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Opening 
Connection

What is a skill, 
knowledge, hobby, or 
talent that you are 
proud you were able to 
learn or accomplish? 



Quote Reflection
Read And 

Respond… 

One To 
Move On











Productive 
Struggle

Overview



What is 
“productive 
struggle”?

“The process of effortful learning that develops grit and creative problem 
solving” (ST Math)

“Developing strong habits of mind, such as perseverance and thinking 
flexibly, instead of simply seeking the correct solution.” (Renaissance)

“Effortful practice that goes beyond passive reading, listening, or watching—
that builds useful, lasting understanding and skill. (HMH)



Our Goal:  
Lengthening the 

pause between the 
presentation of a 
problem and the 

“Let me  help 
you!”



The Edge of 
Comfort and 
Fear

Where 
Productive 

Struggle 
Begins



From 
Comfort 
To Growth



“…Initial uncertainty is a 
natural part of the learning 

cycle.” (Edutopia)

Chat Box Thoughts:

How do we help our students– and ourselves– sit in the 
discomfort of the initial uncertainty? 



Productive 
Struggle and Our 
Brains

The 
Neuroscience 

Involved



Our Brains and Learning
• “Imagine a student’s brain as a field. Creating learning through new connections 

among neurons is like clearing a path and making a dirt road in that field. At 
first, brain signals can travel, but not quickly or efficiently. But repeated 
practice—guided by feedback to correct errors—tells the brain that this dirt path 
is not sufficient. The brain responds by paving the road so that signals can travel 
faster.

• Specialized cells called glial cells are the brain’s construction workers. Myelin is 
the brain’s pavement. When brain signals repeatedly travel through neurons, 
glial cells create myelin, a fatty substance that wraps around the wires (called 
axons) connecting the neurons. Myelin plays the essential role of making brain 
signals faster and stronger. The more the brain signal is “practiced,” the more 
myelin gets wrapped around the wire. A well-myelinated brain signal travels 
over 100 times faster than an unmyelinated brain signal.

• When students first learn a skill, the connections between neurons are weak—
much like a dirt path. Mastery occurs when those neural connections are 
constructed into freeways by the accumulation of myelin. So how do you help 
students go from dirt paths to freeways? By creating desirable difficulty 
through productive struggle.”

• https://www.edutopia.org/article/neuroscience-behind-productive-struggle



How To 
Encourage 
Productive 
Struggle

Strategies



How To Inspire 
Productive Struggle 

1. Offer 
Encouragement

2. Allow Time

3. Foster Curiosity

4. Ask Questions



Offer 
Encouragement

• Teach your students how to 
“be intrigued by mistakes” 
(Carol Dweck) rather than 
ashamed of them

• Highlight creative problem 
solving, even with incorrect 
answers

• Celebrate process as well as 
product



Allow Time

• Build in “time for tinkering”… offer time in class 
for your students to work on problems and 
experiment with new ideas

• Give your students timeframes for challenges 
before jumping in with the answer (“Work on it 
for xx minutes, and then I will help you”)

• Give space for your students to help each other 
with areas they are struggling (“Why don’t you 
partner with xx classmate and see how they 
solved it”)

• Schedule out learning in smaller bursts– give 
students multiple opportunities to learn new 
skills, spaced out throughout the week



Foster 
Curiosity

• Call on those that have questions, not just those 
that have answers

• Ask “Who got this problem wrong?” and open a 
conversation about their process

• Ask for comments about ways students are 
confused/challenged/in disagreement

• In grading, include points for creative problem 
solving, not just correct answers

• Highlight creative problem solving, even with 
incorrect answers by displaying creative 
processes on a bulletin board or creativity wall



Ask More 
Questions

• What have you tried already?

• Where else can you look?

• How can you look at this problem differently?

• What have we done that is similar to this?

• What have you read/learned before that might 
help you with this problem? 

• How else can you break this problem down?

• Where can you go back and read to get new clues?

• Who might be able to help you with this?

• What’s another way of approaching this?



Talk About It Together: How Can 
You Inspire Productive Struggle? 

1. Offer 
Encouragement

2. Allow Time

3. Foster Curiosity

4. Ask Questions



“Creating a classroom 
climate where it is okay to 
make mistakes and that 
encourages students 
taking risks is a start. A 
culture where mistakes 
are expected, respected, 
and then corrected, is a 
culture where students 
will try more and then 
learn more” 
(teachbetter.com)



Productive Vs. 
Destructive

What’s The 
Difference?



Destructive 
vs 

Productive 
Struggle

I give up!

I quit!

Why bother?

I’m just not smart enough!

Who cares?

This is stupid!





From 
Comfort 
To Growth



High Expectations + Scaffolded Support = Productive Struggle



Classroom 
Anchors

Samples 
From The 

Web



Ashleigh’s 
Education Journey 
(pinterest)



(middleweb.com)



Anchor Chart 
(Zearn Math)



Review and 
Reflections

What Will 
You Try?


