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Aim For The Day
To understand how to to guide your students 

through the Learning Pit- and why you would 

want to do it!

Success Criteria

• Explore the 4 steps of the Learning Pit

• Try different strategies for creating cognitive 

conflict with your students

• Plan the next steps for using the Learning Pit 

with your students

The Learning Challenge: How to Guide Your Students Through The Learning Pit



• Classroom discussion 0.82
• Teacher clarity 0.75
• Evaluation & Reflection 0.75
• Feedback 0.70
• Learning goals vs no goals 0.68
• Metacognitive strategies 0.60
• Appropriately challenging goals 

0.59
• Questioning 0.48



Success Criteria
I can say what I think will 
happen in the story before 
reading
I can use the pictures to help 
me predict
I can say what I think 
the character will do next
I will remain focussed and 
manage my distractions

Teacher questions:

• What do you think Bessie might do? Why do 
you think that?

• Well done for staying focussed- how are you 
managing to do that?

• Can you show me which pictures you have 
used to help you predict what will happen 
next?

• Why do you think that is going to happen? If 
that’s not what did happen, what else could 
happen instead of that?

• Why are you off task?
• Can you get together with Mark and compare 

what you think is going to happen? Does that 
change your view at all?

Learning Intention
We are learning to be able to make predictions



Giving students 

choice

ES = 0.04



A grade C grade



More likely to …

Get a good grade

Finish quicker

Do it without hassle

Be thought of as clever

More likely to …

Get it wrong

Take too long

Have to think about it

Be thought of as dumb





1. Teachers do most of the 
talking

2. Teachers ask most of the 
questions

3. We are praised for giving 
the right answer

4. Mistakes should be 
avoided

5. Focus on learning the 
right answers

6. Teachers decide who or 
what is creative

7. School focuses on 
knowledge & skills

1. Dialogue is one of the best 
forms of learning

2. Lessons are driven by 
students’ questions

3. We are encouraged to go 
beyond the first answer

4. Mistakes can lead to more 
learning

5. Question answers & seek 
alternatives 

6. Students create ideas & 
test their value

7. Knowledge & skills are just 
the starting point

Articulate

Curious

Adventurous

Resilient

Critical 
thinkers

Creative

Wise

Shifting mental models



Children should learn more than just the task

Assessment is not the domain of the teacher 

Shifting mental models

1. The task takes up 
almost all of the learning 
time 

Children should be uncomfortably comfortable at 
school

Some learning is about children exploring 

The curriculum is the vehicle by which children 
learn

2. Part of the learning is 
dialogue, feedback, questioning, 
etc 

3. Summative and 
formative assessment is 
discussed at the staff level

4. Summative and formative 
assessment is shared with 
learners through feedback.

5. Learning success is 
getting it right 

6. Learning success is 
measured by improvement

7. The teacher talks, the 
learners listen

8. The learners discuss, the 
teacher listens.

9. The curriculum 
remains static

10. The curriculum 
changes and is 
modified



Why is feedback so important?

‘Effective feedback 
doubles the speed of 
learning.’ 

Dylan Wiliam



A teacher’s job is not to make 
learning easy. It is to make it 
difficult. If you are not challenged, 
you do not make mistakes. If you do 
not make mistakes, feedback is 
useless.’
John Hattie





Easy is boring Challenge is interesting

Which route do you take?





Proving is good…………

Improving is better!!!!



A few quick words on Praise:

• There’s nothing wrong with praise-
there’s just too much of it and it is 
causing real problems.

• What and when we praise is much more 
important than the praise itself.

• The what- Praising the learner is counter 
productive to good learning- praising the 
learning is very helpful as it helps to 
develop metacognitive reflection.

• The when- will it be more helpful to 
praise children when they are in their 
comfort zone, doing things they are 
already proficient at, or when they are 
outside their comfort zone, taking risks, 
getting it wrong, struggling?

Praise is NOT feedback!



“If you trust in 
yourself … and  
believe in your 
dreams … and follow 
your star …
you’ll still get beaten 
by people who spent 
their time working 
hard and learning 
things and weren’t 
so lazy.”

Sir Terry Pratchett
Author



Dame Evelyn Glennie

Recognised as the first musician to 
maintain a full-time career as a solo 
percussionist.

Double GRAMMY award winner

Played the first percussion concerto 
in the history of The Proms at the 
Albert Hall in 1992

Leading role in the Opening 
Ceremony of the London 2012 
Olympic Games

She has been profoundly deaf since 
the age of 12



Self esteem 
John Milton, 1650s

Albert Bandura, 1970s

= value

= influenceSelf efficacy

.3m



Abilities are FIXED

I CAN’T do this

AVOID challenge

PROVE

HIDE mistakes

Feedback knocks me 

back

Struggling means I 

CAN’T

Abilities are GROWN

I can’t do this YET

SEEK challenge

IMPROVE

EXAMINE mistakes

Feedback spurs me on

Struggling leads to 

LEARNING

Fixed Mindset Growth Mindset



DIALOGUE 

…is the foundation of learning 
because it allows interaction 
and engagement with 
knowledge and with 
the ideas of others.

…allows teachers to give 
instant feedback, guidance and 
stimulation to learners.

…uses structured questioning 
to guide students’ conceptual 
understanding.

Robin Alexander (2006)

1.0d



Dialogue helps students 
become capable thinkers, 

willing and able to learn, reason 
and express themselves clearly 

and confidently.

2.0



Effective dialogue 
involves...

A process of thinking

Reasoning

Challenge

Collaboration

2.4



Odd One Out 9.0



Venn Diagrams

BIRDS MAMMALS

hollow bones

Internal ears

beaks

feathers

All birds 
lay eggs

wings

Most can 
fly

breathe 
air

vertebrates

warm blooded

binocular 
vision 

Four 
limbs

Have adapted 
to live on land 

or sea

external ears

may hibernate

have fur 
or hair

most 
cannot fly

most have 
live young

arms/front legs 
hands/paws

Feed young 
with milk



Extending Odd One Out

A B C

1

2

3

11 3 2

4 7 14

8 12 5

9.5



Dahl 

Characters



1 1/4
2 7/8

10/4







car    
aeroplane 
truck bus 
train



their



Which is the Odd One Out and why?



Diamond 9 Ranking

From the cards you have been given, decide which you would 
put in the top box, then the next two and so on, saying WHY 
you have ranked them in this way.

Developing A Culture 
of High Performance 
and Challenge



Diamond 9 Ranking

Mental Models
Classroom culture
High Level Communication
Staff Culture
Collective Staff Efficacy
Expectations & Accountability
Professional Behaviour
High Quality Curriculum
Trust



Food Shelter Technology

Warmth Water Water vessel

Compass Weapon Another person

Most Important When Marooned?



1.1



Time

Pe
rf

o
rm

an
ce

Potential 
Ability 

Current 
Ability 

Subconscious 
Ability 

The Teaching Target Model

First published in Challenging Learning 
(2010), p.85

1.1



Mountain of learning? 1.4



I’m confused

I don’t get it

I want to quit

This is really hard

I’m in the Pit

1.3.8



Going Into The Pit Means Seeking Out Confusion



”We only think when 
confronted with a 

problem.”
Dewey (1916 - 2011)

ChallengingLearning.com

bit.ly/bookscl

Challenging Learning

@ChallengeLearn

@ChallengingLearning



panic 
zone

panic 
zone

learning 
zone

comfort 
zone

learning 
zone



“The most productive 

classrooms are those in which 

students work on complex problems, 

are encouraged to take risks, and 

can struggle and fail and still 

feel good about working on 

hard problems.” 

Boaler, 2015, p.177





Inbox x

FW: ALPs Interviews
Inbox x

Telford, George R <telford.george.r@edumail.vic.gov.au>
9/18/15

From: Malcolmson, Reece R 
Sent: Wednesday, 5 August 2015 3:30 PM
To: Telford, George R
Subject: ALPs Interviews

Hi George,

From the ALPs interviews I conducted at Yinnar Primary I have put together a list of common themes/responses that were given by your students during 
the interview process;

Common Language used;

Resilient
Challenge
Mindsets
Persistence
Feedback
Resourceful
Brain Power
Collaborating
Creativity
Reflecting
Critical Thinking



Each student used a range of the above terms and was able to explain and give explicit examples of how and 
when they had utilised such skills and habits.

Common Messages;

• Students expressed a desire for being challenged and made it clear that they enjoyed classes most when 
they were required to really think and work hard to achieve.

• It appeared that classes were rarely boring as teachers and students were committed to challenging each 
other.

• A common message came that feedback was something that regularly occurred and that students not only 
felt comfortable giving feedback but receiving feedback was welcomed by most.

• When asked if they received feedback that they did not agree with, students spoke about seeking other 
opinions and respectfully challenging different view points.

• When asked about collaboration most students identified that it was about Brain Power and that each 
student within a class has strength and weaknesses but together they had far more brain power.

• Awareness of the need to be independent learners



• An understanding of deep knowledge and desire to want to engage in activities that explore deeper knowledge rather than surface 
knowledge.

• 8 of the 10 students spoke about the importance of thinking outside the box – and the theme was that you needed to think outside the box 
in order to come up with something different/creative not just the first thing that came to you.

The above were the common messages that I was able to collate, but each students had very individual examples of how they learn, what 
works best for them and why they responded the way they did.

I was extremely impressed by the understanding students had of the work the school engages in around;

Building Learning Power

Growth Mindsets

&

Challenging Learning/Habits of Mind

It is a true reflection of the dedication your team at Yinnar have invested into building life-long learners.

Regards,

Reece Malcolmson | Junior School Leader

m: 0402053441 e: malcolmson.reece.r@edumail.vic.gov.au

mailto:lambert.brigid.c@edumail.vic.gov.au


Beware misleading imitations!  



Not all of our 

questions
answered

But all of our 

answers
questioned

5.1
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The Learning Challenge: Guiding Students Through The Learning Pit

1. Concept

2. Conflict

3. Construct

4. Consider

3

4

The Pit



The Learning Pit

1. Concept

2. Conflict

3. Construct

4. Consider



What is the capital of ...

Wisconsin? Canada? Scotland?

Madison Ottawa Edinburgh

“capital city”?

These are all facts

Concept



1. It’s not fair

2. Are we still friends?

3. Please will you help me?

4. Stop calling me names!

5. That is bullying

6. Stop daydreaming and pay 
attention!

7. Act your age!

8. That was a foolish thing to do

9. We need to show respect for each 
other

10. Why the sad face?

11. It’s lovely to see you looking so 
happy

12. Who knows the answer?

Everyday phrases with main concepts highlighted 

13. Come on: play the game!

14. I was only joking

15. That was a kind thing to do

16. What a great team you make

17. Make sure you share properly

18. You can all go home now

19. Are you telling me the truth?

20. That was a stroke of luck

21. Tell me what is wrong

22. Play nicely together

23. Can you explain what you did?

24. I don't understand

25. Stop telling-tales



Concepts for young students

Hygiene

Language

Me

Pets

Real

Same

Shapes and space

Superheroes

Telling lies

Thinking

Toys

ec 2.4

Being nice

Choice

Dreaming

Emotions

Fairness

Fairy tales

Friends

Growth/change

Health

Home

English



What is a Toy?

ec 8.1 



Which of these are toys?



The Learning Pit begins with a concept

1. It’s not fair

2. Are we still friends?

3. Please will you help me?

4. Stop calling me names!

5. That is bullying

6. Stop daydreaming and 
pay attention!

7. Act your age!

8. That was a foolish thing to 
do

9. We need to show respect
for each other

10. Communicate clearly!

11. It’s lovely to see you 
looking so happy

12. Who knows the answer?

13. Come on: play the game!

14. I was only joking

15. That was a kind thing to do

16. What a great team you make

17. Make sure you share properly

18. You can all go home now

19. Are you telling me the truth?

20. That was a stroke of luck

21. Tell me what is wrong

22. Play nicely together

23. Can you explain what you did?

24. I don't understand

25. Stop lies!



Is stealing wrong?

Is stealing always wrong?

What about stealing ideas?

… from another classroom?

What about taking pens from a hotel room?

Or stealing a base, in baseball or softball?

What would you say to a 10-

year-old who asks if stealing 

is wrong?



Being in the Pit is equivalent to a state 
of cognitive conflict

1.0

“At the heart of the Learning 
Challenge 
is the Pit. 

Someone is in the Pit when 
they have a set of 

unresolved, contradictory 
ideas 

about something they are 
trying to understand.”



Concept of 
“responsibility”

What is responsibility?



Concept of 
“responsibility”

What is responsibility?

Who has the most responsibility 
in your family?



Am I “responsible”?



At What Age Does A Person Become Responsible?

12 months?6 months? Become an 
older sibling?

Pre-Birth?

Start school? Turn 16? Turn 90?

100%0%

Turn 40?



Who’s Responsible For This Situation? 



Is a storm “responsible”?



1. Is ”being responsible” the same as “following the rules”?

2. Should parents be held responsible for the attitude of their children?

3. Who is most responsible for a team’s performance?

4. Who or what is most responsible for students’ grades?

5. Is “responsibility” the same as “cause”?

6. Who or what was responsible for the outbreak of WWII?

7. Who was most responsible for the death of Romeo?

8. When metals rust, who or what is responsible?

9. Who is responsible for the behavior of students in school?

10. Who is responsible for the behavior of students outside of school?

11. Would you like more or less responsibility?

12. Does responsibility come with age?

RESPONSIBILITY



Early Years & KS1

Being nice

Choice

Dreaming

Emotions

Fairness

Fairy tales

Friends

Growth/change

Health

Home

English

Hygiene

Language

Me

Pets

Real

Same

Shape and space

Superheroes

Telling lies

Thinking

lc
4.2.1



Art Citizenship/SEL

Hatred

Justice/just dessert

Life choices

Love

Nation

Responsibility

Revenge

Reconciliation

Rights

Risk

Talent

Truth

Value

Welfare

Will power

Audience

Beauty

Colour

Copy

Elegance

Expressionism

Imagination

Meaning

Music

Originality

Perspective

Real

Simplicity

Surrealism

Value

Bravery/Courage

Bullying

Community

Conscience

Consequence

Courage

Culture

Democracy

Duties

Enterprise

Equal treatment

Fairness

Famous

Freedom

Friendship

4.2.1



LiteratureSocial Studies

Mountain

Nation

Poverty

Race

Rivers

Social diversity

Tourist

Truth

Urbanization

4.2.1

Biodegradable

Border

Cause

Culture

Cultural globalization

Democracy

Empire

Equality

Evidence

Globalization

History

Home/place

Interpretation

Justice

Migration/immigration

Chivalry

Democracy

Drama

Fairness

Goodness

Hero

Honor

Justice

Language

Love

Madness

Poem

Power

Romance

Story





5.0Stage 2
Create Cognitive Conflict



What is … ?

How do we know what is … ?

Who says what is … ?

What if … ?

… always or never

What’s the difference between … ?

When would … ?

Is it possible to … ?

Should we … ?

School

Education

Learning

Students

Childhood

Qualifications

Grade

Pass/fail

Competition

Creating Questions 4.4



Examples of Cognitive Conflict 5.1

Young children are taught that an ODD NUMBER can’t be divided by two, 
but they know how to share an odd number of cakes.

A LIQUID is defined as a “substance that flows freely” but dry sand also 
does this.

Children are advised not to TALK TO STRANGERS and yet see adults doing it 
all the time.

A HERO is someone who takes risks on behalf of others, but then so do 
terrorists.

Children are told to always TELL THE TRUTH even though there are many 
good lies.

JUSTICE is good; REVENGE is bad – but both are about settling 
a score.

Students are taught to RESPECT others and yet some people don’t seem to 
deserve respect.

Pick one of these 
examples

How would it take 
students into the 

Learning Pit?



A friend is someone I...

Like

Laugh with

Trust

Share secrets with

Play with

Understand

What is a friend?

5.4



If A = B then

Does B = A?

Friend Someone I trust

Someone I trust Friend?

For example …

Wobbler 1: If A = B

Medical staff

Sports team coach

GPS

The chair I’m sat on

5.4



Friend Someone I trust

Someone I don’t trust Not a friend?

For example, I have friends I 
would NOT trust with…

Keeping secrets

Arriving on time

My pets/plants/children

Wobbler 2: Not A

If A = B then

If it’s not B = not A?

5.4


