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THINK (WRITE) PAIR SHARE

1. What does intellectual risk taking mean to you?  In your 
discipline?  Your classroom?



INTELLECTUAL RISK TAKING?
Literature

“the student selection of school achievement 
tasks that vary in probability of success and 
accompanied by feedback or the 
expectation of feedback” (Clifford, 1991) 

“exposing oneself to new and potentially 
discomforting and challenging ideas, 
exposing oneself to uncertainty, and 
questioning one’s own and others’ 
assumptions…. Exposing oneself to possible 
failure and to being perceived as a less 
capable individual.”  (Kelty and Bunten, 
2017)

Students
Stepping out of one’s comfort zone in 
courses (gen eds) and projects
Asking questions in class
Answering questions in class
Going to office hours
Shifting learning style
Pursuing a major that you are 
passionate about, not one that will be 
easy to get a job
Choosing a major based on an end-
goal.  



THINK (WRITE) SHARE

1. What does intellectual risk taking mean to you?  In your 
discipline?  Your classroom?

2. Is it important for students to take risks?  



WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
Literature

“Risk taking in the college environment 
is vital not only to intellectual 
development, but also to the 
development of character.”  (Gibb, 
2017)

Within an environment in which risk-
taking is celebrated by both professors 
and students, “diverse topics, opinions, 
and ideas can be considered, created 
and explored.” (Kelty and Bunten, 
2017)

Students

It is better to fail now than later, after 
you have a career

Helps one grow intellectually

Builds your risk tolerance

Can benefit classmates and help 
establish a good class dynamic

Helps one gain confidence



THINK (WRITE) PAIR

1. What does intellectual risk taking mean to you?  In your 
discipline?  Your classroom?

2. Is it important for students to take risks?  

3. Why do you think students are adverse to taking risks? Do we 
ever discourage students from taking risks in our classrooms?



“Risk taking is becoming a core skill…  Despite the demand 
for skills of innovation and enterprise, and despite recognition 
of the value of invention and original thinking, the role of risk 
taking in preparing young people for the future is often 
overlooked by educators and policy makers. In the context of 
young people’s lives, risk is seen as largely negative, linked to 
danger and regarded as something to be avoided.”

-Heather Rolfe, NIESR
NESTA Learning to Take Risks, Learning to Succeed 



WHY THEY DON’T TAKE RISKS?
Literature

Students have learned to define 
themselves by their ability to perform in 
a system that rewards them “for 
uncovering and then delivering ‘what 
the teacher wants’” (Badenhausen, 
2010)

“Exercising creativity and risk-taking 
demands that students challenge 
academic norms, standards, and 
sometimes individuals. Our students do 
not want to disappoint anyone, includ-
ing themselves.” (Wintrol and Jerinic, 
2013) 

Students

Fear of being embarrassed in front of 
peers or looking “stupid”

Not seeing value in assignments

Too much emphasis on grade and 
correctness

Microagressions

Silencing students without justification

Too structured of assignments or 
grading on style



THINK (WRITE) PAIR SHARE

1. What does intellectual risk taking mean to you?  In your 
discipline?  Your classroom?

2. Is it important for students to take risks?  

3. Why do you think students are adverse to taking risks? Do we 
ever discourage students from taking risks in our classrooms?

4. How do you promote intellectual risk taking in your classroom?



PROMOTING RISK TAKING IN THE CLASSROOM
Literature

Share your experiences (and others) 
and model risk taking

Use peer-based instruction

Reward Risks

Change the perception of failure

Provide support

Students

Feedback

Building a community in the classroom

Small encouragements

Establishing a relationship with 
students (OH)

Deemphasizing grades

Encouraging peer collaboration

THE SMALL THINGS!



PROMOTING RISK-TAKING IN YOUR OWN CLASSROOM

1. What is a recent assignment or class that left you frustrated—
students were unwilling to take risks?

2. Write down reasons you think the students were unwilling to take 
intellectual risks

3. Next time you give that assignment or teach that class, what can 
you do differently to encourage students to take risks?



PROMOTING RISK TAKING IN THE CLASSROOM

“Failing is progress; it’s not losing ground.  Often a mistake or the 
revelation of error is the most important step towards success.  A 
colossal error may be just millimeters away from a great insight.

When you are stuck, and you don’t know what to do, don’t do 
nothing—instead, fail.”

-Burger and Starbird, 2012



SOME SMALL THINGS
Carefully design the first day of your class

Assign a grade to failure and risk

Switch partners.  Force partners.

Applaud thoughts, comments, and questions 

Engagement Activties that emphasize process:  TAPPS, TWPS, What is one 
thing that is Wrong? 
Reflection assignments on risks and failure
 IDEO The Deep Dive (Nightline):  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Dtrkrz0yoU
 The Unexpected Benefit of Celebrating Failure (Ted Talk):   
https://www.ted.com/talks/astro_teller_the_unexpected_benefit_of_celebrating_failure
 On Being Wrong (Ted Talk):  https://www.ted.com/talks/kathryn_schulz_on_being_wrong

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Dtrkrz0yoU
https://www.ted.com/talks/astro_teller_the_unexpected_benefit_of_celebrating_failure
https://www.ted.com/talks/kathryn_schulz_on_being_wrong


SOME GREAT RESOURCES
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