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Using Shifts in the Mode of Engagement to 
Maintain Flow

There is one more way to regain the balance between 
the ability of the group and the challenge of the task at 
hand. Rather than shift the task the group is working 
on, we shift their mode of engagement with the same 
task (see Figure 9.9). For example, when students are 
solving a task, their mode of engagement is doing—
they are doing the task. This is the easiest way to engage 
with a task. If I tell a group that has finished that they 
are wrong, or ask them if they would bet $100 on their 

answer and then walk away, I just shifted their mode of engagement 
from doing to justifying. Justifying is more challenging and involves 
students convincing themselves that they are correct. When they are 
convinced and call me back to tell me they are correct, I may ask 
them to explain to me how they know they are correct. Explaining is 
harder than justifying, as it requires the articulation of thought for an 
audience outside of those who did the original thinking. The group 
will likely not be good at explaining the first time around, so I may 
tell them to come get me when they can explain to me in a way that 
I understand. When this happens and they do a good job explaining, 
I may point them toward another group and ask them to help that 
group by teaching them something. If we subscribe to the notion that 
teaching is different than telling or explaining, then this is another 

Figure 9.8 Increase the challenge.
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