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A Matter of Attitude: Fixed vs. Growth Mindsets 

 
       An attitude is a habitual emotional response driven by a belief.  Henry Ford once remarked 

“Whether you believe you can or you believe you can’t, you’re probably right”.  Consider the 

experiment in which a group of people who were prone to worry were asked to perform a 

cognitive task and to narrate what they were thinking as they did the task.  They reported 

comments like “I won’t be able to do this” and “I’m just not good at this kind of test.”  When a 

comparison group of non-worriers were asked to worry for 15 minutes by repeating similar lines 

before doing the same task, their performance on the task decreased greatly.  Our beliefs and the 

emotions they evoke can help our performance or they can hinder it.  Our attitudes then can 

make or break us as students.  
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     Benjamin Barber, a famous sociologist, once remarked, “I don’t divide the world into the 

weak and the strong, or the successes and the failures… I divide the world into the learners and 

the non-learners.”  What sort of attitude could cause one to be a non-learner?  Well, educational 

researcher Carol S. Dweck has found an attitude concerning the nature of intelligence that 

determines a students’ entire approach to learning.  Some people believe that intelligence is 

fixed.  They believe that intelligence is determined by genetics.  They believe that the 

experiences that one has in life has no effect on the intelligence of an individual.  This belief is 

called a fixed mindset.  For a person with a fixed mindset, doing homework, studying, or asking 

questions makes no sense since personal effort can’t change the intelligence that the hand of 

genetics has dealt you.  Other people believe that intelligence is not fixed.  They believe that 

intelligence is determined by the experiences that one has and that over the course of time that 

intelligence grows.  This is referred to as the growth mindset.  For a person with a growth 

mindset, doing homework, studying and asking questions is the means by which intelligence is 

increased.   

 
      

 During one experiment, researchers surveyed students and on the basis of their responses 

classified them as having a fixed or a growth mindset.  Then the students were observed for 

differences in behavior when a test was handed back and they were also given the opportunity to 

see other students’ test.  Students with a growth mindset sought out other tests with higher scores 

than theirs because they wanted to see what the right answers were to the questions that they had 

missed.  Students with a growth mindset saw themselves as being able to improve their 

intelligence by learning from their mistakes.  Students with a fixed mindset sought out other tests 

with a score lower than theirs.  Since they did not believe they could change their intelligence, 

they looked for lower test scores so that they could feel better about themselves. 

       When researchers asked students with a fixed mindset; “When do you feel smart?” common 

responses were: 

     “It’s when I don’t make any mistakes” 

     “When I finish something fast and it’s perfect.” 

     “When it’s something easy for me, but other people can’t do it.” 

Note that their answers are about being perfect right now.  But when researchers asked students 

with a growth mindset the same question, common responses were: 

     “When it’s really hard, and I try really hard, and I can do something I couldn’t do before.” 

     “When I look at something for a long time and I start to figure it out.” 

In these answers, it is not about being perfect immediately.  Rather it is about learning something 

over time by confronting a challenge and making progress.   
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   People of both the growth and the fixed mindsets can start a task with the same confidence, but 

when the task proves to be challenging, both will respond differently.  Those with the fixed 

mindset have their confidence erode over time because they do nothing to improve their 

performance on a difficult task.  Those with a fixed mindset spend their time trying to prove over 

and over again how great they really are.  They are driven by looking smart, being accepted, and 

feeling like a winner. They lose interest as soon as they don’t feel this way. They hide 

deficiencies instead of working on them so that others do not find out that they can’t do 

something. They see failure as a direct measure of their worth and might consider cheating in 

order to look competent. Because they believe that intelligence is fixed, they may say things to 

themselves like, “I’m a loser”, “I’m dumb”, “I’m not good on tests” (or math) when faced with a 

challenge that they can’t master. Those with a fixed mindset expect ability to show up on its own 

without having to work for it. Those with a fixed mindset look for people who are perform worse  

than they do in order to repair their own wounded self-esteem. 

 On the other hand, those with a growth mindset have their confidence increase over time 

as they learn from their mistakes and watch their own steady improvement on a difficult task.  In 

fact, people with a growth mindset are much more likely to try challenging tasks and ultimately 

learn how to do them because they realize how unnecessary confidence is to being successful.  

They realize that their confidence will grow with their skills and that their skills will grow with 

effort and time.  People with a fixed mindset tend to avoid challenges because a failure will 

reveal to themselves and others a flaw that they believe cannot be fixed.   Consequently, they 

lose interest in anything that proves to be too challenging. Those of a growth mindset do not 

enjoy failing, but that single event doesn’t define them. They use it as a stepping stone to other 

successes as they learn from the experience. Developing and growing your skills and talents 

allows you to fulfill your potential. 

 The fixed and growth mindset apply to relationships as well as intellectual tasks. Do you 

want a relationship that lets your ego swell or one that challenges you to grow? Those with a 

fixed mind set like partners who worship them and put them on a pedestal. Those with a growth 

mindset enjoy partners who challenge them to become a better person and to learn new things. 

They see your faults and help you to work on them. 

 None of us are 100% one mind set or the other. We may display parts of each mindset for 

different characteristics. If we’re in the fixed mindset, we are all about the final result. We may 

be showcasing our talents and putting them on display for others to see. Those in a fixed mindset 

often view themselves as superior to others. They are intolerant of mistakes or criticism. 

Anything that may hamper their progress is unacceptable. To fail means that our effort was 

wasted. Our lives are all about the finish line and winning. Growth mindset, on the other hand, 

value what they accomplish regardless of what the result was. They may not win the Nobel Prize, 

but they are problem solving and working on important issues throughout their lives. Therefore, 

the path that their life takes has meaning and deep value. They enjoy the journey. They believe in 

developing their abilities.  

 In thinking about the growth mindset, we shouldn’t think of changing everything about 

ourselves. The growth mindset doesn’t prescribe how long a change will take to occur or how 

difficult it may be. We all have core values and preferences. It doesn’t mean that we set about to 

change everything about ourselves. But being aware of the two mindsets does help us to 

understand why we might react a certain way. We were all born with a love of learning. Think of 

how many times a baby struggles and works without giving up. They struggle to lift their head, 
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roll over, crawl, talk, and finally walk. Falling down does not stop them from trying. They keep 

getting up even though they have fallen. 

   Since an attitude is a habitual emotional response driven by a belief, attitudes can be 

changed by realizing that the belief is not true.  In the case of fixed versus growth mindsets, the 

belief that intelligence is fixed is just not true.  The brain consists of billions of cells called 

neurons.  Each of these neurons has root like branches that connect it to other neurons. When 

you learn something, the physical structure of your brain is changed as more connections are 

made between the neurons.  But those new connections can be used for other things as well.  The 

effect is that the more that you learn, the more that you can learn.  Imagine a computer that the 

more that you use it, the greater the memory capacity.  Imagine a computer program, that the 

more that you used it, the more sophisticated that it became and so had greater options and 

problem solving capabilities.  If you can imagine that computer, then you are beginning to 

understand the true potential of your own brain, for research has proven it to be capable of just 

such feats. 

     Albert Einstein clearly demonstrated a growth mindset when he said “It’s not that I am so 

much smarter than others, it’s just that I tend to stay with a problem longer than most.”  Our 

society tends to value natural, effortless accomplishment over achievement through effort.    

However, studies of people who are recognized as a genius in various fields reveals individuals 

who often had average to moderate abilities that work harder and longer than others.  That extra 

effort over time leads to an ever widening gap between their abilities and others.  In fact, this 

accounts for why so called geniuses usually aren’t recognized in their fields until they have been 

in their fields for approximately 10 years.  In a study of 120 elite athletes, musicians, artists, 

scientists and mathematicians by Benjamin Bloom, every single person put in at least a decade of 

hard study or practice to achieve international recognition.   If they came to their field with 

immensely greater natural abilities than others in their field, wouldn’t they have been recognized 

as a genius earlier?  Why does it usually take 10 years for others to recognize their genius?  It 

doesn’t.  Rather it takes 10 years of hard work and effort, so much more so than others in their 

field, for their achievement to be so much greater, that relative to the achievements of others they 

are called a genius.  Stephen Hawking who was an average student and achiever until his mid-

twenties dismiss questions about his I.Q. by saying “People who boast about their I.Q. are 

losers.”  As Thomas Edison said “Genius is 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration.” 

     Studies reveal that I.Q. alone is not enough to guarantee success.  A study of adult graduates 

of New York City’s Hunter College Elementary School, where students must have an I.Q. of 130 

(which only 1% of the U.S. population has, an I.Q. 100 is considered average) and the average 

I.Q. of  it’s students is 157 (which only 1 in 5000 has), found them to be reasonably successful, 

but not to the extent that their early I.Q.s would have suggested.  There were no Nobel Prize 

winners, no Pulitzer Prize winners, no elites in their fields.    

     Psychologists warn of the anxiety and depression that can result from valuing effortless 

perfection.  Furthermore, more than 30 years of scientific research indicates that an 

overemphasis of intellect or talent and a de-emphasis of effort and work, while putting them into 

a fixed mindset, leave people more prone to failure, fearful of challenges and unwilling to 

remedy their shortcomings.  Consider the results of a study of sixth grade students who had the 

same had the same achievement scores in math at the end of sixth grade and the effect of the two 

mindsets had on their math scores over the next two years.  Students with a growth mindset had 

higher course averages than the fixed mindset by 2% at the end of first semester in seventh 

grade.  Over the next year and half, students with a growth mindset had class averages that rose 
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while those with a fixed mindset had class averages that fell.  By the end of eighth grade there 

was an 8% difference in course averages.   

     

     The fixed mindset is not only based on a belief that is not true, it turns out that the belief is 

harmful.  Simply put: 

 

 

 

                               
      

      

 

Abilities + Time ≠  Success 

 

Abilities + Effort + Time = Success 
 


