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ZONES

Why Most Learning Isn't Growth—And How to
Change That

Watch any classroom during a challenging task and you’ll see it:
shoulders slump, pencils tap, eyes drift to the clock. But in the corner,
one student leans in, scribbles, and tries again. Same challenge,
opposite responses. The difference isn’t ability, it’s that one student
has learned something most haven’t: how to recognise and navigate
what | call the Learning Zone.

We often treat learning as if it's one thing; something students simply
“do.” But after working with skilful learners across Australia and
beyond, I've seen that not all learning is equal. There are three distinct
zones, each with different expectations and outcomes. Knowing how
to recognise them, and how to navigate them successfully, is the first
step in becoming an effective learner.

Most students spend their day in one of two zones: the Comfort Zone
or the Performance Zone. But real learning, the kind that builds new
capacity and develops agency, happens in what | call the Learning
Zone: where students stretch beyond performance and into real
growth.
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Not all learning is
equal”
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The Three Zones Every Learner Should
Understand

The framework builds on Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development,
that space between what learners can do independently and what
they can do with support—but clarifies what surrounds it and
how we navigate between zones intentionally. Recent research by
cognitive scientists Bjork and Bjork confirms that the very struggles
we often try to eliminate, what they call desirable difficulties, actually
accelerate long-term learning and retention.

The Comfort Zone is where students operate well within their
existing abilities. Work feels easy, familiar, and automatic. This zone
serves important purposes, building fluency, developing breadth
through “easy things they haven’t done yet,” and creating space for
efficiency. But students don’t grow here.

The Performance Zone is where students work at the peak
of their current abilities, demonstrating their best with accuracy,
efficiency, and confidence. It feels like assessment: it takes
concentration and care. This zone matters for refinement and
demonstration, but capability doesn’t expand here.

The Learning Zone lies beyond the Performance Zone, it's where
students stretch past their current best. It feels like a problem: messy
and requiring real effort. Here they work not just on what they're
learning, but on how they’re learning. This is where capability grows,
where agency develops, where new skills and strategies emerge.

The differenceisn’t
ability.

It’s knowing how to
recognise and navigate

the Learning Zone.”
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Why Students Avoid the Learning Zone—And
How to Reframe It

Many students have learned to avoid their Learning Zone altogether,
retreating to the Comfort Zone or clinging to Performance Zone
tasks where success feels predictable. It's not because they're lazy,
it's because they've learned that struggle signals inadequacy, that
not knowing signals failure, that discomfort is something to escape
rather than embrace.

Sometimes we unintentionally teach this avoidance. | recently
worked with a senior teacher who began every challenging lesson
with an apology: “I'm sorry, this is going to be hard. I'll help you
and we'll try to get through it as quickly and easily as possible.”
His intentions were kind, but his message was clear: challenge is
unpleasant, struggle is regrettable.

Here's a question worth asking: If challenge walked into your
classroom as a new student, how would your current students treat
them? Like a new friend they’re excited to spend time with, or would
challenge be left to sit alone? The answer reveals everything about
your students’ relationship with difficulty.

The Learning Zone can feel uncomfortable, and that’s exactly
right. Students experience uncertainty, confusion, and productive
struggle. But this discomfort isn’t anxiety or deficit, it's growth in
progress. When students learn to interpret these feelings correctly,
they stop seeing Learning Zone experiences as failure and start
seeing them as information.

Creating Learning Zone Experiences

Once students understand that discomfort signals growth rather
than inadequacy, we can design experiences that help them
thrive in their Learning Zone. Here are three approaches that work
consistently:

1. Set Learning Expectations, Not Just Behavioural
Ones
Most teachers establish behavioural expectations, but schools |
work with add something crucial: learning expectations. Before
introducing challenging work, they help students understand
and normalise what real learning feels like. Once students know
what to expect in their Learning Zone, discomfort becomes
information, not failure. Display learning expectations like those
in the accompanying poster to normalise the Learning Zone
experience.

2. Signal Which Zone You’re Targeting

Signal which zone you’re targeting before any task begins.
Students who expect Performance Zone polish but encounter
Learning Zone struggle will interpret difficulty as failure. But
when you announce “This is Learning Zone work, expect it to
feel messy,” students are prepared. When expectations match
experience, struggle becomes information, not failure.

Students don’t grow in
the Comfort Zone.
Capability doesn’t

expandin the

Performance Zone.”

Discomfortisn’t anxiety
or deficit.

It’s growthin progress.”
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3. Build Learning Zone Rituals

Create classroom practices that normalise Learning Zone
experiences. Try Learning Zone check-ins where students reflect
on what challenged them and how they navigated it. Others
celebrate “productive mistakes” that led to insights.

These rituals show that Learning Zone work isn’t just tolerated,
it's valued.

Building Comfort with Being Uncomfortable

|“

The most successful learners develop what | call “zone fluency’,
the ability to recognise which zone they’re in and navigate between
them intentionally. They see difficulties as desirable. Like athletes
who welcome the burn after a good workout, these students come to
value productive struggle because they understand what it brings.

When students learn to welcome Learning Zone experiences, they
don’t just get better at specific tasks. They develop expertise in
learning itself, what | call Learnership, a skillset that’s becoming
every bit as important as content knowledge. And once students
master this navigation, they discover something remarkable: they
don’t just survive challenges, they grow stronger because of them.

That uncomfortable feeling? It's not a problem to solve, it's growth
arriving, just a little uninvited.

James Anderson is an international education consultant and author of Learnership: Raising the
Status of Learning from an Act to an Art. Based in Australia, he partners with schools globally to embed

practical growth strategies and develop students as skilful learners. In his spare time James is an

ultramarathon swimmer.
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