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For example, if the factoring quadratic sequence is used, you will 
eventually get some groups working on 6x2 + 13x + 5. If a group is 
struggling with this one, you can tell them that the first term in the 
binomials will be 2x and 3x, or write (2x + ) (3x + ) on the board for 
them. This is an example of a hint that reduces challenge. Alternatively, 
you can ask them to tell you how they think about the last term in the 
trinomial (5). When they tell you that that term is the product of the 
second terms in the binomials, you can either smile and walk away, 
or you can mention that maybe they should use that same thinking 
to consider the leading coefficient in the trinomial. This hint takes 
longer, but it mobilizes and repurposes knowledge they already 
have—it is an example of a hint that increases ability.

Figure 9.7 Two types of hints.

Obviously, hints that increase ability are better in the long run. But 
frustration is not about the long run. Frustration is an intensely 
negative emotion that needs a rapid intervention, and sometimes the 
best way to intervene quickly is to reduce the challenge. Of course, 
the imbalance can be tipped in the other direction as well—the ability 
of the group exceeds the challenge of the tasks, and they start to head 
for boredom. The obvious thing to do in these situations is to increase 
the challenge of the task (see Figure 9.8). This is, in essence, the same 
as using extensions to maintain flow (see previous section).
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