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•	 A Panic Zone where the task produces fear and a fight or flight 
response, and the student does not believe she has the resources 
needed to complete the task successfully. In the Panic Zone, breathing 
becomes rapid and shallow.

Engaged learning takes place in the Challenge Zone. Csikszentmihalyi has 
referred to this state as “flow.” When considering the relationship between the 
level of challenge posed by a task and the level of skill or ability a person has to 
successfully complete a task, he describes the “flow channel” as running midway 
between states of anxiety (high challenge and low ability), and boredom (low 
challenge and high ability) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). When a student is in flow, 
she is actively engaged in the activity, experiencing both enjoyment and learning 
as she engages in it. 

Much of effective classroom teaching involves helping students move from the 
panic/anxiety or comfort/boredom zone into the challenge/flow zone. This 
pedagogical task is complicated by the fact that the same classroom activity may 
fall into different zones for different students. Reading aloud may be comfortable 
for some students, challenging for others, and send still others into a panic that has 
them asking to use the bathroom just before their turn to read. A further 
complication is that a student who is normally challenged by math and does well 
on worksheets may panic on a speed test once the pressure of time is introduced. 
While we do not want to be overly protective of students, we must recognize that 
a student who is panicking is too “shut down” to learn. Spirit of Adventure is about 
creating experiences that are challenging in a way that results in the motivation to 
learn coming from inside the student. Just as enjoyment is intrinsically motivating 
in Fun & Excitement, and wonder is intrinsically motivating in Curiosity & 
Creativity, being challenged beyond one’s abilities is intrinsically motivating when 
it comes to Spirit of Adventure. We see this all the time in young people when 
they are motivated by inner passions that vary from skateboarding (Sagor, 2002) to 
gaming (Malone, 1981) to creative writing (Amabile, 1985).

Here is what students report about this Condition in schools.

SPIRIT OF ADVENTURE STATEMENTS % IN AGREEMENT 

I like challenging assignments. 41%

I push myself to do better academically. 84%

Students are supportive of each other. 41%

I am afraid to try something if I think I may fail. 32%

teachers help me learn from my mistakes. 65%

I want to do my best at school. 88%

I am excited to tell my friends when I get good grades. 60%
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