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Strategies to Support a Positive School Climate

Skills-Challenge

Skills-challenge, or instructional challenge, refers to
the balance between a students’ level of skill and the
challenge of their schoolwork. Csikszentmihalyi
(1990) used the term “flow” to describe the state
when a person is deeply engaged in an activity that is
intrinsically interesting. He maintained that this
occurs when there is a balance between the
challenge inherent in a task and the skills required to
accomplish it. In the school setting, students are
most engaged when they are presented with

challenging tasks and feel they have the skills to

accomplish them.
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Why is it important?

People learn best when they are
working on tasks that are both

challenging and of deep interest
to them (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

Students with high skills and low
challenge tend to find school
boring and of little relevance
(Willms et al., 2009).

Students with low skills and high
challenge are almost twice as
likely to experience anxiety as
their peers with high skills who
experience high levels of
challenge (Tramonte & Willms,
2010).

Students with low engagement
and low academic skills are at an
increased risk of dropping out of
school (Bagnell et al., 2008).
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In Practice

By pairing academic intensity with positive emotional responses students are more likely to experience flow
and high engagement (Shernoff et al., 2003; Shernoff & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).

AN e Encourage challenges that remain one moderate
w step beyond a student’s current abilities.
e Instruct educators to provide choice within lessons
in order to give a sense of autonomy, enhance
What can schools do? perceptions of control and bolster student
confidence.

School leaders can support flow- e Ensure curricular relevance by reminding teachers to

inducing experiences by guiding associate learning tasks with each student’s personal
educators to structure their lessons goals and interests.
accordingly. e Advise staff to prioritize immersive individual and

group learning experiences over lectures and test
taking, as meaningful tasks can enhance intrinsic joy
for students

e , e Setting effective short-term goals that break down a
task step-by-step so that students can clearly
PREPPS understand what needs to be accomplished.
LT T ]
e Offering immediate, personalized feedback to
In the Classroom enable students to appropriately adjust their

approach.
Teachers can further create conditions
for flow in the classroom by: e Providing optimal challenges that take a students’

current range of skills into consideration, scaffolding
when necessary.

Beyond these considerations, by minimizing distractions in the classroom educators can promote the
concentration and focus needed to achieve a flow state (Liljedahl, 2016).
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