagogical tool that my colleagues and I have written Challenging Learning 

Through Dialogue (Nottingham, Nottingham & Renton, 2017) to share some of the best 

approaches to dialogue. Furthermore, if you watch the Learning Challenge (Nottingham, 

2015) animation on YouTube, you will notice many of the examples are dialogue based.

The following are two examples of the use of dialogue to create cognitive conflict. Both 

are records of actual exchanges between some students and me. The first was with 

seven-year-olds; the second dialogue was with fourteen-year-olds.

Many of the 
examples 
of cognitive 
conflict in this 
book show the 
teacher as main 
protagonist. 
Over time, 
students should 
take on more 
and more of 
this role.

This is an 
extract from 
a transcript of 
an LC session 
about odd 
numbers.

The Learning Challenge With Seven-Year-Olds

Me: Two, seven and eight: Which number is different from the other 

two and why?

Andrew: Seven, because it’s an odd number.

(Continued)
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Me: What’s an odd number?

Caroline: A number that can’t be divided by two.

Me: So if I have £7, are you saying it can’t be divided into two? How 

much would each person have if I shared £7 between two people?

Charlotte: £3.50 each.

Me: So seven can be divided into two. Does that mean it’s even then?

Sergei: No!

Me: So what is an odd number?

Sergei: It can’t be divided into two without leaving a remainder.

Me: But when I divided £7 by two, that didn’t leave a remainder.

Daniel:  But 50p is not a whole number. You can’t divide an odd number by 

two without splitting a whole number.

Me: Are you telling me that fifty is not a whole number?

Sunita: 50 pence isn’t.

Me:  This (holding a 50p piece) is not whole? Why not? It looks whole 

to me.

Sunita: But it’s not a whole pound. It’s half of a pound.

Me: So what is an odd number then?

Ben: It’s a number that can’t be divided by two without changing the units.

Me: Can you give me an example?

Ben: If I had seven pound coins then I’d have to split one of them in half 

first.

Me:  Does that mean anything I have to split in half, so that I can share 

it, is odd?

Ben: Yes.

Me:  But what if I have a £10 note? I would have to split that to share it, 

wouldn’t I? Does that make £10 odd?

Ben: No.

Me:  So what about five cakes? If I had five cakes, could I share them 

equally between two people?

Harry: Yes, of course.

Me: So are five cakes odd or even?

Harry: Odd.

Me: And yet I can divide them into two equal portions.

Daniel: But the bits wouldn’t be whole. You’d have to have halves.

Sunita:  Yeah, so maybe an odd number can be divided into two but only 

using halves?

Sergei:  Yes, but the 50p piece wasn’t a half. That was a whole coin. Not 

like the cake.

Caroline: Ah, this is too hard!

(Continued)
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The Learning Challenge With Fourteen-Year-Olds

Me: What do we mean by being brave?

Sarah: Facing your fears.

Me:  But if I’m scared to run across a motorway, but still do it, am I being 

brave?

Ellie: No, that’s just stupid. You have to do something good to be brave.

Me: Such as kill someone?

Kyle: That’s not good.

Me:  But lots of soldiers have been awarded medals for bravery, and 

presumably many of them killed the enemy whilst being brave.

Kyle: Yes, but that was their job.

Me:  So if I do my job, am I being brave? I’m doing my job now – does 

that mean I’m being brave?

Vijay: No, sir. You’re not doing your job. You’re just trying to confuse us.

  (It was very tempting to ask why Vijay thought trying to confuse [or 

challenge] him wasn’t the job of a teacher, but I wanted to stick to 

the topic.)

Me:  So if you’re just doing your job, then you’re not being brave, is that 

right?

Sunita: What about firemen? They’re brave.

Molly:  My dad’s a fireman and all he does is sit around playing computer 

games.

Me:  But presumably your dad also rescues people and puts out fires 

when he’s asked to.

Molly: Of course!

Me: So is he brave then?

Molly: Yeah, I guess.

Me:  Can anyone else tell me what it is about Molly’s dad’s job that 

means he has to be brave to do it?

Ben: He puts the lives of others before himself.

Me:  OK, but most parents would put the lives of their children before their 

own, particularly in times of crisis or danger. Are they being brave?

Jenny: Sort of. But then it’s kind of expected, isn’t it?

Julia: What is?

Jenny: Putting your kids’ lives before your own. It’s just what you do.

Me:  But when firefighters put their lives in danger to save others, isn’t 

that just what is expected? That’s what they are there for, isn’t it?

Jenny: True, but then that feels different. I can’t explain it but it does.

Me: Can anyone help Jenny out? What do you think she might mean?

Brandon: Do you mean that it’s normal? Like expected?

Jenny:  Maybe, yeah. It’s normal for firefighters to risk their lives to 

save others. And it’s normal for parents to put their kids before 

themselves.

(Continued)

This is an 
extract from 
a transcript of 
an LC session 
about bravery.
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Reading the dialogue above, please note that by continually asking questions and 

pointing out the inconsistencies in the students’ arguments, I was not trying to score 

points or belittle them in any way; that would have been socially and morally suspect as 

well as counterproductive. Instead, I was aiming to get the young people thinking more 

by finding exceptions to their initial answers so that they need to think again and in so 

doing, develop their insights and deepen their resilience.

For example, if I had asked the seven-year-olds to explain what an odd number is 

and then accepted their first answer (‘it can’t be divided by two’), then they would not 

have needed to think very much; they would probably have been able to answer with a 

memorised response. Compare this to the dialogue shown in which I led them to think 

that whilst ‘an odd number cannot be divided by two’ there are very obviously situations 

in which an odd number can be divided by two: for example, £7 can be divided into two 

lots of £3.50. This is the cognitive conflict that I was trying to set up: two thoughts that 

make sense but are also in conflict with each other. This then leads eventually to more 

reasoned answers and the development of the language needed to explain things in a 

more nuanced manner.

It is a similar situation in the dialogue with fourteen-year-olds: on the one hand, being brave 

means facing your fears, but on the other hand, facing your fears can also be foolhardy 

(or as my students called it, being ‘stupid’). In this particular example, my students went 

on to add more cognitive conflict: since so many people put the lives of others before 

themselves, this would mean bravery is ‘normal’, yet it can’t be ‘normal’; otherwise why 

would we remark on it or give awards for bravery? Again, there is a contradiction in what 

they are saying, and therefore a state of cognitive conflict is emerging.

5.4.1 • Wobblers

One of the best ways to create cognitive conflict in dialogue is with what I call wobblers. 

I use this term to evoke the sense of wobble we experience when learning to ride a 

bike. I explained this more in Section 1.1, but to summarise here, I mean the shaking, 

unsteady feeling we experience when we are out of our comfort zone. As I’ve described 

throughout this book, the Learning Challenge is all about encouraging our students out 

of their comfort zone and into the pit of learning so that they might better understand 

the complexities and nuances of concepts that are important to their lives. Wobblers are 

great tools to help with this endeavour.

Before you read through these wobblers, I recommend you revisit Section 3.2 to be sure 

about the ways in which these strategies should be used. In that section, I wrote about 

how the Learning Challenge is not about point scoring but about wobbling; it is not about 

belittling someone but about humour and humility, and it is not about proving anybody 

wrong but about finding new ways to look at familiar concepts.

Wobblers are 
techniques to 
create ‘wobble’ 
in the minds of 
LC participants.

Me: So is being brave a normal thing then?

Sarah:  No. Being brave is not normal; otherwise why would we talk about 

it? It would be like pointing at someone and saying they’re human. 

Of course they are. All people are. So if everyone were brave, then 

why would we even mention it? Why would we have bravery awards 

if everyone were brave? I think it is something unusual.

Kyle: Depends what you mean by brave.

Me:  Indeed! So how about it then? Can anyone say what brave means?

Students: (groans) We’re in the pit again!

(Continued)
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Wobbler 1: If A = B

This involves asking what something is, taking whatever your students say and then 

testing it by turning it around and adding a conflicting example. For instance:

Question: What is bravery? (This is A.)

Answer: Facing your fears. (This is B.)

Question:  So if I face my fears (B), does that mean that I am being brave (A)? For 

example, running across a busy road?

The process looks something like this:

If A = B then does B = A?

A is the concept that you are considering, in this case bravery.

B is a student’s response, in this case ‘Facing your fears’.

Now add an example that will conflict with the definition. For example, ‘running across 

a busy road’ would be facing your fears but would not normally be thought of as brave.

Note that you are not proving them wrong by finding this counterexample. Instead, you 

are trying to find an example that will cause your students to think again.

Examples of Wobbler 1

If bullying (A) means hurting someone (B), then does that mean that if I hurt someone 

(B) that therefore I am bullying them (A)? For example, if I hurt someone by committing 

a foul during a sports match?

If being fair (A) means giving everyone the same (B), then does that mean if I give 

everyone the same (B) that I am being fair (A)? For example, what if I give a baby the 

same amount of food as an adult? Or I give all students the same punishment even 

though only half of them have been misbehaving?

If justice (A) is about balancing the scales (B), then if we balance the scales (B), is that 

justice? For example, taking revenge? Or killing a murderer, stealing from a thief and  

so on.

If home (A) is where your parents live (B), then does that mean where your parents live (B) 

is your home (A)? For example, what if your parents decide to move to another country 

and you don’t go with them?

If a poem (A) is something that rhymes (B), then does that mean something that rhymes 

(B) is a poem (A)? For example, what about cat and mat? They rhyme. Are they a poem 

when put together?

If food (A) is something you eat (B), does that mean something you eat (B) is food (A)? 

For example, what if you eat the lid from your pen? Or you swallow a fly?

Wobbler 2: Not A

Another way to create wobble in the minds of your students is to add a negative to ‘If  

A = B’. Thus the formula becomes:

If A = B, then if it’s not B, is it also not A?

These examples 
of Wobbler 
1 show the 
concept as (A) 
and the answer 
that students 
give as (B).

Wobbler 2 
adds a negative 
to students’ 
responses to 
see if the idea 
also works 
in reverse.
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