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 CHAPTER 1

WHAT ARE WHAT ARE 
MINDSETS, AND MINDSETS, AND 

HOW DO THEY HOW DO THEY 
AFFECT THE AFFECT THE 

CLASSROOM?CLASSROOM?

“Look at her work – she’s the smart one!” It was the fi rst month of school in a Year 3 classroom, and I was visiting the students to see if they had any prior knowledge about the brain. This particular school had a 70% poverty rate and the majority of students did not have English as their fi rst language. As I circulated around the tables, I was observing a student writing copiously when I heard it: “Look at her work – she’s the smart one!” This announcement proudly came from one of her classmates. When I assured him that he along with his classmates were all working hard on the assignment, he agreed, but again shared that this particular classmate would have the best work. © H
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What I discovered in this classroom was a profound example 
of a fi xed mindset at play – an 8-year-old child who believed that 
his classmate was the “smart one”, and that no matter the amount 
of hard work he put in, her work would always be better. In this 
case, the child didn’t see that he, too, could be the “smart one” or 
have some of the “best work” in his classroom, a mindset I have 
seen during my time as an educator and consultant often. Th at’s 
where this book comes in – to help the many teachers, adminis-
trators, parents and students like the one in this story realise that 
they can change the way they think about success and intelligence 
in the classroom.

Can Intelligence Be Changed? What Are 
Growth Mindsets and Fixed Mindsets?

Th e belief that intelligence is malleable and can be developed 
is not a new concept. But the idea that intelligence can be changed 
and grown in both children and adults has seen more popularity 
in recent years thanks to the work of Stanford University profes-
sor of psychology, Dr Carol Dweck, and her 2006 book, Mindset: 
Th e New Psychology of Success, which looks at the concept of 
“growth mindsets” and “fi xed mindsets” among successful peo-
ple as far-ranging as athletes Alex Rodriguez and John McEnroe, 
CEOs Lou Gerstner and Ken Lay, and teachers Marva Collins 
and Rafe Esquith. Dweck’s research and development of the fi xed 
and growth mindset theory has also contributed to a major shift 
in thinking about student learning and intelligence.

Dweck (2006) described a belief system that asserts that intel-
ligence is a malleable quality and can be developed – a growth 
mindset. Learners with a growth mindset believe that they can 
learn just about anything. It might take some struggle and some 
failure but they understand that with eff ort and perseverance, 
they can succeed. Th e focus of a growth mindset individual is on 
learning, not on looking smart. An educator with a growth mind-
set believes that with eff ort and hard work from the learner, all 
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students can demonstrate signifi cant growth and therefore all stu-
dents deserve opportunities for challenge. Add to this belief an 
eff ective teacher armed with instructional tools that diff erentiate, 
respond to learner’s needs and nurture critical thinking processes, 
and you have a recipe for optimum student learning.

Dweck also presents a diff erent belief system about intelli-
gence; the belief that intelligence is something you are born with 
and the level of intelligence cannot be changed – a fi xed mindset. 
A person with a fi xed mindset might truly believe that they have 
a predetermined amount of intelligence, skills or talents. Th is 
belief system is problematic at both ends of the continuum. For 
those students who struggle or do not perceive themselves as 
smart, it becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy. Because they don’t 
really believe that they can be successful, they will often give up 
and not put forth eff ort. For those students who are advanced 
learners, they can become consumed with “looking smart” at all 
costs. Th ey may have coasted through school without really put-
ting forth much eff ort, yet they are often praised for their good 
marks and strong skills. Often, an advanced learner with a fi xed 
mindset will start avoiding situations where they may fail; they 
can become “risk adverse”. In her book, Dweck (2006), using ten-
nis star John McEnroe as an example, noted that a person with a 
fi xed mindset often is a high achiever who blames outside forces 
when they “fail” at a task.

growth mindset
a belief system that suggests that one’s 
intelligence can be grown or developed with 
persistence, effort and a focus on learning

fi xed mindset
a belief system that suggests that a person 
has a predetermined amount of intelligence, 
skills or talents
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time to read and discuss a novel? Understand and apply a mathe-
matical process? Educators must be willing to compact curricu-
lum for those students who are ready to go on. How do we know 
when they are ready?

Th e pre-assessment plays a major role in determining candi-
dates for curriculum compacting. Other behaviours in the class-
room also give us clues. For example, if a student shows great 
interest and motivation in a particular area of study, then we 
know we can move them into deeper understanding of those con-
cepts. For example, Mr Smith previewed and pre-assessed student 
knowledge of World War II and several students demonstrated a 
strong conceptual understanding of this time in history. But Mr 
Smith was not really sure about one student, Patrick. Even though 
Patrick’s pre-assessment results clearly showed some background 
knowledge of the topic, it was not enough to decide if Patrick 
needed compacting. Mr Smith decided to take a few minutes 
before class to discuss World War II with this student. After only 
a few minutes, he clearly saw an enthusiastic interest in the topic 
from Patrick. Th e student demonstrated a thirst for knowledge in 
the subject and asked Mr Smith great questions. Th is exchange, in 
combination with the pre-assessment, gave Mr Smith the data he 
needed to determine that Patrick needed to be in the compacting 
group for this unit of study. 

Other behaviours that suggest a need for compacting include 
students who consistently fi nish work early and accurately and 
those who express an interest in pursuing advanced topics. 
Another clue to the need for compacting can surface in those stu-
dents who often create their own diversions in class. Many of the 
students who create these distractions do so because they have 
time to. In other words, they have fi nished their work and are 
fi lling their time with less productive behaviours.

curriculum compacting
an instructional strategy that streamlines year-
level curriculum by eliminating content that 
students have previously learned
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 CHAPTER 7

CAN GIFTED CAN GIFTED 
EDUCATION AND A EDUCATION AND A 
GROWTH MINDSET GROWTH MINDSET 

BELIEF COEXIST?BELIEF COEXIST?

Th e National Association of Gifted Children (NAGC) 
convened a group of scholars and practitioners for Th e 
National Summit on Low-Income, High Ability Learners 
in May 2012. Th e result of this summit was the publica-
tion of the report compiled by Paula Olszewski-Kubilius 
and Jane Clarenbach, Unlocking Emergent Talent: Supporting 
High Achievement of Low-Income, High-Ability Students (see 
http://www.nagc.org/sites/default/files/key%20reports/
Unlocking%20Emergent%20Talent%20%28fi nal%29.pdf 
for a copy of the report). One of the key issues discussed 
during this summit were the barriers to participation in 
advanced programs. It was concluded that one of the main 
reasons that barriers exist is due to a conception of giftedness 
that emphasises and values only already developed ability. If 

“I am learning not to give up if I fail a test.” – Year 10 student
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