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Carol S. Dweck, Professor of Psychology at Stanford, in Mindset: The new psychology of success defines two types of mindsets, fixed and growth, that everyone utilizes to different degrees in different domains of life.  When operating within a fixed-mindset the individual believes that some human quality like intelligence, (or some other ability), is static, pre-given or fixed at birth and that individuals possess a certain limited/fixed capacity (this is also holding an entity/innate theory of intelligence).  Growth-mindset individuals on the other hand believe that human qualities are not static, but learned and can be increased through purposeful effort or deliberate practice, i.e. demanding activities designed specifically to improve performance which can be repeated frequently with timely and continuous feedback available and typically isn’t much fun.  Geoff Colvin presents much of the significant body of evidence across domains for the consistently high performance of growth-minded individuals in Talent is overrated.  From this slight distinction a whole host of differences and associated psychological dispositions develop which are of value as we think about where we want to go and what we hope to accomplish as teachers. 
The Theory of Mindsets seeks to provide an explanation at individual, inter-individual, and socio-cultural levels of the complex relationship among individual effort, failure, persistence, motivation and societal messages, in achievement, or rather, life-long learning.  It does not ignore the contributions made by biology, but suggests that it is not as critical a factor as one’s belief in (and actual) effort, persistence and challenge-seeking that influences learning for the majority of individuals in a population.  The importance of the theory is in sensitizing educational consciousness to the important role that certain types of beliefs play in achievement and success across different spheres of endeavor. Below I describe the features of both types of mindset. A summary is provided in Table 1.  
Individuals operating in a fixed mindset (FM) have as their goal proving themselves on tasks of fixed difficulty, thereby validating their sense of self through performance while for individuals operating in a growth mindset (GM), the goal, indeed the hallmark, is learning through stretching and perseverance.  FM individuals view challenges as a threat to be avoided while GM individuals take these as opportunities to learn, develop and become deeply engaged.  In the FM obstacles trigger a response to quit or resign while for GM obstacles trigger persistence and an occasion for exerting more effort.  Indeed, effort is a key difference, for FM, effort is seen as embarrassing or fruitless – a demonstration or proof that one is not able to do something while for GM purposeful effort is simply the way one learns, gets better and ultimately the only way one can expect to develop competence or expertise in something that one does not yet know how to do.  
For FM individuals, correction is ignored as not being useful or relevant and blame is assigned to outside sources or forces while GM individuals listen carefully to what can be improved, and pay attention for useable information.  For FM individuals other people’s successes are seen as threats which can detract from one’s need to demonstrate superiority while for GM other’s successes are inspirational and again provide opportunities to learn and grow.  Dweck’s research has consistenly shown that FM people plateau early, sometimes as early as 10-11 years, while GM people experience consistent growth and plateaus do not persist for very long.

With respect to education, FM learners take smart to be “a perfect performance” or “100%” while GM learners view accomplishment as an indicator of progress and expanding capabilities.  FM students greet lack of success by attempting to avoid such occasions while GM students view it as a necessary reality check, an opportunity for important and constructive feedback and persist with changes to their previous behavior/strategies.  FM learners tend to remain at a consistent level of performance – if they start high they end high and vice-versa. GM learners almost all end up higher no matter where they begin.  Finally, FM learners tend not to assess their ability accurately, lie about their grades/accomplishment and effort, blame others for their failure and may cheat to maintain a level of performance and achievement they believe should come ‘naturally’ without requisite effort.  GM learners on the other hand tend be more honest about grades, their self-assessments are more accurate and they assume responsibility for their achievements or lack thereof. 

Table 1: Summary Comparison of Fixed and Growth Mindsets 
(based on Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 2015, p.100)
	Fixed Mindset
	Quality
	Growth Mindset

	Ability is pregiven, gifted, static.
Potential is defined at birth 
	BELIEF ABOUT ABILITY
	Ability is mutable experience-dependent and learned. Potential is created.

	A challenge is a test where one must prove or validate one’s abilities. They are threats to be avoided.
	ATTITUDE TOWARDS CHALLENGES
	A challenge is an opportunity to test and stretch one’s abilities. They are to be sought out and embraced.

	A failure or obstacle triggers resignation or withdrawal.
	RESPONSE TO OBSTACLES
	A failure or obstacle teaches about current level of expertise and triggers persistence and increased effort.

	Poor at estimating abilities, partly because unused to “trying.”
	AWARENESS OF ABILITIES
	Accurate at estimating abilities, in large part because of constant self-testing of those abilities.

	Correction is avoided, scorned and ignored. Others are blamed for poor performances. Tendency to lie about poor outcomes.
	RESPONSES TO CORRECTION
	Correction is sought out and heeded. Accepts responsibility for successes and failures. Honest about evaluations.

	Others are seen as competitors and their successes are taken as threats.
	RESPONSES TO OTHERS’ SUCCESSES
	Others are seen as indicators of possibility and their successes are taken as inspirations and challenges.

	Tendency to reach early plateaus.
	TRAJECTORY TO SUCCESS
	Tendency to manifest consistent growth.


So how are these mindsets created and can they be changed? What can teachers and parents do and what are the wider implications of these mindsets for our society? I’ll discuss that in the second part.
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Part 2

Teachers and parents play a crucial role in creating (and sustaining) fixed or growth mindsets.  They are also essential in changing mindsets. Below I describe the ways that teachers and parents can influence the type of mindset. A summary is provided in Table 2. 

According to Dweck’s research the way praise and labels are used and what is emphasized, are important. In her studies on praise she found that almost all students who were praised for their ability were pushed almost immediately into the fixed-mindset, becoming more risk-averse to challenge, failure and sources of potentially disconfirming information about their ‘brightness.’ In contrast 90% of students who were praised for their effort, i.e. for doing what is needed to succeed, took up new more challenging tasks from which they could learn.  The take-away message here is if you want to create fixed mindsets in children praise their ability/intelligence or talent. 

Dweck says, “praising children’s intelligence harms their motivation and it harms their performance” and advises, “If parents want to give their children a gift, the best thing they can do is to teach their children to love challenges, be intrigued by mistakes, enjoy effort and keep on learning.”  She offers suggestions for after-school conversations involving every member of the family answering questions like, “What did you learn today?”, “What mistake did you make that taught you something?” “What did you try hard at today?”  Without fail, every parent with whom I have shared Dweck’s ideas soon become more conscious of what and how they speak to their young children.  They begin to think about the kind of mindset and type of learner that they want their child to be and how they might be contributing to one or the other.    

Labels and stereotypes also work to affect mindsets.  Dweck’s research suggests that a great way to create FM learners is to use limiting labels such as “What type of learning mode are you? Are you a visual learner?” Rather she suggests that fewer labels should be used, and when necessary, ones that are as expansive as possible such as, “I see you’re really good at picking up visual information from the environment…how else might you learn?”  These different approaches send different messages. When teachers use limiting labels the message is “you have fixed traits and I’m judging them” while the other message is “I see you as a developing person and I’m interested in your growth.”  Indeed this is one way the FM undermines achievement – by turning every opportunity to learn into a test and need to ‘prove’ oneself as ‘good/smart/bright/able’ and turning teachers into judges instead of allies in learning.

Finally teachers whose pedagogy is conducive to producing FM learners tend to focus on knowledge as product in their classroom, i.e. something pre-given and fixed, right or wrong.  Growth-mindset teachers however make a subtle shift of focus to knowing as way of being – helping learners to connect disparate bits of knowledge into robust knowledge networks, something repeatedly stressed by Colvin in Talent is Overrated, by emphasizing processes of coming to know.  While both FM and GM teachers (and parents) may set high standards, GM teachers are honest with students about where they are, teach children how to reach the standards, help them to develop the tools and skills to succeed and actively enact the belief that all students can reach them. They see these as their responsibilities and they cultivate an atmosphere of mutual trust where it is safe to learn from failure, including their own.  Growth mindset teachers love, and live, to learn. This is critical.  

FM teachers (and administrators) on the other hand create an atmosphere of judging, mistrust, and fear of failure. They see themselves as “finished products” whose sole responsibility is to “impart their knowledge” and assess the correspondence between what they know and what their students have come to know. They believe that tests measure intelligence, now and forever and since ability is fixed, there’s no point in expending effort behind someone who doesn’t have the ability. Indeed I’ve, sadly, heard many stories like that of students who suddenly fail to meet expectations recognizing a swift and changed negative attitude and behavior in their teachers towards them.     

Teachers themselves have to be in a growth-mindset mode. The best teachers I have met were not necessarily the ones with the highest certificates, teaching at the best schools with the best students, but rather the ones whose emphasis in the programme and in their classrooms was learning from and with their students – developing (as) growth minded learners. While I’ve used the term FM and GM teachers or learners I don’t mean to label some people as inherently possessing a fixed-mindset or growth-mindset. All of us are capable of being on either side in some domain and it is our mindset in the domain of interest that influences our actions and accomplishment. The term ‘fixed-mindset tax’ is used to describe behaviors that prevent someone from hearing or engaging with information that they need to change or improve.   
The good news is that because mindsets are beliefs, we can choose to believe, and act otherwise. We can change our minds. Research demonstrates that a person can be shifted from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset over the course of 20 minutes, perhaps even over the course of one or two articles, simply by shifting focus and emphasis, drawing attention to the mindsets and being attentive to language. Conversely, a person can be shifted out of growth to fixed mode by emphasizing the wrong things, the wrong utterance, praising individual ability rather than effort.  We need to ask ourselves in our classrooms and homes who/what do we want (our students) to be?  I know that I want my children to be surrounded by GM teachers at home and in school and in their community.
Where and when does the fixed mindset enter into the educational consciousness?  How does it happen? Consider that by as early as 9-10 years fixed-mindset learners may come to believe that tests measure not only how smart they are at present but how smart they’d be in the future! They define themselves by a test. For them not only was it important to succeed now, but such success had to be flawless and flawless in the right way – perfect and fast.  Perfection leaves no room for growth and individual learning proceeds at different paces.  “Speed and perfection are enemies of difficult learning” Dweck argues, providing a strong critique against our obsession with timed-testing used for dubious purposes.  
Fixed-mindset educational cultures, Dweck notes, have transformed failure from an action (I failed) to an identity (I am a failure) and continually reinforce this idea.  Failing at anything becomes the great Fear and since one’s abilities are fixed, there’s no way out – why even bother trying.  Growth-mindset cultures on the other hand don’t send the message that failure or success defines one’s identity – but that intelligence can be developed with effortful practice and appropriate, knowledgeable guidance.  

Table 2: Practices associated with developing fixed and growth mindsets.

(based on Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 2015, p.101)
	Contributing to a Fixed Mindset
	Practice
	Contributing to a Growth Mindset

	Praise the ability
[message: “You have fixed traits and I’m judging them.”]
	THE FOCUS OF PRAISE
	Praise the effort.
[message:“You’re a developing person and I’m interested in your growth.”]

	Emphasise objectified knowledge – present, static, right/wrong, fixed facts and procedures without any indication of context and history.

[message: “This information has nothing to do with you.”]
	THE NATURE OF THE CONCEPTS PRESENTED
	Emphasize emergent knowing.
[message: “Someone, somewhere worked hard, struggled to come up with this and that matters].

	Organize activities in uniform, graduated, and logically sequenced steps and invite no learner input.
[message: “You have no agency in the structure of your own education.”
	STRUCTURE OF LEARNING TASKS
	Create tasks that permit learners to adapt the level of difficulty and that afford opportunities to diverge or elaborate.
[message: “You are an active agent in your own education.”]

	Permit statements that identify firm limits in ability (eg. I don’t understand _____)
[message: “My abilities end at this point.”
	USE OF “YET”
	Encourage the use of “yet” whenever limitations are identified. (eg. I don’t understand____ YET.]
[message:I am capable if I stick with it.]

	Don’t pause after a question is posed, communicating an expectation for immediate responses.
[message: I expect you to know already.”
	USE OF WAIT TIME
	Wait a minimum of 3 seconds after posing a question that demands thought.
[message:“This question is important and I expect you to put some effort into thinking about your answer.”]
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Activity


Identify and select a mathematical task or problem that starts out as fairly short, closed and which might encourage more of a fixed-mindset in students. Adapt this task in such a way that it might encourage more of a growth mindset. Take note of what and how you are thinking about teaching, about student learning and about the mathematical content.   








