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Zones: Panic, Learning and Comfort (Senge, 2000) 

“Life begins at the end of your comfort zone” Neale Donald Walsch 

Think back to a time you were learning some new skills.  Did you ever find yourself switching 

off during a workshop? The materials all very familiar? Or maybe you experienced quite the 

opposite - feeling anxious and not being able to think because the tasks were too hard? 

Throughout the PDA you will have had had the opportunity to experiment with new skills 

and behaviours. Perhaps you even found yourself curious to find out more. In which 

situation did you do the most learning? How do we ensure, as sports educators, that our 

learners keep on learning?  

Consider the model offered below: 

 

 

 

The Panic/Learning/Comfort zone model is based on Piaget’s work around cognitive 

development. The model offers sports educators information of the three ‘zones’ of 

learning in which learners may find themselves: comfort zone; learning or stretch zone and 

the panic zone.  

Comfort Zone (“the familiar”): within this zone the learner is using skills and behaviours that 

they have already acquired. The learners will not be learning any new skills here.  Learners 

may also be mixing with people that they already know. Learners may become bored in this 

zone. They may switch off, disconnecting from the learning and so miss the important time 

when they could be moved into the learning zone.  

Learning or Stretch Zone (“the challenge”): within this stage the learner is experimenting 

with new skills and behaviours. Consider how you will develop a sense of curiosity in your 
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learners helping them to more from the comfort zone into the learning zone. They will be 

engaged and enjoying the activities set for them.  Note this width of the learning zone 

within the diagram compared to the comfort and panic zones. As you learn new skills in the 

learning zone, you may go back into the comfort zone; then it is time for a new challenge. 

The learning zone is a very fluid area, expanding and contracting all the time.  

Panic Zone (“the step too far”): the learner will have high levels of anxiety within the panic 

zone. Performance may decrease as the learner is not able to fully focus on the skills and 

behaviours in question. They can no longer think. The activities are so hard and the learner 

finds the working environment alien which often leads to the learner not knowing how to 

approach tasks. They may lose focus and therefore no learning takes place.  

Leaners will move into the different zones at different times. Learners will al so experience 

being in different zones with different topics.  

Research from Australia suggests that the idea of the comfort zone is a metaphor rather 

than a model of learning. Additional references are offered so to help you to make your 

mind up! 

With your sports educators hat on, consider the following: 

• Consider your learning journey for a particular skill. Consider the stages that you 

progressed through. How did you feel at each stage? What clues were available to 

tell you which zone you were in?  

• What clues will you see, hear or feel that will let you know which zone your learners 

are in? 

• What will you be doing as a sports educator to ensure that people stay within the 

learning zone?  

• Learners may be in different learning zones during your session. How will you 

manage this?  

• As a sports educator what are you doing to ensure that you too remain in your 

learning zone?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

How I will apply this theory to my workshops/courses: 
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Further reading: 

Brown, M (2008). Comfort Zone: Model or Metaphor? Australian Journal of Outdoor 

Education. 12 (1), 3 – 12: 

http://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10289/992/Brown%20...;jsessioni

d=1D01E77D2D7B44D97933BB4A9CF5D355?sequence=3 

http://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10289/992/Brown%20...;jsessionid=1D01E77D2D7B44D97933BB4A9CF5D355?sequence=3
http://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10289/992/Brown%20...;jsessionid=1D01E77D2D7B44D97933BB4A9CF5D355?sequence=3

