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Session Content:
∙ What do we mean by challenge in a secondary school?

∙ Linking to L E A R N

∙ The Learning Model – How do we learn?

∙ The importance of challenge…the importance of hard work

∙ Theory: Zone of proximal development, struggle zone…

∙ Strategies for challenge in the classroom and homework (Pygmalion effect, Growth 
Mindset, Solo/Blooms, rigour and depth, knowledge organisers, flipped learning, 
Questioning, ICE, oracy, discussions, pupils asking questions)

∙ Creating a challenging climate (Growth mindset and the Power of Not Yet)

∙ Philosophy, thoughts and feedback

∙ Further reading and resources



Do Now: Key terms and meanings
Task:

Which key terms do you recognise?

Which key terms can you accurately define at the start of this 
session?

∙ Adaptive teaching

∙ Macro adaptations

∙ Micro adaptations

∙ Zone of proximal development

∙ The Struggle Zone



Do Now: Key terms and meanings

Teachers adapt or adjust their teaching to make it appropriate for all students in 
their classroom. To allow all pupils to access new learning.

Teachers make large scale adjustments in their curriculum and classroom 
teaching, for example following an assessment or for particular cohorts of pupils 
e.g. HAPs or EAL (whole scale changes)

Decisions made on a moment-by-moment basis, tweaks, changes made in the classroom 
which enable pupils to achieve within an ambitious curriculum.

Task: Match these 3 key words and meanings: adaptive teaching, micro adaptations, macro 
adaptations.

Macro adaptations

Micro adaptations

Adaptive teaching



What is meant by Challenge?
Task:

Discuss with your partner
Come up with a definition

2 minutes
Some sentence starters…
• Challenge is…
• Challenge is when…
• Pupils find the work challenging 

when…



What is meant by Challenge?
“Stretching and challenging all learners means creating lessons where challenge is 
at the forefront of teaching and learning. This takes learners out of their comfort 
zone, encouraging them to push towards the outer edge of what is possible for 
them to achieve”

Mike Gershon – Educational Author and Trainer

Share Your Ideas on 
Challenge…



L E A R N
Leaders Enquirers Active Participants Resilient No Fear

Wanstead High Habits: How we LEARN

• Connect to new 
learning.

• Ask questions of your 
learning journey –
where, why, how, 
what?

• Ask your teacher 
questions about the 
new learning.

• Question what you 
don’t understand.

• We arrive on time and 
DO NOW.

• Be prepared for 
learning – equipment 
and mindset.

• Engage with and 
respond to feedback.

• Know next steps and 
targets.

• Complete home 
learning by deadline 
and to best of their 
ability.

• Participate and are 
actively engaged in all 
learning activities.

• Collaborate with your 
peers and learning 
partners.

• Avoid opting out.

• Ready to be 
challenged and to 
think hard.

• Adapt strategies to 
develop resilience.

• Ask teacher when 
need to get unstuck.

• Keep making those 
improvements.

• Keep going with your 
home learning, 
developing 
independent study 
skills.

• Rise to the 
challenge and 
stretch yourself.

• Embrace a Growth 
Mindset.

• Know your Targets 
and strive towards 
these.

• High aspirations 
beyond your goals.

• Believe in yourself!



L E A R N
Leaders Enquirers Active Participants Resilient No Fear

Wanstead High Habits: How we L E A R N

Rigour

Routine

Reachable

Rapid 
progress

Extend 
knowledge

Evidence

Evaluate

Empowered

Ambition

Aspiration

Argue

Accuracy

Assess

Analyse

Leadership 
roles

Know the 
learning 
journey

Knowledge 
organisers



Thinking activity: 
Review The Learning Model from previous sessions
Do we have a volunteer to take us through the 
Learning Model? 

Explain the importance of challenge in the way we 
learn?



The importance of challenge…the importance 
of hard work
Example 1:

You have 30 seconds to calculate in your 
head:

57 x 3489 =

Most of us would fail

Why is this?

Example 2:

You have 30 seconds to calculate in your 
head:

2 x 10 =

Confident you will all succeed

Why is this?



Example 1 
• You may decide this question is unachievable
• Or attempt and fail simply because processing would 

require too much from your working memory and 
you’d get to the point of cognitive overload.

• Therefore, you are unable to learn something new.
• New learning would not occur.
• You’d incur nothing new into your long-term 

memory.
• Therefore, the task would have been pointless.

Example 2
• I’m confident you would all succeed
• You would need a minute
• You’d know instantaneously.
• No calculation needed
• Automatic answer
• No need to engage your working memory
• As you’ve practiced your timetables so much 

before, it’s now automatic.
• No need to engage your active attention. Like tying 

shoelaces, buttoning a shirt, driving to a regular 
destination.

• Again, pointless as no new learning takes place. 

The importance of challenge…the importance 
of hard work

If we want our pupils to learn anything, then we need to stimulate their senses in order to gain 
the active attention of their working memories, then we need to get them thinking hard. We 
need to pitch work in pupils’ ‘struggle zone’, what they can do with time, effort and support. 
This is sometimes referred to as the ‘zone of proximal development’.



Zone of Proximal Development

If we want pupils to 
learn we need to 
pitch work in pupil’s 
struggle zone.



“Put simply, challenge in education is the provision of difficult 
work that causes students to think deeply and engage in 

healthy struggle” – Allison and Tharby (Making Every Lesson 
Count)

Beyond capabilities 
but within reach.



Strategies



Pygmalion effect and Growth Mindset

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4aN5TbGW5
JAhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wh0OS4MrN3E

These two sets of research findings are 
powerful. Too often high attainers are regarded 
as having special gifts – which negates the 
need for them to also work hard. 
It’s really important to challenge fixed mindsets 
in higher attainers. It is also a challenge for 
teachers who may not be 100% confident with 
the most challenging material. Modelling 
earned fluency through hard-work and self-
belief is powerful.

Rosenthal 
Pygmalion effect –
is powerful; expect 
more, you get 
more and vice 
versa.



Blooms Taxonomy and Solo 
Taxonomy

I’m not a fan of 
Bloom’s or Solo 
BUT every pupil 
at every level 
needs full access 
to the Bloom’s 
Taxonomy 
spectrum.



Rigour; depth before speed

• Pitch high
• Probing questions and tasks
• Wider discussion
• Examples and counter-examples
• Precise answers
• Extended answers
• Why and How…not just What?
• Accurate subject specific language
• Challenge
• Pupils challenge teacher with 

questions

How does rigour come 
across in your 
classroom/your subject.

Have a look at some 
examples see hand out.

Great lessons are characterised by a high level of rigour.





Knowledge organisers
Provide pupils with the bigger picture

Allow / Enable them to run ahead

Know where everything is going

Know their learning journey

Why they are learning what they are learning, when and 
why (how it all fits)

Course outlines

Reading lists

Vocabulary

Revision websites

Independent learning resources. 



Flipped learning
What can students do independently either side of the lesson that makes them 
part of the learning, and raises expectations of them?



Questioning to boost thinking

Questioning Techniques from Teach Like a Champion By Doug 
Lemov

Thunk questions What Are Thunk Questions?
Thunk Questions are highly abstract questions which require students to 
think creatively to provide a response. There will never be a single correct 
answer to a Thunk Question and they are always open to individual 
interpretation.

No opt out Teachers with high expectations don't accept "I don't know," but expect students 
to be engaged and "give it a shot."

Right is Right This technique accepts no half-answers but asks for complete and correct 
answers to questions.

Stretch it / Challenge This technique pushes a teacher to take correct answers and ask students to add 
depth or nuance to their answers.

Cold Calls Like the sales technique, the teacher asks someone who is unsuspecting for an 
answer. It avoids "opting out," and keeps all your students on their toes.

Name the steps Great coaches, like great teachers, break down the tasks into steps.

Circulate Keep moving! Make room between the desks so the teacher moves unhindered.

Get pupils to explain Ask pupils to explain what they have learnt and engage with deep rather 
than surface learning.



Thunk questions



I C E What does ICE stand for?

Grow 
I C E

Praise/Rewards for 
Independence, Curiosity 
and Engagement.

Teacher passion 
and enthusiasm.

Problem solving and 
mysteries

Thunks

Activity menus

Open-ended 
questions and tasks

Group work/collaborate 
and co-construct

Discussion and 
debate

Research and Flipped 
Learning

Meta-cognition
Takes risks

Pose 
questions to 
teacher

Step back



Awe and wonder - WAGOLL
One of the best pieces of kit to equip a classroom with is a 
visualiser. They can be a great asset for live modelling.

● Modelling - WAGOLL
● Live feedback and assessment
● Walking talking mocks
● Demonstrating practicals (e.g. science)
● Modelling - showing students how
● Model extended writing
● Practisable steps (step-by-step)
● Annotate and edit ideas as you think out loud
● Multiple examples
● Backward fading (partially completed)
● I do / We do / You do
● Sharing text/chapter - no need to photocopy
● Mini plenaries/plenaries
● All of the above improves metacognition.



No Fear Classroom Environment



The Power of 
Not Yet

Carol Dweck

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZyAde4n
IIm8



What to avoid…
Can we create a list of what not to do…



What to avoid…
Can we create a list of what not to do…



Philosophy, thoughts and feedback

“I think teachers should consider the curriculum and plan 
activities based on the capabilities of the highest attainers as 
a total  priority – lifting the lid. Providing appropriate 
scaffolds for other pupils flows from this but teachers need to 
have the courage and confidence to challenge at the top end, 
relentlessly”.

Task
1. How much can you or disagree with this statement?

2. What’s your philosophy?

3. What are you going to do differently?



Further reading and video clips


