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CHAPTER THREE
THE LEARNING PIT ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

3.0 The Learning Pit Contexts

Most of the examples in this book – and indeed in my earlier work – are based on key 

concepts and refer to cognitive wobble, or more formally cognitive conflict. However, 

that does not mean the Learning Pit can’t be used in other contexts. Indeed, at any 

time and in any context in which you find yourself grappling with competing thoughts, 

you could say you’re ‘in the Learning Pit’. 

So, for example, think of a child who is reasonably adept at kicking a ball who is now 

struggling to kick with their non-dominant foot – we could say they are in the Learning 

Pit. They have this sense that they should be able to do it – and to some degree, 

they know how to do it – but they are finding it hard to apply the technique with their 

other foot. Their conflicting thoughts of, ‘I can kick a ball normally’ together with ‘I 

can’t kick a ball this way’ is a form of cognitive conflict and thus, they could be said 

to be in the Learning Pit.  

Similarly, if a child is struggling to change their behaviour even though they really 

want to, then they could be said to be in the Learning Pit. If they are thinking to 

themselves, ‘I know I should not act like this; I don’t want to act like this; I know my 

behaviour is up to me; but I just can’t help myself,’ then they would be experiencing 

the state of cognitive conflict that is at the heart of the Learning Pit.  

Telling the children in these two examples that they are in the Learning Pit won’t solve 

the issue straight away, but it might just reassure them a little to know that struggle is 

a normal and natural part of learning. It might also encourage any adults interacting 

with those children to be a little more patient!

With all that said, Learning Pit experiences typically revolve around a key concept 

– particularly when those experiences are purposefully designed by teachers to 

engage their students in selected areas of the curriculum. 

A concept is a mental representation of a class of things. Having a concept of 

something means being able to recognise that something and being able to 

distinguish it from other things. For example, being able to recognise ‘advice’ when 

offered it and to distinguish it from ‘instructions’ or ‘orders’ could be said to be 

‘having a concept’ of ‘advice’. 

There are many different types of concepts. For the purposes of this book, I 

have focused on two main types: ‘abstract’ and ‘concrete’ – often referred to as 
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‘theoretical’ and ‘practical’. Abstract concepts are most commonly characterised 

by having no physical or spatial grounding; for example, notions of love, truth, 

conscience, success, good, moral – plus many ‘-isms’ such as racism, sexism, 

Communism, feminism, and so on. On the other hand, concrete concepts refer to 

something physical that can be seen, heard, felt, tasted and/or smelled. For example, 

chalk, football, book, animals, house, city, table, waves, mountain, river, and so on. 

Sometimes, a concept can be both concrete and abstract depending on how it is 

referred to. Good examples would include: ‘How old am I?’ is a factual question, 

whereas the question ‘Am I old?’ is a conceptual question because it invites the 

exploration of meanings, uses and interpretations. Or ‘What is a river?’ indicates that 

the concept ‘river’ is being used in a concrete manner, whereas ‘Can you ever step 

in the same river twice?’ is beginning to make it more abstract. 

The following is a list of concepts from across the curriculum that work well as the 

focus for Learning Pit activities. The list is by no means exhaustive, but nonetheless 

ought to be a good starting point. You will notice that most of the concepts are 

abstract because it is those that give more opportunity for ‘concept stretching’ (see 

Section 2.1).

3.1 Concepts for Young Students (e.g. 3-7-year-olds)

3.2 Concepts in Art

Animals

Being nice

Choice

Dreaming

Fairness

Fairy tales

Feelings

Friends

Growth

Happiness

Healthy

Home

Hygiene

Language

Me

Pets

Real

Same

Shape 

Superheroes

Telling lies

Thinking

Toys

Truth

Audience

Balance

Beauty

Colour

Copy

Elegance

Expressionism

Form

Harmony 

Imagination

Meaning

Movement

Originality

Pattern

Perspective

Proportion

Real

Shape

Simplicity

Texture

Value
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3.3 Concepts in Citizenship; Social & Emotional Learning (SEL)

3.4 Concepts in Social Studies (incl. Economics, Geography, History & Religion)

Behaviour

Bravery

Bullying

Community

Conscience

Consequence

Courage

Culture

Decisions

Democracy

Duty

Emotions

Empathy

Enterprise

Equality

Equity

Fairness

Famous

Freedom

Friendship

Growth

Growth Mindset

Hatred

Human

Humane

Justice

Life choices

Love

Nation

Neighbour

Optimism

Pessimism

Perspective

Relationships

Responsibility

Revenge

Rights

Risk

Self-awareness

Talent

Truth

Value

Welfare

Willpower

Beliefs

Biodegradable

Border

Business

Caste system

Cause

Citizenship

City

Conflict 

Consumerism

Culture

Democracy

Developed

Disability

Economics

Empire

Equality

Evidence

Faith

Fate

Globalisation

Government

Heritage

History

Home/place

Human

Interpretation

Justice

Local

Man-made

Media

Migration

Morality

Mountain

Nation

Natural

Politics

Poverty

Race

Resources

Rivers

Social diversity

Society

Tourism

Town

Tradition

Truth

Urbanisation
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3.5 Concepts in Literature

3.6 Concepts in Maths

Action

Antagonist

Cast

Character

Chivalry

Conflict

Criticism

Democracy

Devices

Dimensions

Drama

External

Fairness

Fantasy

Filter

Genre

Goodness

Hate

Hero

Honour

Internal

Justice

Language

Love

Madness

Manners

Motivation

Narrator

Pace

Personality 

Plot

Poetry

Point of view

Power

Protagonist

Resolution

Romance

Science Fiction

Story

Style

Symbolise

Theme

Theory

Time

Continuous

Digit

Equal

Fraction

Function

Infinite

Infinity 

Irrational

Less

Logical

Measurement

More

Nil/zero

Number

Odd Numbers

Pattern

Probability

Proportion

Ratio

Rational 

Reason

Same

Set

Shape

Significance

Size

Sort

Statistics

Theory

Time

Uncertainty

Unit

Value
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3.7 Concepts in Health, PE and Sport

3.8 Concepts in Science

Active

Aesthetic

Balance

Challenge

Cheating

Competition

Condition

Confidence

Disability

Drugs

Endurance

Fair play

Games

Healthy 

Invasion

Mental

Movement

Natural

Performance

Race

Regulations

Score

Spirit

Sporting

Success

Tactics

Talent

Team

Technique

Win

Adaptability 

Animal

Biodegradable

Cause

Clone

Cycle

Data

Discovery

Drugs

Elements

Energy

Evidence

Evolution

Experiment

Exploration

Fact

Fair test

Forces

Genetics

Growth

Human

Hypothesis

Invention

Knowledge

Laws

Migration

Motion

Natural

Nutrition 

Population

Prediction

Process

Proof

Reactions

Science

Sensitivity 

Significant

Species

Technology

Theory

Universe

Waste

Waves

Weather
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CHAPTER FOUR
TAKING STUDENTS THROUGH THE LEARNING PIT

4.0 The Four Stages of the Learning Pit 

In Section 1.0, I shared three main reasons for creating the Learning Pit – 1) to 

help students understand that struggle is a common feature of learning, so not to 

be disheartened when they start to wobble; 2) to act as a framework for placing 

challenge at the heart of learning such that students need to think more about their 

studies, thereby creating longer lasting effects; and 3) for students who willingly 

choose challenge to know their choice is a good one even though other people might 

be recommending shortcuts. 

This chapter describes some of the ways to attend to the second of these reasons 

– creating a framework for purposefully taking students through the Learning Pit. 

The Learning Pit framework has four stages:

CONCEPT – choosing a key concept that your students are familiar with. 

This concept will form the basis for questioning and ‘concept stretching’ (see 

Section 2.1).

CONFLICT – creating cognitive conflict in the minds of your students in order 

to take them into the Learning Pit. This sense of conflict between two or more 

ideas should lead to deeper and more productive thinking. 

CONSTRUCT – constructing meaning by connecting, analysing, sorting, 

categorising and grouping ideas into an arrangement that is accurate and 

makes sense to your students. 

CONSIDER – inviting your students to consider their journey through the 

Learning Pit; to think about the ways in which their thinking has changed; and 

to identify the strategies they used that could be applied in other contexts. 

These four stages are described in more detail in the following sections, 4.1 – 4.4.

4.1 Stage 1: Concept

As mentioned in Section 3.0, someone could be in the Learning Pit whenever they 

have some basic knowledge and/or skill that they are struggling to apply in particular 

ways. It is not when they have no idea or skill, but rather when they have at least two 

or more ideas or ways of doing things that make sense to them despite those ideas 

conflicting with each other. For example, ‘it would be easier to switch back to my 
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dominant foot because kicking with my weaker foot is too hard and makes me look 

like I can’t play very well; but, on the other hand, I know I will be a better player if I 

learn how to kick equally well with both feet.’  

In schools, Learning Pit experiences are almost always focused on concepts. These 

‘key’ concepts are the ones judged to be particularly important with a curriculum 

area. They include a sense of scale and range as well as importance within that 

subject. For example, ‘number’, ‘equals’ and ‘pattern’ are some of the key concepts 

in maths; and ‘native’, ‘fluent’ and ‘meaning’ are key concepts in foreign language 

studies. 

The more abstract the concept you choose, the more likely it is that you will be able 

to take your students into the Learning Pit. That does not mean more ‘concrete’ 

concepts can’t be used; for example, you could create cognitive conflict around a 

concept as seemingly concrete as a ‘table’ – it has four legs (but so does a chair); 

food is placed on it at mealtimes (but you could use your lap for the same purpose); 

it has a flat surface to place things on (but so does a countertop or a sideboard); it 

is different from a chair because you wouldn’t normally sit on a table (but of course, 

you could sit on a table) and so on. 

At this point, some readers might be rolling their eyes thinking that I’m merely playing 

with words and to a degree, they’d be right – Learning Pit experiences should indeed 

be playful. However, this playfulness ought not to be pointless; there should always 

be a focus on seeking a better understanding of something, even if that includes 

identifying what that something is not. 

In the Laches dialogue written by Plato (c. 423-347 BC), Socrates is in dialogue 

with Laches, a general in the Athenian army. Socrates asks Laches about the 

concept, ‘courage’, calling to mind the actions of his soldiers risking their lives on 

the battlefield. Socrates questions this notion by saying people can risk their lives 

without being courageous (for example, taking foolish risks for the sake of vanity); 

or they can also be courageous without risking their lives (for example, being 

courageous against poverty or in love). These Ancient Greeks then consider ‘soldiers 

who remain at their post and fight’ as being courageous but then contrast this with 

the Scythian army (a much-feared cavalry of the time) who did the exact opposite, 

‘flying hither and thither’ across the battlefield. 

As the dialogue progresses, the men agree that courage cannot be foolish; it is 

always wise and noble. But then Socrates proposes a circumstance in which two 

armies are pitted against each other – one with superior numbers and training as well 

as the advantage of position, fighting against an army in the opposite circumstance. 

He asks Laches, which of these armies show greater courage? Bearing in mind they 

had just agreed that courage is not foolish, Laches now finds himself contradicting 

his earlier assertions by saying the soldiers in the ill-prepared army would be 

more courageous even though they’d also be more foolish to fight against such an 

overwhelming opposition.  
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This Socratic dialogue is, in some ways, an example of ‘playing with words’, although 

not in a negative sense; analysis of the text following this dialogue describes the 

characters engaging in a greater degree of curiosity and introspection. Indeed, I 

have used the Laches text with middle and high school students and every time, it 

has sparked an in-depth discussion about ‘courage’ as well as students returning to 

the topic many months later with further questions, examples and counterexamples. 

So, in many ways, I am advocating that we play with words but only ever with the 

purpose to help students analyse concepts more thoughtfully. This should help them 

to reach a more refined understanding of meaning, connection and significance. 

4.1.1 Sources of Concepts

The concept a teacher or group chooses as ‘key’ in a subject will vary according 

to their view of that subject and the purpose they have in selecting the concept. 

A teacher introducing young children to science is likely to choose concepts 

significantly different to the biology teacher working with the oldest students in high 

school. Nonetheless, they will both need to select concepts their students are familiar 

with. 

For example, asking five-year-olds what ‘significance’ means is unlikely to generate 

enough dialogue to begin a Learning Pit session, whereas asking those same five-

year-olds what an ‘animal’ is or whether a teddy bear can be a ‘pet’ is much more 

likely to start things off well. 

That is not to say that all students need to know the concept well, but there needs 

to be enough knowledge in the room for the possibility of creating cognitive conflict. 

Your students will need at least one clear idea about a concept for you to be able to 

present another idea that will conflict with theirs. If your students have no idea, then 

they are likely to shrug their shoulders and accept whatever you say. Although that 

might be nice in certain situations, it certainly won’t lead to the discerning, curious 

or creative thinking that the Learning Pit aims to generate. 

To save you guessing whether or not students know a key concept, you could 

ask students to identify concepts themselves. This can be really powerful, partly 

because of the increased sense of ownership and partly because students are 

unlikely to suggest concepts that they know nothing about! For example, students in 

science are unlikely to volunteer the concept ‘resistance’ when observing a science 

experiment unless they have a reasonable sense of what resistance means. 

Some of the best ways to ‘draw out’ concepts from students are shown in the next 

four sections. 
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Images

You can encourage students to identify concepts by showing them an image, or a 

few contrasting images that you think will be appropriate, thought-provoking and 

interesting. For example, do an image search for ‘self-image’ and use the picture 

of a housecat looking at a reflection of a lion in the mirror; search for ‘parents on 

phone ignoring child’ and choose from a huge range of thought-provoking (and often 

worrying) images; search ‘rich child poor child’ and choose contrasting images to 

share with your students.

Alternatively, look up the work of street artists including Banksy, Keith Haring, Lady 

AIKO, ICY & SOT, and Gaia; or contemporary artists such as Paweł Kuczyński, 
Damien Hurst or Frida Kahlo.

If you use social media, then you could do as I do and save any interesting images 

you come across for use at a later date with your students. Pinterest lends itself very 

well to this of course, although you can save images from any platform. Just be 

careful about usage rights!

Picture Books

Picture books lend themselves brilliantly to drawing out concepts because they can 

generally be read from cover-to-cover in a few minutes, within which time, a number 

of concepts – obvious, hidden and oblique – are covered. Their imagery also leads 

to the identification of other concepts. Indeed, sometimes it is enough just to use the 

image on the front cover as a stimulus to draw out concepts. 

Incidentally, I’m not just recommending the use of picture books with younger 

children; they are in fact a fabulous resource for all students young and old. If you’re 

using them with teenagers, you might need to ‘justify’ their use by saying something 

along the lines of, ‘I’m thinking we could look at this one to see which concepts or 

ideas you think the author is trying to introduce to young readers.’

The range of picture books available these days is stunning, so it would be a fool’s 

errand to provide an exhaustive list of the best ones. However, here are names 

of authors whose books I’ve used many times over for Learning Pit sessions: 

Jez Albrough; Jeannie Baker; Ian Beck; Anthony Browne; Alexis Deacon; Julia 

Donaldson; Mini Grey; Werner Holzwarth; Leo Leonni; Margaret Mahy; David McKee; 

Marcus Pfister; Nikolai Popov; Tony Ross; Shaun Tan; Jill Tomlinson; Max Velthuijs.
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Storytelling

A personal favourite of mine is to use storytelling as a starting point for identifying 

concepts. I like to give students parts in the story and invite them to act out key parts. 

You can see some examples of these online at:

• The Gruffalo: vimeo.com/151137716

• A Squash & a Squeeze: vimeo.com/151137668

• Hank & Frank: vimeo.com/151137477

Please note, I am not a drama specialist, nor have I had any training in storytelling. I 

say this not to revel in being such an amateur, but to suggest you do not need to be 

RSA trained to use the approach. Students are very forgiving; indeed, once they are 

part of the story, they tend to forget what their teacher is doing anyway. So, I would 

very much encourage you to have a go. You could even say you’re going into the 

Learning Pit yourself by stepping out of your comfort zone. 

Other Options

There are of course many other options for drawing out concepts. These include 

reading part or whole texts, poems or plays; watching short videos (www.

literacyshed.com is probably the best starting source for these); asking students 

to present a tableau or freeze frame for others to observe and interpret; running a 

science experiment for students to interpret and so on. 

4.1.2 Identifying Concepts

If you are going to encourage your students to find suitable concepts from any of 

the sources shown in Section 4.1.1, then I recommend you use the following steps to 

choose the best ones:

1. Share the stimulus (any of the sources shown in Section 4.1.1 would work)

2. Ask students to suggest concepts that can be observed or inferred from the 

source. When working with young children it often helps to ask, ‘What does this 

make you think of?’

3. Write down students’ suggestions so that everyone can see the growing list. 

4. If a student offers a long description, ask them to summarise using just one 

or two words. For example, if a student says, ‘I think the housecat is looking 

at the mirror and imagining what it would be like to be a lion,’ then you could 

ask them to summarise that thought with just one concept. If they need more 

support, you might say, ‘for example, ‘imagination’, ‘dreams’, ‘aspirations’ or 

perhaps something else?’
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5. One way to determine whether or not the words suggested by your students 

are concepts is to imagine ‘What is …’ in front of their ideas. If that creates 

a question that seems open and equivocal (maybe even philosophical) then 

I would suggest that it is probably a concept. For example, if a young child 

says, ‘the cat is brown’ then I’m going to help them create something a bit 

more conceptual from that, such as ‘pets’ or ‘colour’. Whereas if they say, ‘the 

cat looks sad’ then I would write down ‘sad’ or ‘sadness’ because ‘What is 

sadness?’ seems fairly open-ended to me. 

Once you have a list of concepts displayed for all to see, you have a choice of 

either a) picking one of the concepts as the focus for the Learning Pit experience 

or b) inviting students to create questions using any of the concepts identified and 

then choosing the best question to proceed with. There are pros and cons to each 

approach, so perhaps alternate between the options across a series of Learning Pit 

experiences. Remember also that you don’t necessarily have to involve your students 

in any of these steps; they generally enjoy being involved and there are a number of 

benefits to doing so, but it might be that time or curriculum demands are against you 

– in which case, you could choose the concept and the starting question(s) without 

your students’ input. 

If you are going to ask your students to vote, whether it for the best concept or best 

question, then I’d recommend using an ‘omnivote’. The prefix, ‘omni’ means all; so, in 

an omnivote, students can vote for all options if they wish. State that you are going to 

read out each option (either concept or question, depending on when you are using 

this vote) and that:

6. Every student can vote as many times as they like (although it might be worth 

mentioning that, if they vote for all options, then the choice they are making is 

not to choose!)

7. Students should stand up to indicate their vote. You will count as quickly as 

possible. If a student stands up after you have passed them, then you will not 

return to count them – this is to encourage them to make up their own mind 

rather than to wait to see how many other people are voting.  

8. You will write the scores down and whichever one gets the most votes will win. 

If necessary, a tiebreaker will be held (again, using the omnivote) to decide 

between any options tied for first place. If that still doesn’t break the deadlock, 

then you will choose the winner!



30 4. Taking Students Through the Learning Pit

4.1.3 Creating Conceptual Questions

If you are going to invite your students to create questions, then it would be a good 

idea to give them some guidance. The question stems below should help with this. It 

might be worth sharing just three or four question stems during the first Learning Pit 

experience then adding a few more each time until your students are familiar with all 

the stems. After that, you could give them the whole set on a card or display them on 

the wall for reference during lessons.

Challenge your students to create thought-provoking questions by pairing one of the 

question stems with one or more of the concepts they have identified. They can then 

play around with the way in which the question is formed until they are satisfied that 

they have created a question worth exploring.

Question Stems

a. What is …?

b. Always or never …

c. What is the difference between …?

d. When does …?

e. How do you decide …?

f. What if …?

g. How do you know …?

h. Is it possible to …?

i. What is the opposite of …?

j. Is it normal to …?

k. Should …?

Here are some worked examples based on the concept ‘greed’ …

a. What is greed?

b. Is greed always a bad thing?

c. What is the difference between greed and hunger? 

d. When does wanting something become greedy?

e. How do you decide what is need and what is greed? 

f. What if everyone was greedy?

g. How do you know if someone is being greedy or not? 
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h. Is it possible to be greedy and listen to your conscience? 

i. What is the opposite of greed?

j. Is it normal to be greedy?

k. Should greed be against the law?

When you record your students’ questions, it is a good idea to write the authors’ 

names next to their questions for future reference and to give them a sense of 

ownership. It might also be that a particular question needs clarifying or expanding 

upon with additional detail about, for example, the thinking behind it. This is more 

easily achieved when you know at a glance whose question it is.

When your students have become familiar with this practice, you should vary the 

procedure. For example, you might divide your class into pairs or threes and ask 

each group to create a question collaboratively, writing their ideas on a piece of 

paper or mini whiteboard. This will involve more of your students in the process of 

question formation and will likely improve the quality of the questions asked.

If one of the groups creates more than one question, ask them to select the one they 

think is their best one. You should be aiming for no more than about seven or eight 

questions from the whole class, so taking more than one question from a small group 

is likely to reduce the opportunities for other groups.

You might also like to adopt the practice of encouraging your students to keep a 

reflection book in which they record questions that are of interest to them. This can 

serve a dual purpose: it can help students remember earlier questions and it can also 

help you identify the progress they are making in terms of the quality of questions 

they are creating.

4.2 Stage 2: Conflict

Stage 2 of the Learning Pit is concerned with creating cognitive conflict. This is when 

a person holds two or more ideas that they agree with but which conflict with each 

other. This cognitive conflict can be unsettling, but at the same time, it can lead to 

more pressing, determined and deeper thinking and questioning. 

Some examples of cognitive conflict include:

a. In physics, there are unstoppable forces and immovable objects, but what if 

these two were to meet?
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b. A single grain of millet makes no sound when falling, but a thousand grains 

make a sound; thus, a thousand ‘nothings’ become something.

c. Children are taught that ‘odd numbers cannot be divided by two’, but five 

cakes can be shared easily between two children. 

d. Many people who value privacy and support legislation protecting people’s 

privacy will post photographs and their own location information on social 

media.

e. Exercising can be painful and healthy at the same time.

f. Increasing the food available to an ecosystem may lead to instability, and even 

to extinction.

g. Applying pesticide to a pest may increase the pest’s abundance.

h. Stealing is wrong, but Robin Hood is considered a moral man.

i. Telling the truth is encouraged, but sometimes lies are better. 

j. Saturated fats are thought to be unhealthy, but the French diet is high in 

saturated fats and yet they have low rates of heart disease. 

k. A hero takes risks on behalf of others, but so do terrorists. 

l. You can tell when someone is happy, but often people will pretend they are 

happy. 

m. A tragic hero deserves pity, but perhaps it is the victims who deserve pity, not 

the perpetrators.

n. Love cannot be measured, but love is often a measure of how much we value 

something. 

o. Love seems impossible to define and yet almost everyone knows what love is. 

p. Adults are responsible for their own actions and yet sometimes we act because 

we are following orders or instructions from others. 

q. Diluted nitric acid will corrode steel, but concentrated nitric acid will not.

Using the examples shown, or indeed any others you generate using the techniques 

I’m about to show you, should create a sense of wonder and puzzlement. When that 

happens, then you could say that your students are going into the Learning Pit. 

Wonder Wobbles 

One of the best ways to create cognitive conflict is through what my co-author and 

company director, Jill Nottingham, calls ‘wonder wobbles.’ These are designed to 

create wonder in the minds of participants in a Learning Pit experience. They are also 

designed to create wobble in the minds of everyone taking part. The use of ‘wobble’ 
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here is used to evoke the sense of wobble we experience when learning to ride a bike 

– except that the shaky, unsteady feeling is likely to be in the minds of participants 

rather than their bodies. 

To make best use of these wonder wobbles, the following values need to be observed: 

Challenging, Not Point Scoring: The Learning Pit is designed to cause 

participants to think more deeply and more compellingly about their learning. 

It promotes a spirit of exploration to identify complexity and subtlety. It is 

not about point scoring nor is it about putting someone else down to propel 

yourself further. Every interaction in Learning Pit (and indeed classroom) 

experiences ought to be underpinned by a sense of ‘in this together’; the 

pursuit of awareness, understanding and the synthesis of new ideas.

Humility and Gentle Humour: These are difficult to convey in a book, but 

they are absolutely key aspects of Learning Pit experiences. If you give the 

impression of interrogating your students in an effort to discredit or disprove 

their hypotheses, then that would be both arrogant and discouraging. Instead, 

you should take a light-hearted and self-effacing attitude. This means using 

phrases such as ‘Sorry, I don’t understand’ or ‘I don’t think I am very clear 

about this’. It means laughing with, rather than at, your students; admitting you 

don’t have all the answers; asking unpretentious questions; and using a tone 

of voice and body language that suggest you are in the pit with your students.

Playful Trickery: On some occasions, Learning Pit experiences feel a little 

like a form of ‘language trickery’ or, as I mentioned in Section 4.1, ‘playing 

with words’. This is by no means the intention and should be avoided where 

possible. Although, in some ways, one person’s playfulness is another 

person’s trickery so perhaps it can’t be avoided altogether. It might be helpful, 

therefore, to think of the trickery of a children’s magician rather than the trickery 

of a con artist!

So, with those values in place, here are some techniques you could use to create 

wonder wobbles.

4.2.1 Questioning Techniques

Use the following questioning techniques to engage your students in wonder 

wobbles. Remember to ask them in such a way as to emphasise curiosity rather than 

interrogation.

Clarification

a. Are you saying that …?

b. What does that mean?

c. Could you rephrase that?
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d. Could you explain that a little more?

e. Could someone else say what they think this idea means?

Reasons

f. Why do you think that?

g. What evidence/proof do you have for saying …?

h. Could you give us an example?

i. Could someone else give an example or counterexample?

j. Do your reasons support your conclusion?

Assumptions

k. What do we already know about this?

l. Are you assuming that …?

m. What are we taking for granted?

n. Are you suggesting that …?

o. How could we be sure of this?

Viewpoints

p. What would happen if …?

q. Who or what would benefit from this?

r. Who or what would be disadvantaged by …?

s. Are there alternative ways of looking at this?

t. When would it be better/worse/different?

Equivalence

u. Are there similarities between this and that?

v. What are the main differences between this idea and that one?

w. Is this the same idea as before but put in a different way?

x. Are these ideas of equal value?

y. How would you rank these ideas from most to least …?

Review

z. Which question led to the most (progress, thought, confusion, etc)?
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4.2.2 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, if I 

am going to ask my students about being healthy, I could use a process that looks 

something like this:

If A = B, then does B = A?

A is the concept that you are considering; in this case, being healthy.

B is a student’s first response to your question. 

So, let’s say the student’s first response was: ‘Being healthy is when you feel good 

about yourself’. What you can then do is take their response and turn it around:

‘So, if I feel good about myself (B), does that mean that I am healthy (A)?’

Then you should add an example to increase the wobble. For example, ‘I might feel 

good about scoring points in a game, but does that make me healthy?’

Of course, this does not prove them wrong, but, as on most occasions when I have 

used this technique, it does cause students to think more and to come back with an 

alternative response. 

The last time I used the concept ‘being healthy’, the dialogue progressed with a 

group of 13-14-year-olds in the way shown below. For reference, I have marked the 

concept each time with an (A) and the students’ answers that I am testing with a (B). 

I have also used a (Q) to show that I am using one of the questioning techniques 

shown in Section 4.2.1. 

T:  What does ‘being healthy’ (A) mean?

S1:  It means feeling good about yourself (B).

T:  So, if I feel good about myself (B), does that mean I am healthy (A)?  

For example, if I feel good about myself for scoring points in a game, does 

that make me healthy? 

S2:  No, that’s happiness – not healthiness. Being healthy (A) means being fit (B). 

T: So, if I am fit (B), does that make me healthy (A)? For example, if I am fit 

enough to run up the stairs, does that make me healthy?

S2:  Depends how many stairs there are and how quickly you run up them. 

S3:  Even my grandma can run up her stairs, but I wouldn’t say she’s fit. 
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T:  Why not? (Q)

S3:  Because my grandma is old.

T:  Are you suggesting (Q) old people can’t be healthy? 

S3:  Well no. For them maybe, they can be healthy just by running up one flight of 

stairs but for us teenagers, we’d have to run up a lot more.

T:  How many more? (Q)

S4:  It’s not about how many stairs. It’s about your heart rate, your blood pressure, 

your BMI, that kind of thing. 

S5:  Yeah, fitness is all sorts of things – like how far and fast you can run, or how 

much exercise you can do before you’re out of breath. 

T:  So, are you saying that (Q) the longer it takes you to get out of breath, the 

healthier you are?

S5:  Yeah, kind of. 

T:  So, someone who plays chess for five hours without getting out of breath (B) 

is healthier (A) than someone who gets out of breath after sprinting for 30 

seconds?

S6:  No, that’s not right.

T:  Could you explain more please? (Q)

S6:  Well, obviously chess isn’t the same as sprinting. You need to be a lot fitter 

to sprint than you do to play chess.

T:  Are you suggesting that (Q) chess players are not healthy?

S3:  No, I don’t think she meant that (did you?). She meant that sprinting is tiring 

for the body whereas chess isn’t. 

T:  So, do you think chess might (Q) not tire people out?

S7:  Well, yes it will – particularly five hours of it!

S4:  Yeah, but that’s a different kind of fitness – that’s mental fitness.

T:  Okay, so could we say (Q) there is being healthy in a physical sense but also 

being healthy in a mental sense too?

S4:  Yeah, definitely – that’s why people talk about mental health these days. 

T:  So, do you think (Q) someone could be mentally healthy but not physically 

healthy – or the other way around? 

S8:  For sure.

T:  So, what does that mean for our thinking about (Q) being healthy?
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S9:  Well, you have to kind of look after both – your mind and your body if you want 

to be healthy. 

T:  So, if I look after my mind and my body (B), will that make me healthy (A)?

S10:  Could be – it depends.

T:  On what? (Q)

S7:  Ah, you’re just trying to get us into the Learning Pit!

T:  I am indeed because that will help everyone think a little more about our 

concept. So, I tell you what, let’s pause there as a whole class and split into 

groups of three and four. In those groups, I’d like you to create a definition of 

‘healthy’ that you think no one else in the room will be able to challenge. Be 

careful to think it through before you report back and anticipate the questions 

or challenges I, or other people, might make. The more watertight your 

definition, the better it will serve you later. 

4.2.3 Wobbler 2: Not B

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

testing it by turning it into a negative and adding a conflicting example. The process 

would look like this:

If A = B, then if it’s NOT B, does that mean it is not A?

A is the concept you are considering; for example, a river.

B is a student’s first response to your question. 

So, let’s imagine a student says: ‘A river is water flowing to the sea’, I can then turn it 

around and add a negative by saying: 

‘So, if there is no water (not B), does that mean it is NOT a river (not A)? For example, 

all the water has evaporated during a drought.’

Some examples of this process working in practice:

If students say that ‘music’ (A) is sounds including rhythm and melody that they enjoy 

(B), then I could say that if I don’t enjoy the sounds (not B) or can’t hear the sounds 

(not B) then does that mean it is not music (not A)?

If ‘duty’ (A) is something that you have to do (B) – for example, taking care of my 

students – but I don’t do it because I have to (not B) but because I want to, does that 

mean it is no longer a duty (not A)?
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If ‘economy’ (A) is to do with spending and saving money wisely (B), but a country 

does not spend wisely (not B) resulting in a huge deficit, does that mean it no longer 

has an economy (not B)?

If ‘power’ (A) is the ability to influence people (B), then what about a president who is 

ignored by the people (not B) … does that mean she or he has no power (A)?

If ‘equality’ (A) means people having the same opportunities (B), does that mean 

that, if we’re not all given the same opportunity to answer a question during class 

(not B), that we’re not all equal (not A)?

If ‘number’ (A) is something we do maths with (B), but we’re not doing maths (not B), 

does that mean they are no longer numbers (not A)? For example, using the numbers 

on playing cards to win a game. 

If ‘social media’ (A) is an online platform that allows networking (B), but someone has 

no followers or contacts and is therefore prevented from networking (not B), does that 

mean they are not using social media (A)?

If ‘sport’ (A) is a physical activity in which an individual or team competes against 

another (B), but that person or team never compete (not B) then are they not 

engaging in sport (not A)? For example, a team that trains every week but never plays 

against another team.

If ’history’ (A) is a body of knowledge about the past produced by historians (B), but 

it’s not produced by historians (not B), is it not history (not A)? For example, if children 

write a story about their first year of life, would that not be history?

Using Wobblers in Action

Below is a transcript of a Learning Pit session with a group of 5-6-year-olds. It shows 

Wobblers 1 and 2 in action. For ease of reference, I have marked the text with ‘(A)’ 

for the concept and ‘(B)’ for the students’ answers; ‘(not A)’ and ‘(not B)’ when I have 

used Wobbler 2; and (Q) when using any of the questioning techniques shown at the 

beginning of Section 4.2.1. 

As is often the case with younger students, it is a good idea to use props to help 

them link abstract ideas to concrete examples. In this particular situation, I selected 

five objects from their classroom, making sure to select some that would ordinarily 

be thought of as toys and some that wouldn’t. I picked a teddy bear, a marker pen, 

a skipping rope, a pair of socks, and some glitter. 



394. Taking Students Through the Learning Pit

T:  How many of the things in front of you are ‘toys’ (A)?

S1:  That one isn’t (pointing to the marker pen). 

T:  Why not? 

S1:  Because you’re not allowed to play with it.

T:  So, do you have to play with something (B) for it to be a toy (A)? 

Ss:  Yes. 

S2:  You don’t have to, but you can (B).  

T:  So, a toy (A) is something you can play with (B)?

Ss:  Yes.

T:  Okay, so if I play a game with you (B), does that mean you are toys (A)? 

S3:  No, children can’t be toys. We’re alive. 

T:  So, does that mean (Q) anything that is alive can’t be a toy (not A)? 

S4:  No, toys (A) can’t be living (B). 

T:  So, all the objects in front of you must be toys (A) because none of them are 

living (B)? 

S5:  Hmmm. No. A pen is not a toy.  

T:  Could you say why (Q) please?

S5:  Because you wouldn’t buy it in a toy shop.  

T:  So, we have to buy something in a toy shop (B) for it to be a toy (A)? What if I 

go to a toy shop, buy some toys and then have to also pay for the bag to put 

them in; does that mean the bag is a toy?

S6:  No, bags are not toys. They’re dangerous. 

T:  Could you explain more (Q) please? 

S6:  You can’t put a bag over your head or around your neck because that would 

be dangerous. 

T:  That’s very good advice! However, can I check something – earlier we said 

that a toy (A) is something that comes from a toy shop (B), but now we’re 

saying that not everything that comes from a toy shop (not B) is a toy (A)! So, 

what is a toy (A)?

S7:  It’s something you use in games (B).

S8:  Yes, like when you play with your friends, you use toys to play.  

T:  Okay, so when you go skipping with your friends (B), does that mean the 

skipping rope is a toy (A)? 
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Ss:  Yes. 

T:  Well, what about that pen then? What if we’re playing a drawing game where 

you have to guess what I’m drawing? Or, we’re playing noughts & crosses 

and use that pen? Does that make it a toy?

S9:  They’re all toys (A) because we could play with them all (B). 

T:  Really? So, when we make some fabulous artwork using the glitter (B), is the 

glitter a toy (A)?

S10: No, not really because glitter is messy.

S11: But lots of things we play with are messy! 

T:  Could you give some examples (Q)?

S11: When we were painting yesterday, we got messy. 

S12: And when we went out to the woods. 

T:  So, I’m confused. Is paint a toy? Are trees toys?

Ss:  No!

T:  Right … so, what is a toy then?

Ss:  Groans/laughs.

S13: A toy (A) is something you can play with that you might or might not get from 

a toy shop (B).

T:  But what if I don’t play with it (not B), does that mean it’s not a toy (not A)? 

For example, none of us are playing with the objects in front of us right now; 

does that mean none of them are toys?

S14: Yes, they are toys. Well, most of them. You don’t have to play with toys for 

them to be toys.  

S15: But you could.

T:  So, if I can play with something (B) – anything – then it’s a toy (A)? For 

example, I’ve seen a few of you playing with your hair whilst you’ve been sat 

here. Does that mean hair is a toy?

S3:  No, hair is not a toy. 

S5:  What about the hair on a doll’s head?

S2:  Or the hair on a toy dog?

T:  Those are some good examples! So, what does anyone else think?

S16: Nobody knows what a toy is, so can we go out to play now?

T:  Only if you can tell me which ‘toys’ you’re going to play with.
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S8:  I don’t know what toys are anymore. 

T:  Except that we do all know what toys are! It’s just that we’re finding it difficult 

to say exactly what they are.  

S5:  We’re in the Learning Pit. 

T:  Exactly! 

T:  So, how about this – in a few moments, I’m going to let you go off to play. 

While you’re playing, I’d like you to think of three things: one thing that is 

definitely a toy; one thing that is definitely not a toy; and then a third thing 

that you’re unsure about. Then, when you come back, we’ll have a look at all 

the examples to see if we can make a decision about what a toy really is. 

Please note that this Learning Pit session actually lasted about 20 minutes, but I have 

shortened the transcript for the purposes of expediency. Please also note the way 

in which I finished this particular episode – by reassuring the children that they do 

in fact know what a toy is, but that it’s more difficult to describe something in exact 

terms. The ‘end’ point (or more accurately, the point at which we paused) was to 

suggest that the children find lots of examples that we could talk about later. Bear 

this in mind because it is very often a good way to pause a Learning Pit session – 

and not just with young children. You could, for example, take your students into the 

Learning Pit about any of the concepts shown in Sections 3.1 – 3.8 and then just 5-15 

minutes into the lesson, send your students off to find examples of the concept you 

are attempting to define together. 

One other facilitation point – sometimes it’s a good idea to jot down key words as the 

dialogue progresses. You could do this publicly on the board so that your students 

have more opportunity to track the flow of ideas. However, some people find this 

approach a bit distracting so you might want to record the main ideas privately before 

sharing them at opportune points in the proceedings. Either way, having a record of 

some of the key ideas helps students to reflect on the whole dialogue rather than just 

the most recent elements; it also gives you, the teacher, a record of the dialogue in 

case you want it for thinking about progress or future planning. 

4.2.4 Is; Could Be; Would Never Be 

When first beginning to create Learning Pit experiences, some teachers are hesitant 

to use wobblers; they worry that they might not be able to think quickly enough to 

create sufficient cognitive conflict or that their students will give answers so complete 

– or so incomplete – that they won’t have anything to challenge. 

I understand this point of view and felt the same way myself in the early days. 

However, the more I tried it, the more I built my confidence and competence. It also 

helped massively to share with my students that I too was going into the Learning 
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Pit; not so much with the concept but with the wonder wobbles I was trying to learn. 

No matter what age group I tried this with, my students always seemed to respond 

so positively to the vulnerability and ‘all in it together’ approach. 

Furthermore, I found things flowed much more productively – and collaboratively – 

when I shared the wobblers and questioning techniques with my students and invited 

them to think of examples and counterexamples. This meant that, instead of having to 

think of everything myself, I could instead say something along the lines of:

You’re saying that a friend (A) is someone you trust (B) … so, can anyone think 

of a time when you would trust someone (B) you would not count as a friend (A)?

Or, I could have gone for with Wobbler 2: 

You’re saying that a friend (A) is someone you trust (B) … so, can anyone think 

of a situation where trust is not important (not B) to a friendship? Or indeed, has 

anyone here got a friend who they don’t trust (not B)?

I remember this second situation very well as I was doing a demonstration lesson 

with about 30 students in the group and 20 teachers watching. I asked the question 

shown above (has anyone here got a friend who they don’t trust) to which one boy 

exclaimed, ‘I have – him!’ (pointing at another boy across the room). Worrying that I 

might have provoked something, I was mightily relieved when the boy followed it up 

with, ‘I lent him some money weeks ago and he still hasn’t given it back to me. We’re 

still friends but I’m just not going to lend him any more money!’

An alternative way to create cognitive conflict that places less onus on the teacher 

is with what I call ICW: ‘Is; Could Be; Would Never Be’. This is when you ask your 

students to identify examples that definitely represent the chosen concept (Is); those 

that might or might not represent the concept depending on the circumstance (Could 

Be); and those that definitely do not (Would Never Be). 

The transcript of the Learning Pit session with 5-6-year-olds shown in Section 4.2.3 

details how I used this same strategy to move the children from the initial dialogue to 

a more practical, hands-on activity. 

To explain the strategy in more depth, I will describe the way in which I introduce 

it during professional learning sessions with staff. Afterwards, I will give lots of 

examples using other concepts. 
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