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Figure 9.1 Graphical representation of the balance between challenge 
and skill.

Using Extensions to Maintain Flow

At this point Csíkszentmihályi’s research on flow goes 
in a different direction, and my research on building 
thinking classrooms comes in. In essence, flow is where 
engagement and, as a consequence, thinking happens. 
Therefore, to build a thinking classroom we need to be 
able to get students into, and keep them in, flow. And to 
do this, we need to first understand how students move 
about inside of flow.

Representing flow as a graph that shows the balance between a doer’s 
ability and the challenge of the task at hand invokes thoughts that this 
is a static space made up of fixed points, each of which represents a 
potential student’s place on the graph. This is not how flow works. 
Flow is not a collection of fixed points—flow is a dynamic space. 
If a student works on something, their abilities will increase (see 
Figure 9.2), and in order to keep them from getting bored we must 
increase their challenge. And then their ability will increase and, 
eventually, the challenge will need to be increased again. And so 
on. In essence, when students are in flow, their ability will always be 
increasing, and in order to keep them in flow we, as teachers, have to 
keep increasing the challenge by giving them extensions—harder and 
harder tasks to solve.

To build a thinking 
classroom we need 

to be able to get 
students into, and 
keep them in, flow.
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