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Figure 9.4 Too long a wait without an increase in challenge.

So, if we manage to get our students into flow, giving them extensions 
synchronously will not work. We have to work asynchronously—we 
have to get the timing right for each student. If students are working 
individually in their seats, this is almost impossible. Fortunately, 
thinking classrooms have two things that make this easier. First, 
students are working in random groups. This reduces what we need 
to manage asynchronously from 20–30 students to 7–10 groups. 
Second, students work on vertical non-permanent surfaces. This 
makes it easier to observe where groups are in their thinking and 
makes it easier for us to get the timing right.

Aside from maintaining the balance between ability and challenge, 
we also have to remember that Csíkszentmihályi found two other 
environmental conditions for the optimal experience to occur—clear 
goals every step of the way and immediate feedback on action. When 
we combine these three conditions together, we can begin to see why 
the jellybeans (Chapter 4), tax collector (Chapter 6), and birthday 
cake (Chapter 8) tasks worked so well with our students. Each of these 
tasks has a clear goal, and each of these tasks offers the possibility of 
immediate feedback on action. In fact, for the jellybeans and birthday 
cake tasks, the feedback is provided by the task itself—the solution 
either worked or it didn’t. Finally, each of these tasks offers us the 
ability to increase the challenge as students complete a level.

These same principles can be applied to the idea of curricular 
thinking tasks introduced in Chapter 1. Let’s look at some examples 
from different grade levels.
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