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Foreword

Changing young people’s minds

This is the first in a series of occasional papers being published by
Learning Unlimited and Hawker Brownlow Education. These papers are
being produced in response to a growing demand from teachers to be
brought up to date with our current understandings about how children
learn and how good teachers teach.

‘I don’t talk about able and less able any longer.These terms don’t mean a thing.They
are mince! OK, talk about more or less motivated, or more or less focused. We are all
capable of being brilliant in some way’.

It has been pointed out that you would not go to a doctor who had failed
to keep up to date with what we know about medicine over the past
twenty years.Yet a large percentage of the teachers in Scotland have been
in post for more than twenty years, and many have not had the
opportunity to update their knowledge about learning and teaching in
that time.
There will be two kinds of occasional papers. Some will focus on what
we know. They will draw on a wide body of research to summarise our
current understandings about a key aspect of learning and teaching.
Written on the assumption that most teachers do not have the time or
the energy to read lengthy academic texts at the end of a busy day, they
will be short and, we hope, readable. Further references will be given for
those who feel inclined to explore further.

Secondary Headteacher

‘It is understood that learners’ ability is not fixed, but is alterable by the conditions of
learning’.
Headline statement in Learning and Teaching
Policy at Castlebrae Community High School

We cannot change anyone’s mind by exhortation, logical argument or emotional appeal alone.
This is especially true where beliefs have through experience become deep-seated
convictions.
Good teachers and good schools go beyond words to creating the right conditions within
which young people will be prepared to re-examine their limiting beliefs and help them to
experience real success, which they previously had not thought possible.They:
❑

It is clear, however, that teachers not only need help to reflect on the
ideas that underpin what they do in the classroom, they need practical
help and support to put them into practice in the classroom. For this
reason some of the papers will focus on ideas and techniques, which
work in the classroom, and some will describe case studies of good
practice in schools.
Given the name of our company, it was important for us to tackle, very
early on in this series, the issue of what it means to be clever in our
society. Our beliefs about cleverness are very deep-seated. On a number
of occasions over the past few years, when talking with teachers in
Scotland, about the huge potential of the human brain, I have been asked
the same question: ‘surely you are not saying that everyone can become
a brain surgeon?’. The fact that I have been asked the question so often
illustrates the way we think about intelligence. Yes there are limits to
what individuals can learn, but none of us will ever know what these
limits are, let alone reach them. In that sense, learning is unlimited.
I am grateful to Robin Lloyd Jones and Bob Bissell for their support and
help in putting this paper together; to Liz Callaghan for proof reading, and
to Joan Black, Centre for Education and Training Development, Glasgow
Caledonian University for desk-top publishing and publication.

develop an ethos of achievement across the school which ensures that all
pupils are successful and that this success is valued. Specifically:
• the role of ability in producing success and failure is played down
• assessment plays down comparisons between pupils and highlights comparisons
between present and past performance
• there is a focus on the type and amount of interaction encouraged between pupils
and the quality of the relationships between teachers and pupils.

❑

encourage and help teachers, parents and pupils to reflect together on
their beliefs and assumptions about ability, motivation and potential and
how these beliefs affect the way they come across to pupils. Specifically:
• through involving everyone in open discussion about the aims and values of the
school, and what ‘success’ means in the context of school
• by discussing and challenging our beliefs about ability at parents’ meetings and with
pupils in class and in personal and social development time
• by teaching pupils specific confidence-building skills in a much more systematic way
across the curriculum.

We are happy to consider suggestions for future titles in the series from
potential authors, whether classroom practitioners or academics.
Ian Smith, January 2001
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The nub of what we know about
intelligence

Why we need to change our minds about
intelligence

It is clear what intelligence is not: it is not fixed at birth or soon afterwards; it is not general
and it makes little sense to view it narrowly as being about academic ability.What we do know
is that intelligence is less clear-cut than we think.

‘We sorely need a new view of intelligence in our schools, our universities and our
businesses. A view of intelligence that is less exclusive, far more democratic, and with
far wider application to the real world.’
Robert Sternberg

❑

Individuals’ abilities are much more complex, variable and changeable than is suggested
in traditional notions about intelligence: what counts as intelligence will depend on the
context and what you are trying to do.

❑

Intelligence is partly about brain power, but it is to a significant extent learnable.
Learnable intelligence consists both of ‘know-how’ which can be learned and applied
only in certain contexts, and of learning strategies which can be applied generally.

❑

Emotional intelligence is as important in life as what we traditionally view as academic
intelligence. Making judgements and solving problems are not wholly rational activities
and involve feelings as well as thinking.

Intelligence is of great practical importance to us all in our everyday lives.We see lots
of examples of unintelligent behaviour around us. If we are honest, all of us could do
with a bit more intelligence.

❑

In Western society we need to give more credence to intuitive, slower, contemplative,
subconscious thinking. It plays a great part in creativity.Wisdom is something we might
seek to value more than cleverness; it involves the emotions but also contemplation.

Our beliefs about intelligence (what it is, and how we come to be intelligent) run deep
and they have a profound effect on the way we see ourselves, the way we relate to
other people, on our beliefs about society in general and how our country should be
run. Intelligence is by no means simply an educational issue: it is a political one too.

❑

Our notions about what constitutes intelligence will keep on changing with time. In
the next fifty years the question ‘Where is intelligence?’ will become as equally
powerful as the question ‘What is intelligence?’.

Our views about intelligence also have cultural origins.What counts for intelligence in
Western society is very different from what counted as intelligence in previous
centuries or what counts as intelligence in other parts of the world today.

❑

The traditional view of intelligence this century in our society has been narrow and
simplistic, limiting and pessimistic. It can lead young people to believe that working
hard and making an effort doesn’t count and it can lead parents and teachers to
believe that they can’t make much of a difference.

❑

Our education system, despite the many changes it has gone through and despite the
rhetoric of politicians and school mission statements, still perpetuates the traditional
view: a view which stands in the way of raising achievement for all in our schools.

❑

This traditional view is outdated. We need a different view: less simplistic and less
narrow, less limiting and more optimistic and based on empirical evidence. However,
this doesn’t mean throwing out the old view entirely.

❑

❑

❑

It is difficult to replace a traditional clear-cut view of intelligence with something less certain
and more nebulous; but we must. This paper concludes by taking a brief look at the ways in
which some schools are attempting to change young people’s minds about intelligence.
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This paper will argue that it is important for us to change our minds about intelligence for
the following reasons:
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