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            PRAISE FOR LEARNING WITHOUT FEAR

         

         
            In Learning without Fear, Julia and Ruchi tackle some of the myths relating to growth mindset and show how there is much more to this complex field than positive thinking and increased effort alone.

            Beautifully illustrated, this terrific book covers the field of growth mindset in a way that is both accessible and thought-provoking – providing subtle insights into the difference between failing and failure, and how to support children to feel comfortable with being uncomfortable, for example. Furthermore, it shares wonderful resources, stories and case studies to help teachers make authentic growth mindset possible for every child in their classroom.

            Learning without Fear will be incredibly useful for primary school teachers. An absolute gem.

            Mary Myatt, education adviser and author of The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence

            Forget growth mindset mantras and posters – instead read this more nuanced, comprehensive exploration of a range of strategies designed to achieve success in early years and primary settings.

            Learning without Fear accessibly and practically describes the critical elements of learning without fear, and also delves into pupil self-regulation and the pitfalls of praising the child rather than the process. It is filled with anecdotes and ‘mini stories’ – case studies of children’s typical negative school experiences or thoughts, skilfully turned into success stories – that all come to life in the book’s colourful, welcoming pages, which also feature plenty of research evidence and the authors’ personal classroom experiences.

            This delightful publication then culminates in a bank of powerful and easy-to-follow lesson ideas, which – together with the rest of the book’s content – will help educators develop in their learners a growth mindset that will benefit them both in school and beyond.

            Shirley Clarke, international formative assessment expert

            Learning without Fear is a fantastic introduction to growth mindset in the classroom which skilfully debunks some of its common myths. Accessibly written and based on sound research, the book begins with a discussion on how to assess your own mindset and invites you to consider its impact on your practice. Julia and Ruchi then move on to offer practical ways to introduce the concept of growth mindset to children across the primary school age range, explore its importance as an ethos rather than as a bolt-on lesson, and provide strategies to embed growth mindset throughout the curriculum.

            This book will be a valuable addition to the library of both experienced teachers and those new to the profession.

            Angela Goodman, Head of School, Waterloo Primary School and part of the #PrimaryRocks team

            By distilling a wealth of research on growth mindset and metacognition, Learning without Fear provides the classroom teacher with a go-to compendium of ideas and strategies to fully embed a culture of growth in the classroom.

            This book has the potential to change every primary school classroom in the land, and should be a key text for any primary teacher training course.

            Colin Grimes, teacher, Rothbury First School

            A must-read for anybody working with children, Learning without Fear offers a fresh approach to looking at growth mindset and provides a whole host of excellent ideas, resources and practical examples. Can teachers make a change? With this book, yes they can!

            Graham André, teacher, Lanesend Primary School, speaker, #PrimaryRocks organiser and eduTwitter influencer

            No teacher need be concerned or fearful about developing a growth-mindset philosophy in early years and the primary classroom. Learning without Fear has it all here for them.

            Nina Jackson, author, award-winning speaker and education consultant, Teach Learn Create Ltd

            Julia and Ruchi have produced an instantly accessible, practical guide which explains some of the key concepts central to growth mindset and metacognition in such a way that will help everyone who works with children. The book’s mini stories are an excellent medium to get learners to think about different scenarios, and the references to research are useful for anyone who wants to explore the literature around growth mindset in greater depth.

            Learning without Fear is a really valuable resource which will spark debate and discussion among staff teams and help teachers to reflect on the language they use and the behaviours they model in school.

            Ruth Swailes, school improvement adviser and education consultant

            If you’re interested in optimising the conditions for learning in your classroom, this practical and well-informed guide is a great place to start.

            Jonathan Lear, Deputy Head Teacher, St Catherine’s Catholic Primary School, speaker and author of The Monkey-Proof Box
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            For John, my dad. A template for life, and the person who taught me to be fearless. – J. S.

            To Ekta and Vibha; my sisters and best friends, who both, in their own unique way, have inspired me to believe that I have a voice worth listening to and who continue to provide the acceptance and safety needed to express that voice. – R. S.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This is a book that has grown out of our experiences in the classroom, our further reading and our professional dialogue, so it seems logical to start by introducing ourselves. We’re Julia Stead and Ruchi Sabharwal, and between us we have over 20 years’ experience in the primary classroom, right through from Reception to Year 6. We share a passion for teaching and learning and, when we began discussing our pedagogy and practice – and realised the effect we were having on our learners – concluded that it was worth sharing our ideas. So we started writing this book. Here we each draw on examples from our own classrooms and experience, which are woven alongside insights from our wider reading and brought to life with Ruchi’s colourful illustrations, which are available to download to use in the classroom.

         One day, we were sat discussing the atmosphere in our classrooms. Ruchi reflected, ‘So often in my classroom learning feels stunted because the children sat in front of me are scared. Scared to ask, to try, to question and to challenge. Scared of getting it wrong, of being slow, of looking stupid, of letting their teacher down and of being exposed as anything other than clever, right or “good”.’

         We agreed that every single pupil we’ve ever taught has experienced moments in which they were inhibited by fear, and some never quite got over it. But surely this wasn’t good enough! We knew that these children hadn’t always felt like this. As babies and toddlers, they were inquisitive explorers of the world around them, bold in their risk-taking and courageous when it came to pushing through failures and trying again. So what happened? At what point did the intrinsic curiosity of very young children become stifled? Was it in the classroom? Through exposure to competition? When did our pupils become self-conscious about their ability?

         It was rather serendipitous that Ruchi stumbled across growth mindset in the work of Carol Dweck when she was sent on a course about teaching success.1 She is so grateful to the perceptive head teacher who sent her on it, because that day changed her life, and she thinks the head knew that it would. It might sound dramatic but believe her when she says that sitting with a group of like-minded colleagues who challenged and debated their own approaches to teaching and learning, and understood the impact this could have, gave her career a huge injection of agency. 

         Anyway, after discovering growth mindset, Ruchi started to think about her own fixed mindset and how this had inhibited her growth. Throughout her experiences in school, for whatever reason, she had convinced herself that she was not a mathematician and that she couldn’t do certain things. So, of course, she never even tried. She would rather avoid something altogether instead of risking messing it up and, worse still, risking others finding out that she wasn’t as good as they thought. What she realised through reading Dweck’s work was that she was limiting her options because of her fear. This was a real light-bulb moment and she quickly realised how powerful it could’ve been if her own growth mindset had been nurtured at an early age. If she wanted to be a mathematician, there was no reason for her not to try and work at it. As it turns out, she absolutely loves teaching maths now and it’s because she has worked hard, tried new approaches, developed new ways of teaching and learnt with her pupils. Before this, if you caught her on a maths course or in a meeting, she would’ve sat at the back – cocooned in her own fear of failing and avoiding questions at all costs. In fact, she probably wouldn’t have even attempted to interact for fear of her colleagues seeing her flop and then immediately asking her to kindly leave the profession and close the door on her way out. If teachers feel that way, imagine how the pupils feel when they are quizzed on their seven times table and are expected to give an answer within three seconds! She revealed this fear to Julia, who, of course, had experienced the same feeling.

         For adults, this feeling is often referred to as ‘imposter syndrome’, the psychological belief that despite proven competence and success, you are inadequate and that any achievements you have had have been down to sheer luck.2 This leads to the fear that one day your luck will run out and you will be uncovered as a fraud. In schools, the threat of exposure is hard to avoid because teachers have nowhere to hide; our successes and failures are transparent to all and we are highly accountable. It is so important for teachers to embrace the mindset principles we are trying to encourage our pupils to adopt.

         So, one course and countless books later, not only did the weight of our professional influence and moral responsibility truly hit us, but the fundamental belief that the link between mindset and success fed into all aspects of learning landed full-force too. We knew we had to develop ways of weaving this into every strand of classroom life, and we wanted to make sure that there was impact in our endeavour. This meant rethinking how we taught, understanding when to sit back and thinking carefully about our questions. Underpinning this was the sky-high expectations we held of all our pupils. So much so that they started to hold them of themselves. What we learnt during the two years that we dedicated to refining this approach with two classes of Year 3 pupils was that although children can be extremely resilient, this is too easily challenged; it takes very little to switch a child off from learning. We understood how quickly a learner can label themselves, feeling incapable or that they are not worthy or good enough. This can happen in a split second, in the middle of an English lesson on a Wednesday morning, when everything had been going fine and you least expected it. But the moment a child feels stupid is the moment they can become disaffected. It can be a fight to bring them back if you don’t notice and act quickly. 

         On the other hand, we also learnt – and wanted to share with others, hence the motivation for writing this book – that through flipping your thinking, by bringing everything you do back to learning, by modelling success and failure, and by letting go and giving your pupils opportunities to explore, you can achieve some truly amazing things together. Through careful planning, differentiation and assessment you have the absolute power to transform learning behaviours. It is not always easy and we face challenges that can get in the way sometimes, but it is very possible and the strategies for doing so are in this book.

         The words, ‘Have a growth mindset!’ were rarely used in our classrooms. Instead, what we developed was a little learning community, in which children genuinely felt pride when they tried, regardless of the outcome. This was the first stepping stone to making our pupils braver. When they felt brave, they wanted to be challenged, they wanted to be independent and they wanted to know how to get better. The biggest achievement with our classes was in nurturing positive relationships, and in how well all the children worked with each other. There was no fear of competition: over time, through our classroom communities, we learnt each other’s strengths and used collaboration as a conduit to improvement. The more we worked together and allowed space for everyone’s ideas, the more confidence emanated from even those pupils who had never experienced this feeling before. Over time, through the methods outlined in this book, pupils who previously felt too anxious to share their answers felt safe enough to participate, and everyone wanted to listen. We are so proud of these pupils and, although we’ve been teaching for many years between us, we feel that we learnt an awful lot from them too.

         Although growth mindset has been talked about in education for long enough now that most teachers and schools see the benefit in adopting the principles, what we really want you to take away from this book is that relationships really do lie at the heart of everything we do in the classroom. Forget posters about how great mistakes are, and superficial encouragement about perseverance. Changing a mindset goes so much deeper than taking some ideas from Twitter or Pinterest. Here you will find a practical model that you can use to start embedding some of the qualities associated with a growth mindset. But hopefully this is just the starting point for you and, together with your class, you will discover your own nuggets of greatness and success that will form the basis of your very own learning community. We urge you to continue the legacy and share any successes, no matter how small, with your colleagues because you might just light the spark of an ember that was already glowing and – without even realising it – inspire someone else to take a risk.
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            1 Carol S. Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (London: Random House, 2006).

            2 Angela Watson, 7 Ways Teachers Can Push Past Imposter Syndrome, The Cornerstone for Teachers [blog] (12 November 2017). Available at: https://thecornerstoneforteachers.com/truth-for-teachers-podcast/imposter-syndrome/.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            BRAIN VS MINDSET

         

         Imagine for a moment that you are learning to drive for the first time (if you’ve never been behind the wheel, stay with us, there’s plenty for you later). Although you are determined, you are having problems with the accelerator and the clutch. You know that you can’t engage them both at the same time – your instructor keeps barking this at you every time you stall – and yet your feet are not receiving this message. Your nerves are increasing, you feel hot and sweaty, and you’re gripping that steering wheel like your life depends on it. Left foot down, first gear, right foot on the accelerator, slowly raise my left foot off the clutch, handbrake off and we’re moving. Now into second gear, left foot down … and you’ve done it again. The engine is off, your instructor has that now-familiar look of exasperation and you’ve sworn off driving for life.

         So what now? What is the single most important thing you can do to try to overcome this obstacle?

         
            Persevere!

            Believe in yourself!

            Bounce back!

            Try again!

            Practise!

            Work harder!

            (Altogether now:) Have a growth mindset!

         

         Well, yes to all the above, but the answer is much simpler and more practical. First, in order to rectify your mistake, you need to recognise where you are going wrong and why. The only way to do that is to widen your knowledge and understanding of the car. The key to improvement is to take an active role in your own learning, starting with the clutch and understanding how it works. Okay, so accessing and processing this information isn’t going to miraculously make you a perfect driver, but it will get you thinking, noticing and, in time, self-correcting. Even if you think you are not mechanically minded, it doesn’t matter; you don’t need to be an expert. During the first stages of the learning process, holding a rudimentary understanding of the mechanism is enough of an insight to get you through the difficulty.

         In the early days of learning to drive, long-term ‘mastery’ knowledge of engineering is not necessary. Noticing a few distinct engine sounds, knowing when the gear needs changing and identifying the point at which to put your left foot down all goes towards increasing your confidence, and is enough to get you through the basics. In time, your confidence with and control of your vehicle will grow. You will probably gain a better understanding of your car and how to get the best out of its functionality – for example, why the quality of fuel affects the performance, why a consistently lower speed is more efficient, and so on. The more we know about what is going on with the machine, the more we know what to do in order to optimise our driving and the performance of the car. Formula One drivers, for instance, have a far greater understanding of how to optimise their vehicle than the average driver does.

         
            Greater understanding of the car = using the car more effectively = better driver

         

         That’s all well and good but we promised you a chapter on the brain and mindset – not on racing – so what on earth does driving have to do with that? Well, the chances are that you are reading this book because you are passionate about teaching and learning, you want to teach your pupils in a way that makes them successful lifelong learners, and you are curious about how to utilise the concept of growth mindset in order to do that, right? Driving a car is an analogy for the only logical place from which we can start to unpick mindset: the brain. The basic principles of neuroplasticity – meaning that the brain can adapt, change and form new connections in response to its environment – are the foundations of mindset theory and, hence, it’s crucial to start our journey here.

         Non-drivers still with us? Let’s take the body and its organs and systems. While deepening our understanding of the digestive system won’t have any direct impact on how hungry or satiated we are, engaging our brains to understand what types of food will keep us fuller for longer allows us to make informed choices about what we put into our bodies to ensure we feel full and satisfied.

         
            Greater understanding of bodily functions = improved choices about how we use our body = healthier and more effective human

         

         In the same way, if we can engage our brains to learn about our brains – this is metacognition, which we’ll discuss in more detail later – we can start to: actively exercise, change and shape how our brains work; take control of our ‘abilities’; and revolutionise the effectiveness of our learning. It’s pretty powerful stuff, almost magical, especially when we realise that we each have the potential to physically expand our neural pathways and change the way in which our brains perform.

         
            Greater understanding of the brain = using brain processes more effectively = better learner

         

         GREY MATTERS

         First off, let us reassure you that, as complicated as it may sound, you don’t need to be a neuroscientist to understand or teach this next bit. If you have studied science or psychology, you can feel very smug at this point as you probably already know what we’re about to say, and we apologise in advance if this explanation is slightly rudimentary. When we first started reading about mindset, we found many in-depth, scholarly articles on learning theories and although the research into neuroplasticity was fascinating, we needed to break it down further for our own comprehension. So we shall attempt to do that here.

         The human brain is an extremely complex and amazingly powerful organ, which functions as an intricate network, with each synaptic link charged and able to reorganise itself by forming new connections between existing brain cells. It has the capacity to shift and develop by absorbing information quickly. We’ve often heard the brain referred to as ‘elastic’, ‘stretchy’ and ‘malleable’ and this is the essence of neuroplasticity. It describes the long-lasting functional shifts in the brain and its, rather outstanding, ability to change or ‘rewire’ its neural pathways.

         Hang on, what’s a neural pathway?

         Okay, good question. Put your thinking caps on, we’re going to go a bit deeper.

         Neurons are nerve cells in the brain that carry information in the form of tiny electrical signals. Neurons carry signals and impulses and this allows us to process sensory information. Neurons communicate with each other by sending chemicals called neurotransmitters across small gaps called synapses in order to form connections. If we use the same synaptic connections often enough, we form a brand-new neural pathway. It’s very sophisticated stuff, a bit like the World Wide Web only even more important.

         Neuroplasticity works through neurons firing and fusing, and this happens throughout our lives through our experiences, through learning new things and through memorising new information. The brain is exceptionally good at adapting. When it experiences something new it responds to sensory stimulation by reorganising the neural circuitry, and a change occurs in its structure. In other words, through specific use, we can actively grow our brains (cue gasps from the audience). Pretty amazing stuff.

         As we get older that huge brain-growing potential depletes, and only the stronger connections that we use more frequently remain. Think of it as ‘synaptic pruning’ in which only the strongest links will survive.1 The brain is very resourceful and will filter out what it thinks is irrelevant, especially information that we don’t regularly use. Obviously, this explains why Ruchi can’t really remember much of her undergraduate dissertation. Use it or lose it, as the saying goes.

         Neuroplasticity occurs during specific phases:

         
            	During the early stages of development as the immature brain organises itself. This explains why babies, toddlers and young children are able to learn and retain so much, so quickly. Earlier in our development, it is easier for the brain to form new connections. These are also the ones that tend to stick the longest.

            	In adulthood whenever something new is learnt, repeated and memorised.

            	In the case of brain injury to compensate for lost functions. If necessary, the brain is able to dedicate its resources to specific functions and, at times, rewire itself to compensate for the damage done.

            	In response to genetic factors, the characteristics of our environment and, most significantly, our own actions.

         

         As an interesting anecdote, upon asking Ruchi’s non-teaching sister to proofread the above, she patiently complied and after a couple of minutes said, ‘I think I get it, but I’m going to have to read it a couple of times. It’s just the way my brain works; I don’t understand things like that straight away.’ Ruchi smiled knowingly and told her that she was, in some ways, the target reader for this book. Her understanding was nothing to do with her brain, but rather what she thinks and believes about her brain. Through her idea to reread the section a few times, she showed excellent growth mindset potential – practice is a key trait, as you will find out later. But to help you (and Ruchi’s sister) out, let’s think of it another way.

         Imagine a country park, with ponds, pathways through the woods, a few fields, a picnic spot, etc. Got it? Okay, now visualise it as a dynamic, living organism, shifting and changing as more and more people use it. Children start exploring different ways through the wood – they carry sticks to make dens and this forms new offshoot paths. A new path appears from the pond to the picnic area. Because these appealing little paths become well-trodden by inquisitive wellied feet, people start using them instead of the original ones. Eventually, the original paths get overgrown and nobody remembers they were there.

         With us so far? Hold onto your hats.

         Neuroplasticity offers us an explanation of what happens in our brains whenever we are doing anything new. Everything we do is shaping and changing the brain as it responds to the information the five senses give it. Imagine how much change we could bring about by being aware, by giving it the rich and diverse information it craves in order to evolve in such a dynamic way. We could say that neuroplasticity explicitly refers to one aspect of the science of how our brains work – and their ability to transform – while mindset refers to our psychology, or our beliefs about how our brains work.

         This makes more sense when we look at how neural pathways were previously understood. Until we started unpicking mindset and the effect on learners, it felt natural to assume that as we aged, the connections formed in our brains remained fixed. Have you ever tried to do something that you haven’t done for a long time and someone helpfully comes out with, ‘It’s like riding a bike, you never forget!’ Well, actually, you can and, as it turns out, it’s completely normal to forget how to split the bill for dinner five ways if you haven’t done mental maths since your GCSEs ten years ago. Blame synaptic pruning.

         Plasticity is the brain’s wonderful gift of changing through learning and it completely debunks the idea that ability or learning is fixed and unchangeable. In fact, those pathways adapt specifically to what we think and do. The neurons ignite and the synapses fuse whenever we learn, practise or master new skills. And guess what? You can help this to happen by allowing your mindset to change and believing that you can change your learning outcomes. The more you practise something tricky, the more likely it is that a new neural pathway will form. Persevere and it will become even stronger. Your tenacity and resilience aid the formation of a well-trodden path in the country park.

         This theory is backed up by a notable comparative study which looked at the brains of London taxi drivers and London bus drivers. Through brain scans, scientists observed evidence of neuroplasticity and found that taxi drivers typically had a larger hippocampus – the part of the brain involved with storing long-term memory, knowledge and experiences – than the bus drivers did. This was because the taxi drivers had regularly exercised this part of the brain in order to form an extremely comprehensive mental map of London, which they needed in order to perform their job effectively. Bus drivers were used to restricted routes and didn’t need to make as many spatial or locational connections as their counterparts in the study.2 It seems the test that London cabbies have to take is not called ‘the Knowledge’ for nothing.

         This investigation is one part of an extensive body of research which concludes that the brain is like any other muscle in the body: it develops, strengthens and improves the more it is used. This leads to the development of new neurons and the formation of new neural pathways – also known as neurogenesis, to give it its superhero name. Neurogenesis can be simply defined as the growth and development of nervous tissue. When you become an expert at a specific skill, or develop a particularly deep knowledge base, the areas in your brain that deal with this type of processing will increase in size – like the hippocampi of the London taxi drivers – all because of the formation of the new pathways.

         

         MINDSET MATTERS

         Okay, we’ve got the science stuff out of the way; we know what we need to get our pupils’ (and our own) brains to do. Now we need to know how we get them to do it. This leads us nicely into the meaty bit and the part where it all starts to come together: growth and fixed mindsets, and the link with brain power and intelligence.

         Before we start, we feel that the following paragraph needs a disclaimer. What we are about to say is not intended to shame or expose any of our colleagues who are trying their absolute best to do their jobs with the highest levels of enthusiasm, passion and integrity, most of whom categorically place their pupils at the core of every new strategy they bring into the classroom. We know that teachers work incredibly hard to do things right by their pupils, and that their hearts are nearly always in the right place despite the increasing burdens that are put upon them. That’s one of the many reasons why we love our profession. Seriously, guys – we’re all doing a really good job. However, sometimes, time constraints and the external pressure to adopt yet another new ‘learning policy’ that senior management have plucked out of their bag of tricks, leads us all (your authors included) to bulldoze an approach into our classrooms without careful research, thought or attention. It seems that, despite our good intentions, growth mindset is one such concept.

         The term ‘growth mindset’ has become a bit of a buzz phrase in recent years, something that ‘you can dip in and out of with your pupils if you have a spare half hour or a PSHE slot to fill’ (as a colleague said to Julia once). We have been into a lot of classrooms and spoken to a lot of teachers who have attended specific continuing professional development (CPD) sessions on growth mindset or been genuinely inspired by something they have read and wanted to try it out. Bravo to that. We wholeheartedly encourage a proactive approach to research-led, evidence-based teaching and to the sharing of strategies, ideas and dialogue within our professional community. But we have also seen teachers confuse the research – or pick it up at surface level – at which point, growth mindset becomes synonymous with ‘try harder’, ‘more effort’ or ‘positive thinking’. This is where we start to worry.

         Carol Dweck

         
            For twenty years, my research has shown that the view you adopt of yourself profoundly affects the way you lead your life.

            Carol Dweck3

         

         It’s true that how we see ourselves and our own potential shapes how successful we will become. Carol Dweck theorised this in her seminal book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. However, it’s sometimes easy to misunderstand this as simply needing to believe that you can achieve, never giving up on a task – even when this starts to hinder learning – or telling each other that sticking ‘yet’ onto the end of ‘Miss, I can’t do this’ is enough. We’re sorry to break it to you, but in isolation these strategies simply aren’t going to work for you or your pupils. Growth mindset is so much more than ‘yet’.

         When Dweck wrote about mindset she was talking about the view we adopt of ourselves, from as young as four years old, and about how these beliefs have the power to limit our potential or enable our success. It can mark the difference between outstanding and mediocre, influence our self-awareness and our resilience in the face of obstacles or challenges, determine our levels of grit and determination and, ultimately, impact our self-esteem. She categorised these self-beliefs into two groups.

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Mindset
            
                        
                        	Fixed
            
                        
                        	Growth


                     
            
                        
                        	Your belief
            
                        
                        	Brain power and intelligence are fixed traits and what we are born with is what we are stuck with.
            
                        
                        	Brain power and intelligence are cultivated through regular use of a set of learning habits – including practice, effort, challenge and reflection.


                     
            
                        
                        	Your priority
            
                        
                        	Look clever, not stupid. Don’t take risks or challenge yourself in case you fail.
            
                        
                        	Become clever through learning, deliberately taking risks and stepping out of your comfort zone.


                     
            
                        
                        	You feel intelligent when
            
                        
                        	You are achieving easy, low-effort successes and outperforming others. You can finish tasks quickly and get everything right.
            
                        
                        	You are engaging fully with new concepts, exerting effort, stretching and applying your skills. You can develop skills through a variety of tasks.


                     
            
                        
                        	You avoid
            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           Effort, mistakes, difficulty or setbacks because if you are clever then things should come easily to you.

                
                           
                           Higher-performing peers who may outshine you and expose your weaknesses or mistakes.


            
                        
                        	Easy, previously mastered tasks because it leads to boredom and disengagement, and caps your learning power.


                  
               

            

         

         If we think back to how our brains work, if we view ourselves as non-mathematicians and shy away from maths challenges due to fear of failure, over time there is the danger of this becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy as our confidence and resilience in maths reduces. A child who struggles in maths is reinforcing this bias every time they struggle or feel like they can’t manage a task. The messages we tell ourselves are clearly not going to help us feel confident about the maths task that crops up in the next lesson. Throughout childhood, Ruchi felt (and told herself) that she ‘wasn’t a science or maths person’. She convinced herself that this was just the way she was and that it was perfectly normal and acceptable because writing and art was where she flourished – textbook fixed mindset. The problem with that was that she was scared about her peers and teachers ‘finding out’ her weaknesses. With the benefit of hindsight, she can see this now. The good education she was privileged to receive helped her overcome this idea. As an adult, having learnt about mindset, she now understands the neuroscientific concepts behind growth mindset. It just goes to show that when you are led down a route of thinking that ‘ability’ can be changed – that you are in charge of learning something in a way that suits you – you can overcome these perceptions and remove the limits you once placed on yourself.

         Without blowing her own trumpet, Ruchi was a bit of a high-achiever in most areas at school and managed to feign accomplishment in science until the middle of secondary school when things began to get a bit harder and she was terrified. To feel good about herself, she needed to ‘look clever’ at all costs. Looking clever meant praise from teachers, peers and parents and this was critical for her feelings of self-worth. So she never put herself forward for challenges for fear of getting it wrong and having all those lovely warm feelings of external praise dissipate. She stuck to what she knew she could do, took things slowly and shied away from asking questions. ‘I shouldn’t need to ask questions as I should always know what I am doing.’ She was completely stationary in this area of her learning. What changed that was encountering the work on mindsets from which this book stems.

         In your classroom, fixed and growth mindsets may manifest in the traits outlined in the table that follows. Spend a week listening to and observing the learning habits of your pupils. Become something of a mindset detective and see if you can spot any of these characteristics. It’s worth mentioning that it is very possible, and likely, for all of us to sit in the middle of the beliefs, or for an individual’s mindset to fluctuate depending on the area they are exploring. So Dylan in Year 3 might have a fixed mindset about gymnastics, for instance. Perhaps he feels nervous or worried that others will see him struggle so he avoids climbing the ropes or sticks to the second bar on the climbing apparatus, when you believe he could go higher. But in design technology (DT) lessons, he’s a different child. He will go over to other children to see what they are doing and ask for tips. He might seek out feedback or guidance from you on his cutting techniques as he’s finding it difficult to guide the scissors when cutting out different shapes. He feels really proud of himself when he finally manages to cut out a Christmas tree without a single rip. He has higher levels of resilience and personal drive in these lessons than you’ve ever observed in gymnastics.

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Fixed mindset
            
                        
                        	Growth mindset


                     
            
                        
                        	You feel an urgency to prove yourself.
            
                        
                        	You feel a desire to learn because you believe that you can improve through practice.


                     
            
                        
                        	You avoid challenges.
            
                        
                        	You embrace challenges.



                     
            
                        
                        	You give up easily in the face of challenge.
            
                        
                        	You stick at a task, even if it is not going well: setbacks don’t discourage you.


                     
            
                        
                        	You see effort as pointless.
            
                        
                        	You see effort as the path to mastery.


                     
            
                        
                        	You disregard useful or negative feedback.
            
                        
                        	You actively ask for feedback and use this to move on.


                     
            
                        
                        	You hate criticism: you might even see it as an attack on your character.
            
                        
                        	You welcome constructive criticism.


                     
            
                        
                        	You hate making mistakes.
            
                        
                        	You seek to understand and learn from your mistakes.


                     
            
                        
                        	You feel threatened by the success of others, particularly if you have failed in the same task.
            
                        
                        	You find lessons and inspiration in the success of others.


                     
            
                        
                        	You may reach high levels of academic attainment, but you achieve less than your full potential.
            
                        
                        	You make sustained progress and can reach higher levels of achievement.


                     
            
                        
                        	You have a deterministic view of the world – it is how it is and cannot be changed.
            
                        
                        	You believe that hard work, practice and effort are the keys to success.


                  
               

            

         

         Imagine how this plays out in a classroom. Anders was described as a ‘bright boy’ by his previous teacher. ‘He’s one of your higher-ability children, especially in maths. He’s got a maths brain on him. He was doing calculations with four-digit numbers by the end of Year 2.’ You can presume that Anders has been told about his ‘maths brain’ for most of his young life. When you start to teach him, you notice that he’s keen and willing. He whizzes through the tasks you’ve given him, proudly announcing that it was all ‘easy’. When you present him with an appropriate challenge aimed at making him think and developing his skills, something changes. His facial expression shifts and his body language becomes closed. He’s stuck and he doesn’t like it. He disengages, maybe starts to distract his partner – anything to avoid doing the task at hand. It’s obvious that Anders’ fixed mindset is impeding his potential. On the surface, this doesn’t seem like a big thing to tackle.

         On the flip side, Amelia has taken on board all your messages about mistakes being great for learning, and about failure just being part of the learning process. She’s on board with challenges and she’s got bundles of enthusiasm. The problem is that Amelia hasn’t fully understood why mistakes are so great. The challenges she’s choosing aren’t actually right for this stage of her learning journey. You think she’s ticking the growth boxes, but actually her mindset is still fixed because she’s choosing those trickier questions for you: to impress, to get a smile or a well done from her teacher.

         You begin to realise that perhaps the mindset chat at the beginning of the year just wasn’t enough to develop beneficial learning habits. Praising Amelia’s effort, rather than her or her outcomes, was a great boost at the beginning, but it has lost meaning and momentum. Her progress is stuck. She’s saying the right things, but it isn’t enough. In Amelia we can see extrinsic motivation at play. She is motivated by your praise, or by stickers, or by the belief that doing what you – the teacher – wants is what will make her successful. Extrinsic motivation means Amelia is motivated by things outside of herself. Things that, actually, she can’t control. The opposite – intrinsic motivation – is the goal. We want Amelia to want to learn because of the reward she feels inside for finally managing to grasp something. She’s not learning for the good of her teacher; she’s learning because she wants to know more, she wants to understand more, and because understanding feels good to her – intrinsically.

         If children are exposed to saccharine levels of praise for adopting cherry-picked growth-mindset mantras without proper understanding or depth, this can actually exacerbate some of the very problems that growth mindset is intended to counter. This kind of feedback – and what to say instead – is discussed at length in Chapter 8. The problem is not in praising effort itself, but in the omission of explicitly showing how the effort creates learning progress or successful outcomes. Remember that the psychology of learning is affected by lots of internal and external factors; our job is to help our pupils change their internalised ideas about learning and their own potential as much as possible.

         What’s interesting is that as soon as you become aware of fixed and growth mindsets and familiarise yourself with the traits and nuances of each one, it becomes so much easier to spot the mindsets of the pupils you teach. We have often found that the higher achievers in school, the ones who have been told from a very early age that they are ‘clever’, ‘bright’ or ‘smart’, are more likely to possess fixed mindsets because they’ve never had to try before: things come easily to them and they get praise for it. Their self-worth is centred on their intelligence and, particularly for those children who rarely experience failure in their formative years, they have very low levels of resilience. Hence they find it much harder to bounce back from difficulties, a bit like Ruchi with science.

         Ruchi remembers a boy called Otis, who she taught in Year 4. His parents worked in academia, his big sister was very successful at school and there were a lot of hidden pressures on his little shoulders. He had such a fixed view of his abilities that he just couldn’t handle anyone offering help or guidance if he had done something wrong. He’d often sit in the most uncomfortable position in an attempt to cover his work because he couldn’t cope with other children looking at and ‘copying’ his precious ideas. He would argue with his peers if they had done well and he hadn’t, and it led to a lot of anxiety about ‘looking smart’. He worked hard for others’ acceptance and rarely for himself. We guarantee that everyone reading this has taught – or will teach – someone like Otis and, as teachers, it is difficult to know what to do (there is light at the end of this story, don’t worry).

         It took time but by the end of that year – through all the strategies you will read about – Otis did make progress and he did develop some metacognitive strategies which led to increased levels of independence and confidence. He started to learn that it was good to share your ideas because you can inspire others to build upon them and offer even more in collaboration. Through the celebration of mistakes, he learnt that being comfortable in the realms of what you can already do means you’re not learning new skills. That behaviour didn’t feel very ‘clever’ to him once he’d had that realisation. Trust us when we say that this stuff works. The not-so-good news is that before you even attempt it with your pupils, you need to look at your own mindset and your own ‘mindset triggers’. Where do you sit? Do you have a fixed mindset about your pupils and their abilities or potential? In one interview Dweck says:

         
            I think a lot of what happened [with false growth mindset among educators] is that instead of taking this long and difficult journey, where you work on understanding your triggers, working with them, and over time being able to stay in a growth mindset more and more, many educators just said, ‘Oh yeah, I have a growth mindset’ because either they know it’s the right mindset to have or they understood it in a way that made it seem easy. […] Often when we see kids who aren’t learning well, we might feel frustrated or defensive, thinking it reflects on us as educators. It’s often tempting to not feel it is our fault. So we might say the child has a fixed mindset, without understanding instead that, as educators, it is our responsibility to create a context in which a growth mindset can flourish.4

            This article was originally published on the website TheAtlantic.com and is republished here with The Atlantic’s permission.

         

         The good news is that you’ve started in the right place with this book. Together, we can start to tackle that left-hand column on pages 14–15 through the explicit teaching of often-hidden skills. You are going to learn some strategies to change the climate and culture of learning in your classroom, teach your pupils how to nourish a growth mindset and show them that, from this, their intelligence, skillset and knowledge will flourish.

         
            1 Edalmarys Santos and Chad A. Noggle, Synaptic Pruning. In Sam Goldstein and Jack A. Naglieri (eds), Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and Development (Boston, MA: Springer, 2011), pp. 1464–1465.

            2 Eleanor A. Maguire, Katherine Woollett and Hugo J. Spiers, London Taxi Drivers and Bus Drivers: A Structural MRI and Neuropsychological Analysis, Hippocampus, 16(12) (2006): 1091–1101.

            3 Dweck, Mindset, p. 6.

            4 Quoted in Christine Gross-Loh, How Praise Became a Consolation Prize, The Atlantic (16 December 2016). Available at: https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/12/how-praise-became-a-consolation-prize/510845/.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            GETTING STARTED

         

         The journey we’ll take in this book is designed to support you in introducing, developing and embedding growth mindset in your classroom or school. It treads a logical, chronological route, so each chapter helps you build on what you’ve read previously. Knowing where you are right now will help you to begin from an honest starting point. The graphic that follows was introduced to Julia when she mentored trainee teachers. It is a good explanation of how we are unaware of what we don’t know when we first start to learn something – what’s called unconscious incompetence. As we progress, we start to realise what there is to learn. We know what the content is, but we haven’t fully learnt it yet – conscious incompetence. After we’ve done some work or study, we have an understanding of the subject and are aware of this new knowledge – conscious competence. Finally, we get to the point where we are so au fait with the new knowledge that it becomes second nature to us. It is integrated as part of our behaviour and knowledge bank and will last long into the future – unconscious competence. Right now, you might be unconsciously incompetent – you don’t yet know what you don’t know. As you move through the book – and get to grips with the ideas, steps and resources – you’ll discover more and become more consciously aware of the practices you can adopt in your classroom.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         In adopting a growth-mindset-influenced teaching and learning environment, there are lots of things to learn to do differently, even if you credit yourself with a growth mindset from the outset. We need to be self-reflective and self-aware from the start, so the questionnaire that follows is the first rung of that self-awareness ladder. We can’t help the children to adapt their mindset and learning behaviours until we know who we are first.

         We have called it a staff questionnaire because growth mindset benefits everyone in the school. It isn’t just teachers who are responsible for nurturing it: teaching assistants (TAs) and staff who work outside the classroom have a role to play too. Having said that, the questionnaire is aimed at those who participate in, and have an impact on, lessons and learning.

         STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE

         
            STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE

            Please give yourself a score to indicate the extent to which you agree with each of the following statements. 0 is completely disagree; 10 is absolutely agree.

            
               	I believe that intelligence can be improved.

               	I encourage my pupils to value the effort that they put into a task higher than the end result.

               	I am comfortable with pupils making mistakes in the classroom.

               	I am happy to let my pupils see me making mistakes.

               	I give feedback to pupils in ways that show them their effort is being rewarded.

               	I understand how to avoid nurturing perfectionism in my pupils.

               	The pupils in my class discuss their learning challenges in a positive way.

               	I am aware of how certain words and labels can be conducive, or become a barrier, to growth mindset in my pupils.


               	I can recognise which pupils have a fixed mindset by how they respond to challenges and hard work.

               	I do not accept mediocrity in my pupils’ work.

            

            If your score is 100, then you’re nearly a finished product in terms of growth mindset. Realistically though, you’re likely to have a more modest score which will show you where you are on the continuum of growth mindset knowledge and practice.

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         KEY STAGE 1 PUPIL QUESTIONNAIRE

         
            KEY STAGE 1 PUPIL QUESTIONNAIRE

            Please read the questions to the children and ask them to circle ‘true’ or ‘false’.
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