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ABOUT JAMES ANDERSON
James Anderson is an Australianbased international speaker, author
and educator who is passionate
about helping fellow educators
develop students as better learners.
Originally a teacher and school
leader, for the past 20 years, James
has been working with schools to
make classrooms more thoughtful
places. He challenges teachers to
think deeply about their own Mindsets and how their beliefs
are communicated to students in often subtle and unintended
ways.
James’s work combines Growth Mindset with Habits of
Mind and Practice to create Learning Agility. He puts the
growth back into Growth Mindset! And, through creating
and describing the Mindset Continuum, he provides the
cornerstone for effective Growth Mindset interventions.
James values the relationships he builds with the schools
and teachers he works with, providing the “follow-through”
that’s so often lacking in teacher professional development.
His speaking, workshops and online resources provide
not only the deep understandings required to do this work
meaningfully, but also the tools and ongoing support needed
to sustain it in your school and make a real difference to
student learning outcomes.
James will show you how to create your school-based Growth
Mindset Style Guide to ensure your school consistently
“nudges” all students towards an increasingly growth-oriented
Mindset.
James is a Certified Speaking Professional and regularly
speaks at conferences around the world. His previous
publications include Succeeding with Habits of Mind, The
Agile Learner and The Learning Landscape, as well as a host
of e-books and other teacher resources. His online course,
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“Transforming Teaching and Learning with Growth Mindsets,” supports
thousands of educators in schools around the world. He is an international
affiliate of Art Costa and Bena Kallick’s Institute for Habits of Mind and the
creator of www.habitsofmind.org.
James can be contacted for speaking and consultancy work at
www.jamesanderson.com.au.

james@jamesanderson.com.au
jamesanderson.com.au
facebook.com/habitsofmind
twitter.com/MindfulByDesign
linkedin.com/in/james-anderson-18863531/
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INTRODUCTION
In this collection of articles, I outline some of the key ideas related to the
Habits of Mind. This is not a manual for introducing the Habits of Mind to your
school. Rather, it is an overview of the key understandings you’ll want to have
before you embark on your Habits of Mind journey.
The first article, “Habits of Mind: An Enduring Part of a Changing World”, sets
the context for the Habits of Mind. It helps us understand why the Habits of
Mind are a central and enduring part not just of our curriculum, but also of the
world of work – today, in the past and into the future.
It is impossible to talk about the Habits of Mind in isolation. It is not a topic
to be “covered”. The power and importance of the Habits of Mind cannot
be realised without understanding how they connect to and complement
our understanding of Growth Mindset and Practice. In “Three Ideas Every
Educator Needs to Understand”, we explore this connection, and introduce
the idea of Learning Agility – where Habits of Mind, Growth Mindset and
Practice Unite!
The next group of articles unpacks the core idea that needs to be understood
so you can make a real difference with the Habits of Mind in your school and
classroom.
First, we look at “How to Make Hard Things Easy” and introduce the idea
that is central to the Growth Mindset – that we can learn to behave more
intelligently. The Habits of Mind become the behaviours we develop to
become more intelligent.
The next two articles explain the role the Habits of Mind play in “raising the
bar” on student performance. “There Are Only Two Types of Learners”
identifies learners as either “above the bar” or “below the bar”, explaining the
critical importance of stretching ourselves beyond our current best. “Learning
to do Better with Habits of Mind” explains the central role of developing our
Habits of Mind to succeed “above the bar”.
The next article, “The Challenge Pit – How Habits of Mind Help Us Succeed”,
draws on my book The Learning Landscape. It uses the analogy of a Pit to
represent different types of challenges, explaining how we can think of the
Habits of Mind as the tools we keep in our climbing backpack to help us climb
out of the Pit.
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Perhaps the most important article in this series, “Dimensions of Growth”,
introduces the reader to what it looks like to get better at the Habits of Mind.
There are many curriculum documents that describe what getting better at
areas such as language, maths and geography looks like. This helps teachers
set appropriate learning goals. However, we’ve lacked an understanding of
what getting better at the Habits of Mind looks like. This article helps you
recognises and understand these improvements – an understanding that’s
essential to teaching students to behave more intelligently.
The final article takes the form a personal reflection. In “Just Because You Can
Doesn’t Mean You Should”, I emphasise the importance of never getting out
of the habit of stretching yourself. We must always strive to develop our Habits
of Mind. As adults, we get very busy. However, this is often at the expense of
getting better!
This collection of articles is different to other introductory pieces you’ll find
about the Habits of Mind. In introducing the Habits of Mind, many authors will
simply list the Habits, then tell you how important it is that students “know”
and “use” them. Although this is an understandable and easy place to start, in
my view, it’s the wrong place. I’ve deliberately not done that.
The intent of these articles is to frame your thinking around Habits of Mind
in a way that is most likely to lead to long-term success. When we “teach”
the Habits of Mind as if they were a topic, we miss the critical relationships
they have with Mindset and Practice. Moreover, we miss the central idea of
developing and extending students’ Habits of Mind so they learn to behave
more intelligently.
There are many other resources available to support your work with the Habits
of Mind. I encourage you to continue your work by downloading the free
resources below and/or purchasing the more substantial resources.
Of course, if you’d like to pursue further professional learning around
the Habits of Mind and look at deeper understandings and practical
implementation, please contact me for workshops being held near you or to
find out more about how I can work directly with your school.
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FURTHER READING
Success with Habits of Mind – a free e-book
https://mindfulbydesign.com/free-e-books/
After 15 years of working with schools around the world,
James Anderson compiles his three most important lessons for
Success with Habits of Mind in this short e-book.
Insights into Habits of Mind
https://habitsofmind.org/sites/default/files/Insights_into_Habits_of_Mind.pdf
This e-book contains more than one hour of video interviews
with Art Costa, carefully edited and arranged into short,
easily digestible chunks. Costa explores topics and answers
questions such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are the Habits of Mind?
Where did the Habits of Mind come from?
What evidence supports the efficacy of the Habits of Mind?
How do the Habits of Mind fit with other initiatives, like
Edward de Bono’s work, Howard Gardner’s Multiple
Intelligences, brain research and more?
What does getting better at the Habits of Mind look like?
Costa’s personal reflections on 30 years of working with the Habits of Mind
and much more.

Succeeding with Habits of Mind
https://mindfulbydesign.com/product/succeeding-habits-mind/
Beginning your learning journey with the Habits of Mind is
easy. Knowing what the next steps are can be elusive and
challenging. In Succeeding with Habits of Mind, you’ll find
practical guidance that helps you build deep understandings
of the Habits so you can succeed in developing, infusing,
leading and sustaining them in your school.
Dispositions: Reframing Teaching and Learning
https://habitsofmind.org/product/dispositions-refrainingteaching-and-learning/
Are your students poised for success? Grounded in Art Costa
and Bena Kallick’s ground-breaking Habits of Mind work,
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and informed by current research, this book helps educators integrate the
dispositions for learning into curriculum design, instruction and assessment. It
also helps teachers create school cultures that value dispositional learning.
Learning and Leading with Habits of Mind
http://www.ascd.org/Publications/Books/Overview/Learningand-Leading-with-Habits-of-Mind.aspx
In their book, Learning and Leading with Habits of Mind:
16 Essential Characteristics for Success, Arthur Costa and
Bena Kallick define and describe the needed dispositions of
successful continuous learners as they prepare for school,
work and life in the 21st century.
Nurturing Habits of Mind in Early Childhood
http://www.ascd.org/Publications/Books/Overview/NurturingHabits-of-Mind-in-Early-Childhood.aspx
In the first years of life, as children observe, imitate and
interact with people and their environment, the brain
structures a foundation for vocabulary, values, cognitive
processes and social skills. Educators can help influence
that development by teaching the skills and dispositions
of intelligent, creative and effective decision makers and problem solvers.
Within these pages, Arthur Costa and Bena Kallick share the authentic stories
and experiences of teachers who have taught these Habits of Mind to young
children.
HOW TO USE THESE ARTICLES
There are many approaches to using this resource with your school’s staff.
While it is possible to simply distribute this e-book to staff as professional
reading, it’s often more beneficial to engage in some sort of protocol to
encourage a deeper interrogation of the ideas and facilitate further discussion.
Feel free to use whatever process your staff is familiar with, or use one of
these suggestions.
THE FINAL WORD PROTOCOL
Create groups of 3 – 5 teachers.
Each teacher reads an article. You might all choose to focus on the same
article or allow teachers to select the article that resonates with them the most.
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As teachers read, they are invited to consider the insight or learning that
makes the most impact on them. Their job is not to summarise the article, but
to choose the idea that triggers deeper thought. This might be a moment of
insight, a question or a challenge.
The protocol begins with one person sharing their reflections about the
reading with the rest of the group for three minutes. This is uninterrupted time.
Other participants are to remain quiet.
Each group member then gets one minute, in turn, to respond to the presenter.
They may pose questions, offer insights or share their own reactions. Again,
this is done without interruption.
Finally, the presenter gets one minute to have the “final word”. There is no
compulsion to respond to any questions.
The process then repeats around the group.
(Several versions of this protocol can be found online.)
EXPERT JIG SAW
Divide your staff into “home groups”. These can be groups of 4 – 8.
Within your home group, choose one person to become the “expert” on one
or more of the articles.
Experts from different home groups then come together to read, review and
summarise the key learnings from their expert articles. Encourage staff to
critically analyse the articles and generate questions for discussion with their
home groups.
Experts return to their home groups, where they are responsible for sharing
their learning with the rest of the group.
As a whole, the home group then synthesises learnings from all readings. The
idea is to bring together key ideas, make connections and identify areas for
further learning.
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HABITS OF MIND: AN ENDURING
PART OF A CHANGING WORLD
The Habits of Mind were my first passion in education. This passion has
endured for 20 years. I’ve spent countless hours developing Habits of Mind
resources and delivering professional learning to teachers around the world.
What originally drew me so strongly to the Habits of Mind was the fact they
weren’t simply dreamt up by Art Costa and Bena Kallick. They weren’t merely
“good ideas”.
Edward de Bono’s work is a good idea. Much of Harvard University’s Visible
Thinking Routines are good ideas. Practically every graphic organiser is a
good idea. While these ideas may be powerful, practical and useful, they
aren’t real. They are tools created to help us think and learn.

Like Mindsets and Virtuous Practice, the
Habits of Mind weren’t created –
they were identified.
What Costa and Kallick did was recognise and describe the learning
dispositions of expert learners – those who had reached the top of their fields.
Of course, others had done similar before, but Costa and Kallick’s work was
more elegant, comprehensive and accessible, especially to educators. We
rushed to adopt the Habits of Mind in our schools and classrooms.
The Habits of Mind are a real part of the world. The beauty of this is that they
endure. They are as relevant today as they were 50 or even 500 years ago,
and they’ll be just as relevant in the future. We hear a lot about the students
of today having to face a rapidly changing world. But no matter how the
world changes, our students will need to engage in the Habits of Mind to be
successful. As author Nassim Nicholas Taleb says: “We can’t predict the future,
but we can prepare for it.” Developing powerful Habits of Mind is an essential
part of preparing students for an unknowable future.
In the ‘90s and early ‘00s, the hype surrounding Habits of Mind was like the
hype that surrounds Mindsets today. The Habits were the “next big thing” and
many schools were quick to adopt them. Unfortunately, the combination of our
inexperience and the adoption of some less-than-rigorous approaches to their

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

14 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

implementation often led the Habits of Mind becoming “last year’s initiative”.
(See “How Growth Mindsets become ‘last year’s initiative’ – A cautionary
tale”1).
Fortunately, we’ve learnt a lot about how to succeed with Habits of Mind since
then. We know how to make them stick in our schools and we know how to
make a real difference to student learning outcomes. To find out more about
what we’ve learnt, download my free e-book Success with Habits of Mind.

Because the Habits of Mind are real,
they have endured. You can’t escape
the importance of these 16 dispositions.
And with time, we’ve learnt more about how they connect to other ideas, such
as Growth Mindsets and Virtuous Practice, and how to bring them to life in the
classroom.
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, Habits of Mind: An enduring part of a changing world, mindfulbydesign.
com, accessed 10th August 2019,>
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/hom-part-of-changing-world/>
References
1. Anderson, J., 2017, How Growth Mindsets become “last year’s initiative” – A cautionary tale,
mindfulbydesign.com, accessed 10th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/growth-mindsets-become-last-years-initiative-cautionary-tale/>

GET YOUR FREE COPY OF MY E-BOOK

SUCCESS WITH
HABITS OF MIND

mindfulbydesign.com/successhabits-mind-ebook/

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

15 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

E
R
A
D
IN
M
F
O
S
IT
B
THE HA

F
O
T
R
A
P
L
A
E
AR
THE WORLD.

AT
H
T
IS
IS
H
T
F
O
Y
T
U
A
E
THE B
THEY ENDURE.
JAMES ANDERSON

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au
jamesanderson.com.au

16 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

NOTES

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

17 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

THREE IDEAS EVERY EDUCATOR
NEEDS TO UNDERSTAND
I believe there are three key ideas every educator needs to understand if they
are going to help students thrive in the 21st century.
Not that all of teaching and learning can be distilled into three ideas; there’s
much more. But without these three ideas, I believe your teaching practice –
and, therefore, your students’ learning – misses out big time.
The first key idea is psychologist Carol Dweck’s work
on Mindsets. If our job as teachers is to ensure students
are developing their abilities, then we must remove the
obstacles that hinder this development. We can’t always
change external factors (eg. poverty, distance, inequity,
family environment), but we can do something about the
barriers students construct in their own minds.
Students with a Fixed Mindset see their intelligence and
talents as unchanging.

Without an understanding that you can
develop your most basic characteristics,
you tend not to engage in the sorts
of actions that would lead you to
change and grow.
Because of this, the Fixed Mindset is self-defeating and self-fulfilling.
On the other hand, a Growth Mindset is an invitation to grow. It invites us
to take the actions that could lead us to change. It helps us respond more
effectively to mistakes and builds resilience. It encourages us to step outside
our comfort zone to improve ourselves.
However, it’s important to remember that a Growth Mindset itself is not growth.
As Dweck herself points out, there are plenty of people with a Growth Mindset
who do not grow, or do not grow as much as they would like. This is because
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although they are inclined to take actions to grow, the types of actions they
take are not always effective.
And this is why the next two ideas are so critical to student learning. To
achieve growth, we must take the right sort of actions.

Anders Ericsson has spent a career describing the
processes through which new talents and abilities are
developed. It is a type of practice that involves stepping
beyond our current abilities, beyond our comfort zone, to
attempt better than our best. Ericsson’s most recent book,
Peak, outlines how the top performers in fields such as
chess, classical music, medicine and military aviation follow
the same basic principles, all of which are essential to
teaching and learning in schools – a process I’ve dubbed
Virtuous Practice.
However, many students experience stepping outside their comfort zone to
try something better than their best, and fail. Unfortunately, this is an all too
common reality. We try to improve our students’ abilities by stretching them
with cognitively demanding tasks, but achieving the actual growth can be
elusive, even for some students with a Growth Mindset.
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The third key idea involves the Habits of Mind. Described
by Art Costa and Bena Kallick, the Habits of Mind are
the dispositions skilfully and mindfully employed by
characteristically successful people when engaged in
Virtuous Practice. They are the behaviours we need to
develop and engage in while outside our comfort zone to
improve our abilities.
Taken together, a Growth Mindset, Virtuous Practice and the
Habits of Mind form three key ideas necessary for student
to achieve growth. The learner who skilfully develops and
applies all three can act with the confidence and courage to
successfully meet the challenges of a world that is forever
changing and becoming increasingly complex. They have
what I call Learning Agility.

Original Article
Anderson, J., 2017, The three ideas every educator needs to understand. (And the one book
that brings them all together!), mindfulbydesign.com, accessed 10th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/three-ideas-one-book/>
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Order your copy of James Anderson’s book
THE AGILE LEARNER today!
The Agile Learner combines three powerful ideas: Growth
Mindset, Habits of Mind and Virtuous Practice. It shows
teachers not only how to create the Growth Mindset, but
how to translate that Mindset into actual growth in their
students’ abilities.
In The Agile Learner you will:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Go beyond social media hype to a deep understanding of Mindsets.
Stop treating the symptoms of a Fixed Mindset and learn how to address the
underlying causes.
Explore the Mindset Continuum and its importance to making practical
changes to students’ Mindsets.
Create powerful Mindset Movers that will shift students’ Mindsets.
Discover the Four Rules About Talent and how to apply them.
Develop Learning Power with Habits of Mind.
Learn how to encourage Virtuous Practice.
Help students grow by showing them how to engage in
Effective Effort.
Much more …

“Anderson weaves together a rich tapestry of possibilities for increasing the
power and potential for all of our students. He does away with the myths that limit
growth, and so opens the door for unlimited learning.”
– Art Costa and Bena Kallick, co-authors Habits of Mind

ORDER YOUR COPY NOW
www.jamesanderson.com.au/p/TheAgileLearner/
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HOW TO MAKE HARD
THINGS EASY
Wouldn’t it be great if there was a way to make hard things easy? A way to
take those things we find difficult, the things we struggle with every day, and
make them simple? Fortunately, there is a way. It’s all about learning to be
smarter and getting better at the Habits of Mind. Let me explain.
Some people divide their lives in a fixed way. They split tasks into two
categories: what they find easy and what they find difficult. We hear them say
things like, “I’ve never been very good at …” For them, things that are hard
today will always be hard. But that’s short-sighted.
The problem lies in a misunderstanding of what “difficult” means. If we take a
fixed view of our intelligence, then we view the difficulty of a task as intrinsic to
the task, and we measure our intelligence against the task. At some point, we
reach the limit of our intelligence and some tasks, some levels of difficulty, are
always beyond us.
But the reality is there is nothing intrinsically hard about a task. Sure, some
tasks are more complex than others, but they are only difficult in comparison
to our current intelligence.

Things that are hard become easy
when we increase our intelligence –
when we become smarter!
That’s why the things you found difficult in Grade 4 are easy today. At the time,
you weren’t smart enough to do those tasks easily. Over time, you became
smarter and now Grade 4 tasks are easy for you.
Instead of dividing the world into easy and hard, we should divide it into:
•
•

Things that used to be hard but are easy today.
Things that are still hard but will become easy in the future.

Or, to put it another way, things we previously were not smart enough to do
but are now, and things we’re still not smart enough to do but will be in the
future.
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It’s not the task that’s difficult; it’s where the task lies in relation to our current
level of intelligence that creates difficulty! As we learn to be smarter, things
that were once well beyond our abilities come into reach.
The critical question is, how do we learn to be smarter? This is where the
Habits of Mind come into play.

When Art Costa initially identified
the Habits of Mind, he called them
“Intelligent Behaviours”.
To him, intelligence wasn’t some fixed amount you were born with. Rather,
intelligence was a set of behaviours that could be developed. Being “smart”
wasn’t a fixed trait – it was something you could get better at.
So, the reason why we find some tasks difficult is that we haven’t yet learnt
to behave intelligently enough. To make those tasks easy, we need to learn
to behave more intelligently. And we learn to behave more intelligently by
engaging in the Habits of Mind. Getting better at the Habits of Mind is what
makes hard things easier!
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, How to make hard things easy, mindfulbydesign.com, accessed
12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/make-hard-things-easy/>
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GETTING BETTER
AT THE HABITS
OF MIND IS
WHAT MAKES

HARD
THINGS
EASIER!
JAMES ANDERSON
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THERE ARE ONLY TWO TYPES
OF LEARNING: ABOVE THE LINE
AND BELOW THE LINE
In my mind, there are only two types of learning: learning to do more or
learning to do better.
As educators, it is critical we recognise these two very different types of
learning. Moreover, we must ensure our students understand the difference
between the two and that we nurture their relationship with learning to do
better.
Let me explain.
At some point, most of us experience learning like this:

The early stages of learning are relatively quick and easy. As time goes on,
challenges become more difficult. Progress slows, then eventually stops.
When progress stops, we’ve reached what “the expertise expert” Anders
Ericsson refers to as our Performance Plateau.
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Colloquially, the Performance Plateau is referred to as “the bar”. Each person’s
bar is set at the limit of his or her current abilities. It’s the point where our
learning behaviours – our Habits of Mind – are matched by the difficulty of the
tasks we attempt. We are at our (current) limit.

To “raise the bar” means to attempt
something more difficult, something
beyond our current limit.
Ericsson calls this area just beyond our current best the Learning Zone.
Psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) also referred this area as the Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD).
Everything below the bar is within our current abilities and is, therefore, easy.
This is our Comfort Zone. The further below the bar we go, the easier the task
and the more comfortable we are.
Learning something that is below the bar is easy. You don’t need to improve
the way you learn to succeed below the bar. When you’re learning below the
bar, you’re only doing “more things”, not doing more difficult things.
On the other hand, to succeed at a more difficult task, those tasks above the
bar, we need to develop our Habits of Mind.

In short, succeeding in our Learning Zone
requires us to not only learn new things,
but to become better learners.
And this is what I mean when I say there are two types of learning: learning
below the bar, which only requires you to do more, and learning above the
bar, which requires you to do better.
To help students grow and increase their capacity for learning, it is essential
they are working in their Learning Zone. As educators, we must provide
appropriately challenging tasks. Our tasks must demand not only more
learning from students, but better learning from students. Our focus must to be
on our students becoming better learners.
Likewise, students need to understand the difference between doing more
and doing better. We need to teach them to actively seek their Learning Zone,
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to stretch themselves and focus not only on what they are learning, but also
on how they are learning.
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, There are only two types of learning: More or Better, mindfulbydesign.
com, accessed 12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/two-types-learning-better/>
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LEARNING TO DO BETTER
WITH HABITS OF MIND
In the previous article, I wrote about the two fundamental types of learning1:
learning to do more and learning to do better.
Learning to do more involves “below-the-bar” thinking. It occurs in your
Comfort Zone and simply entails applying your current learning behaviours to
the task at hand. It’s doing something you can already do or doing “an easy
thing you haven’t done yet”.
The problem with below-the-bar thinking is that you never truly grow. The
challenges that are out of your reach today will remain out of your reach
tomorrow. You can spend your life learning to do more, but all the below-thebar learning in the world won’t make you a better learner.
As educators, we are interested in helping students engage in above-the-bar
thinking. We want to teach students how to raise the bar2 so they can succeed
at increasingly difficult tasks.
Seeking your Learning Zone and attempting to do better is critical to
becoming a better learner. But growth involves more than working above the
bar. Working in their Learning Zone requires students to learn how to behave
increasingly intelligently. If we want students to succeed above the bar, we
must help them become better learners. And we do this by developing their
Habits of Mind.
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Unfortunately, we aren’t always as good at helping students become better
learners as we might hope to be. When we ask students to “use” or “apply”
the Habits of Mind, we ask them to simply employ the Habits at a level of
maturity they already possess. In other words, we ask them to focus their
attention below the bar, which means we are not helping them become better
learners.

Rather than focusing on “using”,
“selecting” and “applying” the Habits of
Mind, we need to help students extend,
develop and build upon their application
of the Habits of Mind.
In our curriculum design process, we must do more than simply state which
Habits of Mind students are “required” to use in a learning activity. We must
explain how those Habits should be applied at a more sophisticated level.
Most importantly, we must teach students how to achieve this higher level.
A student’s attitude towards the Habits of Mind is also a critical aspect
of learning to become a better learner. To help students become more
efficacious learners, we must nurture their relationship with the Habits of Mind.
They must become increasingly reflective, self-assessing, self-directing and
self-managing in relation to these important learning behaviours.
Students who grow and become better learners seek to extend, develop and
cultivate their Habits of Mind. They recognise that although what they are
learning is important, how they use that situation to become better learners is
more important.
As educators, if we want students to raise the bar, and achieve more highly,
we must guide and report on how students develop their Habits of Mind. We
must also consciously facilitate that growth in our classroom teaching for the
development of the Habits of Mind and by providing formative feedback to
students on how that development is progressing.
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, Learning to do better with Habits of Mind, mindfulbydesign.com, accessed
12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/learn-better-habits-mind/>
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We want to teach students how to

RAISE THE BAR
so they can succeed at increasingly
difficult tasks.

JAMES ANDERSON
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THE CHALLENGE PIT – HOW
HABITS OF MIND HELP US
SUCCEED
A Pit is a powerful analogy for learning used by schools around the world.
In its simplest form, a Pit represents a challenge. Taking on a challenge is like
getting into a pit. We may feel uncertain and it takes effort to climb out. When
we do climb out, it means we’ve learnt something new.
So far, so good.

The problem I’ve noticed is not all our
students climb out of the Pit.
Some remain stuck at the bottom,
failing to learn and succeed.
This is where the Habits of Mind come into the
picture. The Habits of Mind represent the “climbing
skills” that allow you to get out of the Pit. If your
Habits of Mind aren’t well-developed, you languish
at the bottom.
Why do some students get out and others don’t?
If students climb out of a Pit easily, they haven’t
been challenged. They have simply learnt more and
have used their existing skills. They haven’t become
better learners.
This is why it’s important to distinguish between four different kinds of Pits. I call
these Challenge Pits, because they represent different types of challenges.
Some challenges are easy. These are Downhill Challenges. They require less
than the full abilities of the learner and are easily mastered using their existing
skills. A Downhill Challenge is represented by the Pit in Figure 1. The learner
exits the Pit through their Comfort Zone.
Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au
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Figure 1

Some challenges require the learner to do only what they have done before.
These are Performance Challenges. A Performance Challenge looks like the
Challenge Pit in Figure 2. The learner leaves the Pit through their Performance
Zone. These types of challenges require the learner to use all their existing
skills, but no more.

Figure 2

Downhill and Performance Challenges are “below-the-bar” challenges.
When we are in our Comfort Zone or Performance Zone, we do things we
already know how to do, or we learn new things we already have the ability to
do. That is, the task demands nothing more of us than what we already can do
– what I call “easy things you haven’t done yet”.
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For example, in my experience, most teachers don’t know the 13 times table.
But they could learn it quickly if they tried. They already have the ability to
learn it – it’s an easy thing they haven’t done yet. Once you master the 13
times table, you have simply learnt one more thing. You have not become a
better learner.
Although being in our Comfort Zone or Performance Zone might result in
knowing more things, they are not more difficult things. As I explained in the
previous article1, this sort of learning does not “raise the bar”.
BECOMING BETTER LEARNERS
Challenge Pits that represent the Learning Zone require students to climb out
at a higher level than where they entered, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3

As we’ve all experienced, some students, when faced with a Learning
Challenge, end up failing. They lack the skills to climb out of the Pit through
their Learning Zone. In short, they aren’t smart enough to climb higher
than they’ve climbed before. This extra bit of height demands more highly
developed Habits of Mind. To climb out, students must become better
learners.
To succeed at Learning Challenges, teachers must prepare students for the
climb before they get into the Learning Pit. We need to provide students with
a backpack full of Habits of Mind. These Habits must be sophisticated and
increasingly well-developed so learners can climb out of the Pit at a higher
level than where they entered.
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Some challenges are simply too hard to master in one go. These are
Aspirational Challenges, represented by the Pit shown in Figure 4. These
types of challenges need to be broken down into smaller Learning Challenges
to be mastered.

Figure 4

The idea of the Challenge Pit, and how teachers must fill students’ backpacks
with well-developed Habits of Mind to prepare them for challenges, is
something I explore in detail in my book The Learning Landscape. In this
book, I use the analogy of moving through a landscape to represent learning.
Challenges are represented by Pits, and learning is represented by the
skilfulness with which students can climb out of these Pits. It is a powerful
analogy that allows students to visualise the learning process and understand
what it means to develop their Habits of Mind to become better learners.
Original Article
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JAMES ANDERSON’S NEW BOOK

THE LEARNING LANDSCAPE
In The Learning Landscape, James Anderson
outlines a powerful metaphor for visualising
learning. Mapping the abstract concept of learning
onto a physical journey in the real world, the
learning process is made tangible and accessible
to learners.
Students will be guided across the plains of
the Learning Landscape, passing over the
foundational knowledge that has come before
them, while overcoming pits of challenging
learning in an effort to climb to the peaks of
expertise.
In the Learning Landscape, challenges are
represented by four different types of Challenge
Pits:
•
•
•
•

The Learning Challenge
The Performance Challenge
The Downhill Challenge
The Aspirational Challenge

Only by equipping students with powerful learning tools, such as the Habits of
Mind, will they be prepared for the climb out of these Challenge Pits, as their
Mindsets determine how far they can travel and how high they can climb.
Drawing on the work of Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Art Costa and Bena Kallick,
Anders Ericsson, and Carol Dweck, The Learning Landscape provides
teachers with a tool to develop Learner Agency, creating more effective
learners, improving engagement and, ultimately, learning outcomes.

ORDER YOUR COPY NOW
www.jamesanderson.com.au/the-learning-landscape
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GET YOUR COPY OF JAMES ANDERSON’S

SUCCEEDING WITH
HABITS OF MIND
Beginning your learning journey with the Habits of Mind
is easy. Knowing where the next steps are can be elusive
and challenging. In these pages, you’ll find practical
guidance that takes you beyond introducing the Habits of
Mind and helps you build deep understandings so you can
succeed in developing, infusing, leading and sustaining
the Habits of Mind in your school. You will learn how to:
Develop students’ Habits of Mind
Understand what it means to grow and develop more
mature Habits of Mind, so students actually get better at
them.
Infuse the Habits of Mind into the curriculum
The Habits are not an extra or an add-on. Learn how to use the Backwards
Design process to seamlessly infuse the development of the Habits of Mind
into your classroom in a way that improves student learning outcomes.
Lead the change in your school
Understand the most effective ways to lead your school through the
introduction of the Habits and beyond. Recognise the common challenges
faced by school leaders and how to successfully get everybody onboard.
Sustain the change
Ensure the Habits take root and become part of the norms of your school.
Explore ways to instil the Habits of Mind into the culture of your school
community.
Success is a journey. This book gives you the knowledge you’ll need as you
move beyond the basics and succeed in building an even more thoughtful
learning community with the Habits of Mind.

ORDER YOUR COPY NOW
https://mindfulbydesign.com/product/succeeding-habits-mind/

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

39 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

DIMENSIONS OF GROWTH
When Art Costa first described what would become known as the Habits of
Mind, he used the term “intelligent behaviours”.
“Intelligent behaviours,” he said, “are demonstrated when we are confronted
with questions and problems for which we don’t know an immediate answer.”
Costa had identified these behaviours based on other researchers’
descriptions of what the most intelligent people do. These were people at the
top of their field, who worked on the most difficult problems and achieved the
highest standards. Costa described these people as engaging in the Habits of
Mind.
But as useful and powerful as this picture was, it was incomplete.
These people weren’t simply “demonstrating” Habits of Mind. They
demonstrated how to use them in their most skillful, mature and highly
developed form.
Think of it this way. Not all problems are equal. Some problems are difficult
– much more difficult – than others. Solving easy problems requires only a
basic, simple application of the Habits of Mind. You don’t have to behave too
intelligently to solve easy problems.
But as problems become more difficult, they demand an increasingly welldeveloped set of behaviours. This means you must learn how to behave more
intelligently. You must develop more mature Habits of Mind.
Recognising the importance of development, Costa and Bena Kallick came to
define the Habits of Mind as “the dispositions that are skilfully and mindfully
employed by characteristically successful people when confronted with
problems, the solutions to which are not immediately apparent.”
It’s not that the people who have reached the highest level of performance
“use” the Habits of Mind and other people don’t. It’s that these people have
learnt how to use the Habits of Mind more effectively and skilfully than other
people. This means they can solve the most difficult problems and progress
further than anyone else. They have learnt how to behave more intelligently.
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In this light, it became clear that our role
in schools was not to teach the Habits
of Mind, but to help students continually
develop them.
Unfortunately, many schools went down the path of “teaching” students the
Habits of Mind – simply educating them about the names and meanings –
and asking them to “use” them. They failed to realise that this was simply the
introduction and more work was needed.
The real work didn’t begin until we started to question how we could teach
children to get better at the Habits of Mind. At the time, we didn’t have models
that showed us what it looked like to get better at the Habits of Mind.
To address this, I teamed with Costa and Kallick in 2006 and together we
published the Dimensions of Growth for the Habits of Mind1. These dimensions
represent the ways in which learners can grow within each Habit of Mind.
While they don’t represent a complete description of development, they do
describe the pathways along which growth can take place.
Briefly, these dimensions are:
•

Meaning: We seek out a deeper, more insightful, more sophisticated
understanding of the Habit.

•

Capacity: We build an increasing repertoire of skills, strategies and
techniques through which we engage in the Habit.

•

Alertness: We become more finely attuned to the signals and cues in a
situation that tell us when we should and shouldn’t engage in one or more
of the Habits of Mind.

•

Value: We come to better recognise the benefits and advantages of
engaging in the Habits of Mind. We place increasingly high value on them
and choose to engage in them over less productive behaviours.

•

Commitment: We become more committed to the ongoing development
of the Habits of Mind. We learn to be increasingly self-assessing, selfdirected and self-monitoring in our development of the Habits.

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

41 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

Professional Learning Series | jamesanderson.com.au

42 | HABITS OF MIND: WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW BEFORE YOU START

In my observations, only the schools that embrace the idea of development,
either by adopting the Dimensions of Growth or by working on development
more intuitively, succeed in the long run with the Habits of Mind.
Without this focus on teaching students to improve their Habits and to learn
to behave more intelligently, schools falter. Teachers feel as though they have
“covered” the Habits of Mind, and students start to say, “We’ve done the
Habits of Mind already.”
When you focus on developing more intelligent behaviours in your students,
your work with the Habits of Mind never ceases.

Each year, your goal is to further
develop every student’s intelligence
so they are better able to solve
increasingly difficult challenges.
You have a goal that truly sustains your work; a goal that will ensure your focus
on the Habits of Mind results in greater success for your school and, most
importantly, your students.
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2017, 20 Years With Habits of Mind: Lesson 3: Development of the Habits of
Mind, habitsofmind.org, accessed 12th August 2019,
<https://habitsofmind.org/development-hom/>
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WHERE TO BEGIN WITH
HABITS OF MIND
I began my work with the Habits of Mind more than 20 years ago. It was a time
when the education system was undergoing major curriculum changes.
We had three “new” curriculums in five years. The “crowded curriculum” was
a constant source of frustration for teachers, who felt there was too much
to cover and too little time to focus on a depth of learning. Furthermore,
politicians were calling for improvements in student outcomes, a return to
basics and a focus on literacy and numeracy. Not so different from today.
It was in this context I first came across the Habits of Mind. I was immediately
struck by their value and importance. But when I mentioned the Habits to
other teachers, I’d be challenged. They’d tell me they had enough on their
plate without adding the Habits of Mind – they weren’t in the curriculum and
they didn’t have time for extra work.

Fortunately, we discovered the
Habits of Mind were already in the
curriculum. They weren’t “extra”.
In fact, they helped us reach our broader educational goals. But it took a while
for us to work this out.
One of the first activities I did to introduce teachers to the Habits of Mind was
to ask them to design a model student. I asked them to imagine they were
writing a reference for this model student as they exited their final year of
school. What qualities and abilities should this student have? What keywords
should be included in their reference?
The next activity was to look at what the curriculum was asking us to do.
We separated into our faculty teams to examine our teaching and learning
documents, carefully pulling out all the keywords and cognitive verbs included
in these official texts.
What we ended up with was several hundred yellow Post-it® Notes. Each had
a keyword that represented one of the most important schooling outcomes.
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The next step was to bring out the Habits of Mind posters. I displayed them
around the room and explained that Art Costa and Bena Kallick had identified
the dispositions of the most effective thinkers and highest achievers from a
broad range of areas. I wanted to find out if there was an alignment between
what we had identified as important for our students, the demands of the
curriculum and the Habits of Mind.
So, I asked the teachers to see if they could place their Post-it® Notes on the
Habits of Mind posters. What happened next was remarkable. Hundreds of
Post-it® Notes from two different curriculum documents and our teachers’ own
priorities were matched with the 17 posters. These posters represented the 16
Habits of Mind, with an additional poster capturing a set of values.
The curriculum documents talked about collaboration and group work. Our
own goal was for 21st-century learners to become “team players”. The Habits
of Mind talked about “Thinking Interdependently”.
The curriculum documents spoke about inquiry. We said we wanted our
students to be curious about the world and ask questions. The Habits of Mind
emphasised “Questioning and Posing Problems”.
Everywhere we looked, the Habits helped us distil and capture some of
the most important aspects of our curriculum. The fact these words had
been drawn from two sets of curriculum documents, plus our own vision for
our students, gave us the confidence that next time there was a change of
curriculum, we’d be able to interpret it through the lens of the Habits of Mind.

In fact, the Habits of Mind simplified our
curriculum. They gave us a common
language and shared focus on what
was important to us as a college.
Suddenly, the primary teachers and secondary teachers, the maths teachers
and history teachers, the language department and science department all
agreed on the most important outcomes for our students.
These simple activities quickly gave us clarity on our chief educational goals.
We discovered that the Habits of Mind helped us de-clutter the curriculum. It
felt less “crowded”. And we realised the Habits weren’t an extra at all – they
were central and implicit to our curriculum outcomes. Far from being an “extra
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thing to do”, the Habits of Mind became a common thread across all subjects
and all years of schooling.
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, Where to begin with Habits of Mind, mindfulbydesign.com, accessed
12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/begin-habits-mind/>
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AND SPEND A BIT OF OUR TIME

STRETCHING, CHALLENGING
OURSELVES & GROWING
IN RESPONSE TO THOSE CHALLENGES.
JAMES ANDERSON
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WHERE DO HABITS OF MIND FIT
IN THE CURRICULUM?
In the last article, I discussed how staff at my school were able to “find” the
Habits of Mind in the curriculum1, as well as in their big-picture visions of
student learning. By doing so, they realised that far from being something new
or “extra”, the Habits of Mind simplified their view of teaching and learning.
They also gave staff a powerful shared language so they could talk about their
common learning goals for students.
However, the curriculum was much larger than the Habits of Mind. Certainly,
the Habits were a part of our curriculum, but so were the nuts and bolts of the
content and learning objectives of each subject area.
And what of the big-picture values we’d also identified as important? How did
they relate to the rest of the curriculum? In short, how did it all fit together?
To understand the links between these different aspects of the curriculum, I
generated the infographic on the following page.
This infographic allowed us to recognise the critical contribution of each
subject area. At the centre were the broad objectives of our curriculum. While
there was general agreement our curriculums tended to be over-crowded with
content, we all agreed there was “stuff” students needed to know! Beyond the
basic skills of literacy and numeracy, we recognised the importance of learning
about key moments in history, the scientific method, the impact of technology
on society, the Arts, and so on.
But our curriculum was more than a collection of facts and information. We
needed students to be able to interact with that content. We recognised there
was a set of skills, tools and strategies that allowed students to manipulate
and understand the content. These included traditional thinking skills, such as
analysis, questioning and creativity, as well as “modern thinking skills”, such
as Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats®. However we termed them, these
tools, skills and strategies gave students increased power to interact with the
content they were learning about.
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In the next layer of the curriculum were the Habits of Mind. Beyond “thinking
skills”, the Habits were dispositions for learning. They gave students the
inclination to pick up their thinking tools and act on the content. In developing
students’ Habits of Mind, we nurtured their commitment to becoming more
efficacious thinkers as well as helped them recognise the benefits of engaging
in the Habits.
The final layer of the curriculum involved purpose. It represented a set of
values, ethics or virtues we felt were important for students to develop.
While the inner three layers of our infographic developed knowledgeable,
effective and capable thinkers, this final layer recognised the need for schools
to develop purposeful individuals who were able to contribute to society in
positive and constructive ways.
It is important to note that our curriculum documents tend to be filled with
the two inner rings of the diagram. These are the “nuts and bolts” of day-today teaching and learning. However, when you talk to parents, think about
your own children or envisage the types of students we want graduating from
our schools, we tend to focus on the two outer circles. These are the most
important and enduring parts of the curriculum.
This highlights perhaps the most important lesson of this infographic: that our
curriculum is far more than a collection of facts to be covered. As Art Costa
says in his introduction to Developing Minds: A Resource Book for Teaching
Thinking (2001)2:
Content, selectively abandoned and judiciously selected because of its
fecund contributions to the thinking/learning process, becomes merely
the vehicle in which we experience the joyride of learning. The focus is on
learning FROM the objectives instead of learning of the objectives.
Beyond this, we must also select and present our content in a way that allows
us to teach students a broader set of values that are important to leading a
positive and productive life.
When a student challenges us and asks, “Why am I learning this? I’m never
going to need to know this again in my life,” they might be right. But our
answer cannot be, “Because it’s in the curriculum.” We must respond with
something more like this:
“You may or may not need to know the content of this particular lesson.
But that fact or skill you just mentioned, that’s only one layer of what
you’re learning here today. You’re also learning how to think with and
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about it. Your developing ways of thinking, including Habits of Mind
that apply to whatever you do. And, importantly, by learning about it in
this context, in this classroom and in this way, you are learning how to
grow as a person and to become a positive, contributing member of our
community.”
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2018, Where do the Habits of Mind fit?, mindfulbydesign.com, accessed
12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/where-do-the-habits-of-mind-fit/>
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JUST BECAUSE YOU CAN DOESN’T
MEAN YOU SHOULD
One of the most important lessons I learnt as an aspiring school leader was
“just because you can doesn’t mean you should!”
Like a lot of teachers, I found my first few years of teaching very challenging.
The “bar” seemed to be set incredibly high, and I had to work hard to learn
my craft. But I eventually increased my abilities, raised my standards and got
things under control in my classroom.
I then spent several years honing my skills even further. I raised the bar and
stretched myself to take on some small leadership roles within the school. I
reflected on my performance regularly and attended professional learning
workshops to further my skills.
After a few more years, I’d increased my abilities and reached a point
where I could perform most roles I was asked to take on and could do them
reasonably well. I had raised the bar even higher!
So, when I was asked to lead the roll-out of the school’s notebook program,
I said yes. And I did it well.
When I was asked if I could implement a new reporting system, I said, “Sure,
I can work out how to do that.” And again, I did it well.
When I was asked to lead a team to set up a new “Thinking Skills Program”,
I said, “Yep, I can do that.” And I did that well, too.
And then there were various committees, school councils, policies to be
written … the list went on. I was extremely busy, spending long hours at school.
I did lots of good work. I was valued and valuable within my school. I was
building a great CV. But I was doing myself a huge disservice.
The problem was, I’d become comfortable and confident in my roles. I was
performing at a high level. Almost all my time was spent exercising and
consolidating my existing skills, but very little time was spent building on and
increasing those skills.
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I had fallen out of the habit of stretching myself!
That’s when, fortunately, I learnt one of the most important lessons of my
career: just because you can doesn’t mean you should.
The thing is, in the early part of my career, I was focused on growth. I
consciously stretched myself to raise the bar. I was focused on what I couldn’t
do and what I needed to do to develop my Habits of Mind.
Then, once I’d raised the bar just high enough, the world opened to me.
Suddenly, there were lots of roles I could fulfil using my recently developed
Habits of Mind.
The trouble was, all these new roles were below the bar. In terms of my newly
developed skills, these roles were just “easy things I hadn’t done yet”.
Although I was still putting in long hours, almost all those hours were spent
being good at my job.

I was getting busy, without ever
getting better!
I had forgotten that you don’t get better by exercising your current abilities.
The pathway to getting better is to stretch yourself just beyond your current
best, to develop your Habits of Mind to meet the demands of these more
challenging tasks.
There are certainly times, when we need to exercise our existing skills, that
we must be at our best and do the job well. But if this is how we spend all our
time, we will cease to get better.
The secret is to recognise that once you reach a certain level of competence,
it’s easy to do more. But we need to resist filling our time with all the things
we can do and remember to spend a bit of our time stretching, challenging
ourselves, and growing in response to those challenges.
I learnt that just because I could do something, it didn’t mean I should.
Sometimes, it’s better to give that job to someone who will be stretched by it
and learn from it. Then I can use that time to find a job that’s going to stretch
me and help me grow.
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Never live your entire life below the bar. Never get out of the habit of
stretching yourself!
Original Article
Anderson, J., 2019, Just because you can doesn’t mean you should!, mindfulbydesign.com,
accessed 12th August 2019,
<https://mindfulbydesign.com/just-can-doesnt-mean/>
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TRANSFORMING TEACHING AND
LEARNING WITH GROWTH MINDSETS
Everything you need to lead your whole school
approach to Growth Mindset
WHAT THE PACKAGE OFFERS
Far more than an online course. This is your complete support package!
Do you want to lead your Growth Mindset professional learning inhouse? Are you looking for an affordable and flexible professional
learning option for your school?
My Transforming Teaching and Learning with Growth Mindsets
Package provides you with everything you need to lead your staff to
become Growth Mindset teachers.
This online resource and support package includes a full video
recording of my one-day Growth Mindset workshop, edited into easily digestible
lessons. Deliver your own in-house professional learning throughout the year.
THE PACKAGE INCLUDES:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A recording of my full-day Growth Mindset Teacher workshop
All staff will have full access to The Growth Mindset Teacher, including more than
6 hours of video capturing my full-day workshop. Find out more about The Growth
Mindset Teacher here.
Additional resources, learning activities and readings associated with each lesson for
you to provide teachers with further learning opportunities.
My ongoing mentoring, guidance and support for your Growth Mindset leadership
team.
Unlimited email and phone support to help you design your learning strategy.
Membership of a community of like-minded schools from around the world.
Stay up to date with my free once-a-term member webinars.
Access to resources never expires! You can in-service new teachers and revisit key
ideas whenever you need for years to come!
Australian schools in NSW can access the NESA-Accredited version of The Growth
Mindset Teacher and provide 8.5 hours of NESA registered PD for their staff. Find out
more here.
Much more ...

The full package of resources and ongoing support costs AU$3,000.00.
GET FULL ACCESS NOW!
Gain Trial Access to the Transforming Teaching and Learning with Growth Mindsets
Package Today. Register now!
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S P E A K E R I A U T H O R I E D U C AT O R

Do you want a powerful and
engaging speaker who will
transform your audience’s mindset?
James Anderson is an educator, author and keynote speaker who supports
schools and teachers to enable students to thrive in a rapidly changing,
increasingly complex world.
The foundation of James’s work is Growth Mindsets. Having worked with
schools around the world, James knows how to take teachers beyond simple
social media catchphrases to practical strategies that work. By challenging
teachers’ Mindsets, he equips them with the tools to create a powerful
teaching framework that nurtures students’ Growth Mindsets.
James skilfully unites the Habits of Mind, Anders Ericsson’s critical
work on practice and Carol Dweck’s work on Growth Mindset.
The result is a compelling combination that increases student
efficacy and achieves greater learning outcomes through the
development of Learning Agility.
James is a Certified Speaking Professional and author of The
Agile Learner, Succeeding with Habits of Mind, The Mindset
Continuum and numerous e-books. His latest book, The
Learning Pit and the Learning Landscape, is due for
release in 2019.
BOOK JAMES TO SPEAK AT YOUR
NEXT EVENT
james@jamesanderson.com.au
www.jamesanderson.com.au/speaker
(+61) 0423 778 008

