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Introduction by Shirley Clarke



The International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme connection

At the heart of the PYP pedagogy and rationale is the need for students to have high self-efficacy – that is, the belief in themselves to be able to achieve:


‘The learning community recognizes that agency and self-efficacy are fundamental to learning. A learning community that supports agency offers opportunities for students to develop important skills and dispositions, such as critical and creative thinking, perseverance, independence and confidence. These are vital to the learning process and the development of self-efficacy.’

‘The Learner’ from The Primary Years Programme, International Baccalaureate (2018)



Without self-efficacy, learning is inhibited and full potential is unlikely to be realized. Growth mindset thinking enables self-efficacy, because it teaches students that there are no limits to their achievements as long as they have the right conditions. Through the lessons in this book, the elements described above are brought to life, giving students opportunities to engage with and discuss what it means to, for instance, persevere, embrace failure, become resilient and enjoy the challenge of learning.


What is growth mindset thinking?

The term ‘growth mindset’ was coined by Professor Carol Dweck, Stanford University, as a result of her ongoing quest to find out what motivates us to learn. She synthesized all the studies to do with motivation, including many of her own, and gave us a deceptively simple but accessible way of understanding what matters: the fixed and growth mindsets. We all have both growth and fixed mindsets, depending on the circumstances we are in, so growth mindset thinking is most appropriate when learning feels difficult.



Brain truths and myths

First, let’s look at what we know about the brain, as this is central to the notion of mindsets. People with a fixed mindset believe that they are born with a certain amount of intelligence and that is that for the rest of their lives. People with a growth mindset, however, know that intelligence is not fixed and that you can, in effect, ‘grow’ your intelligence. Brain research has made this a reality.

We now know that the brain can be developed like a muscle, changing and growing stronger the more it is used. The brain grows new cells when we are learning new information and skills. Older people can still develop their brains in an enriched environment.

Carol Dweck, in her article ‘You can grow your intelligence’, explains in simple terms how the brain works. Many teachers use this article to introduce the workings of the brain to their students (see References and resources page 243 for copy of article).


‘Inside the cortex of the brain are billions of tiny nerve cells, called neurons. The nerve cells have branches connecting them to other cells in a complicated network. Communication between these brain cells is what allows us to think and solve problems.

‘When you learn new things, these tiny connections in the brain actually multiply and get stronger. The more that you challenge your mind to learn, the more your brain cells grow. Then, things that you once found very hard or even impossible to do – like speaking a foreign language or doing algebra – seem to become easy. The result is a stronger, smarter brain.’

(Carol Dweck, 2011)



Research into London taxi drivers’ brains (Woollett and Maguire, 2012) discovered that the huge amount of memory they had to use to learn ‘The Knowledge’ (every street in inner and outer London) resulted in a slightly larger area of the hippocampus. These drivers could also memorize other things easily as a result of this effect. Similarly, people who have, for many years, learned a musical instrument which uses fingering, find it easy to learn to type, because the connections made in the brain for the instrument are the same needed for typing. Once the neural connections have been made repeatedly, the pathways become more fixed.

Making students aware of these facts – showing them YouTube clips of neurons connecting and so on – leads to them being able to identify when they can feel their brain ‘growing’. ‘This is really making me think! I can feel my neurons connecting!’ is a common exclamation in such a learning culture.

People used to think that intelligence tests conferred a lifelong score, but we now know this is incorrect. The score is simply an indicator of one’s achievement at that time, not a predictor of future achievement – the same with any test, unless there are severe learning impairments. I urge teachers to use the terms ‘lower achievers’ and ‘higher achievers’, which implies ‘at this moment’, as opposed to ‘high ability’ and ‘low ability’ or ‘able’ and ‘less able’, which implies permanence.

The route to developing a ‘smarter’ brain is time, effort, input and practice. We all come to school at different stages in development for certain subjects or skills based on how or whether our genes have been expressed, together with the influence of our home environment – a reason so many of us, at an early age, write off certain subjects when we compare ourselves to others more seemingly adept. It is important to know that with varying amounts of time, effort, input and practice we could all reach a required level of proficiency. A crucial component of the learning culture in the classroom is to talk continually with students about how the brain grows, how we can grow our abilities through input and practice, and the gift of being able to learn from one another and tap into all our different strengths.



Fixed and growth mindsets

The notion of a ‘growth mindset’ (Dweck, 2000) has become an accessible concept to describe the way learners need to feel about themselves and their abilities in order to be successful learners. Research over many years has highlighted that we all differ as learners, being mostly fixed or mostly growth, and differing in different contexts, such as school subjects.
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A fixed mindset is the result of a continual focus on your ability rather than your achievement and effort. Praise to infants onwards reinforcing ‘cleverness’ or intelligence and exclaiming over speed of mastery gives a clear subliminal message: to get approval you need to master new things quickly and with little effort, both of which will earn you the ‘clever’ label. The more your ability, speed and lack of effort are praised (‘Well done! You hardly needed to think about/work at that at all!’ or ‘Clever girl!’), the more you don’t want to lose that position of greatness, so the less you want to engage in tasks which require time or effort or might lead to some kind of failure. People with a fixed mindset avoid challenging tasks for fear of failure, thus missing many valuable learning opportunities.

Dweck has also pointed out that it is not enough to encourage growth mindset thinking if the systems in the school actually contradict those messages. Many studies (for example, Black and Wiliam, 1998; Butler, 1988; Cameron and Pierce, 1994) show that rewards (that is, a concrete version of grades, given to a select few for their achievement, effort or behaviour) and ability grouping (Hattie, 2008) reinforce fixed mindset thinking, both for those who get the reward and those who don’t, and for those ‘labelled’ in high or low tracks or sets. Students do not need rewards when the culture is focused around all students competing against themselves and their own previous achievement. When mixed ability is the norm, students learn from one another and do not feel that the system has already decided what they will be capable of. When there is a growth mindset culture in which the learner’s achievement is celebrated verbally and personally, and the goal is to strive for excellence, stickers and stars seem tokenistic and patronizing, and ability grouping is limiting and unnecessary.

The following table (Figure 2) was included in ‘Mindset Works’ (www.mindsetworks.com), an invaluable online resource linked with Carol Dweck’s research. It shows how the different mindsets affect the effort a learner applies to a task. We are all somewhere on the continuum between having a fixed or a growth mindset, depending on the context we are in, so the addition of the ‘mixed’ column helps to identify some of the features and therefore needs of those students in between the two mindsets. This would be especially useful when establishing a rough baseline of students’ current mindsets.
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Finally, we need to find the right words when students tell us they are stuck or do not understand something, so that we create a culture where mistakes and lack of understanding are normalized: they are an opportunity for new learning to take place and vital feedback for the teacher. Dweck suggests words to use and words not to use (see Figure 3).
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Bringing the growth mindset to life

This book is the result of Katherine’s passionate vision to make the growth mindset a living, breathing culture throughout her schools. The lessons and activities embody the spirit and the precision of Carol Dweck’s growth mindset, thus enabling all teachers to more easily follow their example and help create highly confident, error-enjoying, risk-taking learners. Enjoy!
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What not to say (fixed mindset) What to say (growth mindset)

Not everybody is good at maths. Just do your best.  When you leam how to do a new kind of
problem, it grows your maths brain!

That's OK. Maybe maths isn't one of your strengths.  If you catch yourself saying ‘I'm no good at maths’,
just add the word ‘yet” to the end of the sentence.

Don't worry. You'll get it if you keep trying. That feeling of maths being hard is the
(If students are using the wrong strategies, feeling of your brain growing.

their efforts might not work. They may also feel

particularly inept if their efforts are fruitless.)

Great effort! You tried your best. The point isn't to get it all right away. The
(Don't accept less than optimal point is to grow your understanding step-
performance from your students.) by-step. What can you try next?

‘Mindsets revisited', Education Week, Carol Dweck, September 2015
Figure 3 What to say and what not to say
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from failures, as proof that the s temporary setbacks, temporary setbacks,
mistakes  taskis beyond your reach.  but lack strategies to apply  something to be overcome.
You may hide mistakes  what you learned from the  You reflect about what
or lie about them. mistakes in order to succeed. you learned and apply
that leaming when
revisiting the task.
Accepting  You feel threatened by You may be motivated by You invite and are
feedback  feedback and may avoid it feedback if itis not overly motivated by feedback
and criticism  altogether. Criticism and ~ critical or threatening. Who'is and criticism. You apply

constructive feedback are
seen as a reason to quit.

giving the feedback, the level
of difficulty of the task, or their
personal feelings might all be
factors in your motivation.

new strategies as a result
of feedback. You think

of feedback as being a
supportive element in
the learning process.

Practice and

You do not practise and

You practise, but a big

You enjoy the process

applying  avoid practising when setback canmake youwant  of practising and see it
strategies  you can. You do not to quit. You are more willng s part of the process of
have any strategies for  to practise things you are getting good at something.
accomplishing the learning  already considered good You may create your own
goals or tasks, or you apply at. You are open to being practice o study plans. You
ineffective strategies. given astrategy to meeta fluidly use many strategies,
challenge, but you rarely think of some of your own
apply your own strategies  strategies and ask others
unless itis something you  about their strateges.
are already good at.
Perseverance You have lttle persistence  You may persevere with You 'sick to it' and have
andfocus  in leaming goals and prompting and support. Unless  stamina for the task(s). You
tasks. You give up atthe  you are provided with strategies ~keep working confidently
first sign of astruggle.  for overcoming obstacles, until the task is complete.
you will stop or give up.
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questions to ask, but that you feel you can do. If  your own thinking and
youcan usually sayyou  you perceive it to be beyond  challenge the text, the
‘don't getit'if asked. your ability, you probably task and the teacher.
won't ask questions.
Taking risks  You do not take risks, You will take risks if the task  You begin tasks

and if something is too
hard, you give in blank or
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the work you produce.

Figure 2 How mindset affects effort, Mindset Works Inc. (www.mindsetworks.com), 2012
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Figure 1 Fixed versus growth mindsets





