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Fixed and Growth Mindsets

Family relationships rely heavily on trust and hope. These qualities may be expressed by parents in the 
ways they empower their children, or instil in them a sense of conviction in their ability to learn and 
develop. With this in mind we asked our Learning and Development Leader, Anne McGenniss, about 
her thoughts on “Growth Mindsets”.

What are Mindsets? 

Have you ever wondered why some children seem to thrive on a challenge, while others shy away at 
the first sign of effort or hard work? It’s as if they give up hope or lack persistence and resilience - the 
ability to rebound or bounce back after experiencing difficulty.  

Or maybe you know a child who has a history of starting activities - perhaps sports, maths, reading or 
other school subjects or interests - and then gives up on them quickly, especially if they do not shine 
immediately or perform well right from the beginning?  

This is often the result of a few tough experiences or years of struggle that have convinced the child 
to tell themselves: “I’m just not good at that. There is no point even trying!” Learning about fixed and 
growth mindsets will help you to challenge destructive thinking patterns, allowing you to support your 
children to lead happy and fulfilling lives, embracing lifelong learning and helping them to reach their 
full potential.

Fixed and Growth Mindsets

Dr Carol Dweck, a Stanford University Psychologist, discovered through decades of research that 
people’s beliefs about their intelligence varies. Some people believe that their intelligence and abilities 
are fixed and unchangeable. This means that, you have a certain amount of intelligence, it’s something 
you are born with and you can’t do much to change it. This is called a “fixed mindset.” For example if 
you think about the phrase, “I’m not a maths person.” This statement suggests a fixed mindset about 
maths, because it describes mathematical ability as an unchangeable quality. Someone who has this 
opinion says to themselves: “It doesn’t matter what I do, I’m not going to be any good at maths.” 
Such an attitude leads to the idea that there is no point in trying, “I may as well give up now.” 

Others have different ideas about their intelligence and abilities. Some people believe that it is 
possible to grow your intelligence through effort and persistence. This is called a “growth mindset.” 
For example, if we think about this statement: “Maths was really confusing at first, but I studied 
really hard and I understand it a lot better now.” This indicates a growth mindset, because it shows a 
willingness to keep trying and persist even when something is difficult or understanding it isn’t easy. 
When a child develops a growth mindset they gain confidence in their ability to learn. This helps with 
their motivation and commitment and it means they feel more confident to work hard, to take on 
challenges, and to try and learn more - and they become more resilient and persistent when things are 
difficult. This leads to higher achievement in school and in life. ‘This growth mindset is based on the 
belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts.’ (Carol Dweck, 2006). 
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Fixed and Growth Mindsets

Why is your mindset important?

Having a fixed or a growth mindset can have huge implications when it comes to enthusiasm and 
motivation to do an activity or task. If children have fixed ideas about intelligence, they are likely 
to believe that any success has a lot to do with talent. They may think that some people are born 
with the ability to succeed, and others just aren’t born that way. They might view people who are 
successful as possessing some special inaccessible, natural gift. The consequence of a fixed mindset 
is a helpless or “care-less” attitude toward effort — especially when it comes to something that is 
challenging. Further, if you believe that your qualities are unchangeable as in the fixed mindset: 
‘You will want to prove yourself correct over and over rather than learning from your mistakes… 
I’ve seen so many people with this one consuming goal of proving themselves - in the classroom, in 
their careers, and in their relationships. Every situation calls for a confirmation of their intelligence, 
personality, or character. Every situation is evaluated: Will I succeed or fail? Will I look smart or dumb? 
Will I be accepted or rejected? Will I feel like a winner or a loser?’ (Carol Dweck, 2017). 

The simple belief that intelligence is able to be developed can better equip children for challenging 
tasks and difficult subjects. If they know that they can develop their abilities, with effort and 
determination, then children won’t become paralyzed by a challenge. A growth mindset creates 
a love of learning and a resilience that is essential for achieving goals. In fact, recent advances in 
neuroscience have shown that the brain is far more flexible then we have ever thought before. 

Research on brain plasticity (the brain’s ability to change throughout life) has shown how the neurons 
in our brain can change and make connections depending upon the experiences we have and the 
actions we take. We also know that we can increase our brain growth by using simple strategies such 
as:

• asking questions 
• practicing 
• having good nutrition and 
• effective sleep habits. 
(www.mindsetworks.com)     
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Fixed and Growth Mindsets

What can we do as parents?  

As parents we can have a powerful impact on our children’s mindset. The language we use and the 
actions we take show our children what is expected of them, and can make a big difference to what 
we teach our children about mindsets. Here are a few tips to help promote a growth mindset. 

1. Reflect on your own mindset.
Do you have a growth or fixed mindset? Perhaps your mindset varies with some activities. Can you 
name areas in your life that you have a growth mindset? Learning languages? Trying new things? 
Music or cooking? Now consider if there are areas in your life where you have a fixed mindset? Where 
do these beliefs come from? Maybe feedback from your own parents, grandparents, teachers, a friend 
or others who have had a significant impact in your life. Perhaps there are areas in your life where 
your mindset has changed? You once thought you weren’t good at something but effort and hard work 
has helped you succeed.

You can take a quiz here to find out more about your mindset: 
blog.mindsetworks.com/what-s-my-mindset

2. Give your children ‘process’ rather than ‘outcome’ praise.     
This means giving feedback based on a child’s effort and commitment and not just on the end result 
of their score or achievement. It is being encouraging about their efforts. For example, don’t praise 
intelligence or talent by saying “you are smart / so talented to get this result!” Instead praise the work 
ethic. Try saying “your effort and focus helped you get these results. Well done!” Or perhaps “that’s 
a great improvement this year, your persistence with homework has really paid off.”   Praising your 
child’s effort, strategies, focus, perseverance and improvement - this is known as process praise.  

3. Remember the brain grows and changes                                                                                                 
When something is challenging or difficult for your child, having an understanding of how the brain 
grows and changes can help reframe the effort and manage any frustration that is felt when trying to 
achieve something. The brain is much more changeable than we ever thought. 

In fact, if we put in effort and if something is difficult it means that we are growing new neurons. 
Hard work means that the neurons are developing and connecting to each other in the brain. It is 
very empowering for children to understand that they have control over growing their brains through 
the actions they take. Brain connections are strengthened by practice, asking questions, and being 
an active participant in learning. When children learn that their brains can physically change with 
their own efforts, this leads to increased motivation and achievement. There are many videos to help 
explain the brain. Here is one from Harvard University: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNNsN9IJkws
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Fixed and Growth Mindsets

4. See mistakes as learning opportunities 
We are role models for our children. If we can speak positively about our own mistakes and struggles, 
this will show our children that taking risks and making mistakes is just a natural part of any learning 
process in life. Take time to explain to children that trying hard things is what helps us grow and when 
you try something hard you cannot be perfect at it! Sometimes it takes lots of practice to get there. If 
we are not there yet, it is important to be persistent and keep on trying to learn and understand. 

5. Share how emotions can impact on learning 
When we are tired, angry, scared, confused, or embarrassed our ‘fight or flight’ (or stress response) 
can take over. This can happen anytime, whether we’re scared of an insect or scared to give a talk in 
class. Our brains are wired to protect us. When we feel threatened and stressed it’s hard to learn and 
do our best. We can experience stress as fast breathing, sweating, stomach cramps, headaches, or 
even going ‘blank’. These and other physical symptoms are a normal part of the stress response.

Talking with our children about how stress and emotions can impact on learning can be helpful. There 
are strategies we can use when the ‘fight or flight’ response tries to take control. Simple breathing 
techniques can be helpful to stop the adrenaline that is flooding the bloodstream when we are 
stressed. Watch this video to see an example of one of these strategies. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bRkILioT_NA

Being mindful of these five tips can help our children to develop a growth mindset, enabling them to 
thrive, reach their potential and bounce back from disappointment. This helps to promote a child’s 
resilience and sense of hopefulness for the future.     
If you would like to know more about mindsets check out the links below:

Websites:
• www.mindsetworks.com
• www.nytimes.com/2013/12/12/opinion/q-a-with-carol-s-dweck.html
• https://fs.blog/2015/03/carol-dweck-mindset/

Videos:
• The Power of Yet https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J-swZaKN2Ic
• Should We Stop Telling Kids They’re Smart? https://www.npr.org/2016/06/24/483126798/should-

we-stop-telling-kids-theyre-smart
• You’re Not a Growth Mindset Person (and here’s why) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S5Xr-

8A2ziE

Books:
• Mindset - Updated Edition Paperback 2017 by Carol Dweck 
• Summary of Carol S. Dweck’s Mindset: Key Takeaways & Analysis Paperback 2017 by Sumoreads 


