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Understanding how parents and teachers influence a child's mindset is crucial
for fostering resilience, motivation, and a love for learning. When parents
frequently tell their children they are "good at schoolwork," it may seem
like a positive reinforcement. However, this common practice can
inadvertently contribute to the development of a fixed mindset, which can
hinder long-term growth, adaptability, and a healthy approach to challenges.
In this article, we explore how such comments impact children's mindset, the
differences between fixed and growth mindsets, and strategies for parents and
teachers to encourage a more resilient and growth-oriented outlook.

What Is a Fixed Mindset?

A fixed mindset is the belief that intelligence, talent, and abilities are
static traits that cannot significantly change over time. Children with a
fixed mindset often think that their skills are innate and unchangeable,
leading to certain behaviors and attitudes, including:

— Avoiding challenges to prevent failure

- Giving up easily when faced with obstacles

— Feeling threatened by the success of others

— Believing effort is futile if they are "naturally" talented

This mindset can limit a child's potential, reduce motivation, and increase
anxiety around performance.

The Impact of Parental and Teacher Praise on
Mindset Development

Parents and teachers play a vital role in shaping how children perceive their
abilities. While praise is essential for encouragement, the type and focus of
that praise are critical. When praise centers solely on innate qualities like
intelligence or being "good at schoolwork," it can inadvertently promote a
fixed mindset.

Why Saying "You're So Smart" May Backfire

Praising children with phrases such as "You're so smart" or "You excel



naturally" might seem positive, but research shows that it can have
unintended consequences:

— Creates pressure to maintain performance: Children become anxious about
losing their "smart" label.

— Discourages effort: They may believe success is due to innate talent, not
effort.

— Hinders resilience: When faced with difficulty, they might give up, fearing
they are not "naturally" capable.

— Reduces motivation to learn: Focus shifts from mastering skills to
maintaining a label.

How Teachers Contribute to Fixed Mindset Formation

Teachers, like parents, influence mindset through feedback and classroom
culture. Overemphasizing grades and innate ability can foster a fixed mindset
among students. For example:

- Rewarding only high achievers for their intelligence

— Labeling students as "smart" or "struggling"

— Equating success solely with innate talent rather than effort or
improvement

Such practices can lead students to believe that their abilities are
predetermined and unchangeable.

The Difference Between Fixed and Growth
Mindsets

Understanding the distinction between fixed and growth mindsets is key to
promoting healthier attitudes toward learning:

| Aspect | Fixed Mindset | Growth Mindset |

| Belief about ability | Innate and unchangeable | Develops through effort
and learning |

| Response to failure | Avoids challenges, feels threatened | Embraces
challenges as opportunities to grow |

| Motivation | Driven by the need to prove ability | Driven by a desire to
learn and improve |

| Reaction to success | Focus on maintaining talent | Focus on continued
growth |

Fostering a growth mindset encourages resilience, perseverance, and a love
for learning, which are essential qualities for lifelong success.



How Telling Children They Are Good at
Schoolwork Reinforces a Fixed Mindset

When children are told they are "good at schoolwork," several psychological
mechanisms come into play that reinforce a fixed mindset:

1. Overemphasis on Innate Ability

Children begin to associate their success with natural talent rather than
effort. This can lead to the belief that their abilities are static, and
improvement is limited.

2. Fear of Failure

Since their self-worth is tied to being "good," any mistake or struggle
threatens their self-image. This fear can cause avoidance of challenging
tasks.

3. Reduced Effort and Persistence

If success is perceived as a reflection of innate ability, children may not
see the value of effort, leading to decreased motivation to work hard.

4. Limited Learning Opportunities

Children may shy away from difficult tasks, missing opportunities to develop
new skills and resilience.

5. Potential for Anxiety and Low Self-Esteem

When children inevitably encounter setbacks, their belief in fixed abilities
can lead to feelings of inadequacy and anxiety.

Strategies for Parents and Teachers to Promote
a Growth Mindset

Transitioning from praising innate ability to fostering a growth mindset
involves intentional language, feedback, and classroom practices. Here are
effective strategies:

1. Focus on Effort, Strategies, and Progress

Instead of commenting on innate talent, emphasize the process:

— "I can see you worked really hard on this."
- "Your persistence paid off."
- "You used a new strategy that helped you solve the problem."



2. Praise the Process, Not Just the Result

Highlight effort, strategies, and improvements:
- "You improved a lot since last time."

- "You stayed focused during the task."
- "Your dedication is impressive."

3. Model a Growth Mindset

Adults should demonstrate their own learning process, share challenges faced,
and show perseverance:

- "I struggled with this, but I kept trying."
- "Learning 1is a journey; mistakes help us learn."

4. Encourage a Love for Challenges and Mistakes

Create an environment where effort and perseverance are valued:
— Celebrate trying new strategies.

— Normalize mistakes as part of learning.
— Avoid labeling children as "smart" or "not smart."

5. Use Specific and Constructive Feedback

Provide feedback that guides improvement:

— "This answer is close; try to think about it in a different way."
- "You're making great progress—keep practicing this skill."

6. Teach About Brain Plasticity and Learning

Help children understand that abilities can be developed through effort:

— "Your brain grows when you learn new things."
— "Challenges make your brain stronger."

Practical Tips for Parents and Teachers

Implementing growth mindset principles requires consistent effort. Here are
practical tips:

— Avoid Labels: Don't label children as "smart" or "talented." Instead,
praise their effort and strategies.
— Set Challenging but Achievable Goals: Encourage children to tackle tasks



slightly beyond their current abilities.

— Normalize Struggle: Share stories of successful people who faced
difficulties.

— Encourage Reflection: Ask children what they learned from mistakes or
challenging tasks.

— Create a Supportive Environment: Celebrate progress and effort publicly to
reinforce positive attitudes.

The Long-Term Benefits of Fostering a Growth
Mindset

Children raised with a growth mindset tend to experience numerous benefits:

— Increased Resilience: They are more likely to persist through setbacks.
— Better Academic Performance: Effort and strategy use lead to improved
learning outcomes.

— Higher Motivation: They develop intrinsic motivation to learn.

- Lower Anxiety: Less fear of failure encourages experimentation.

— Greater Creativity and Risk-Taking: They are more willing to try new
approaches and ideas.

Conclusion: Rethinking Praise and Feedback for
Better Learning Outcomes

While praising children for their abilities might seem harmless or even
helpful, it can inadvertently promote a fixed mindset that limits growth.
Parents and teachers have a powerful influence on shaping how children view
themselves and their abilities. By shifting the focus from innate talent to
effort, strategies, and perseverance, caregivers can cultivate resilience,
motivation, and a lifelong love for learning. Encouraging children to embrace
challenges, learn from mistakes, and understand that abilities can be
developed is essential for nurturing adaptable, confident, and successful
individuals.

Remember, fostering a growth mindset is a continuous process that requires
mindfulness, patience, and consistent practice. Through thoughtful
communication and supportive environments, we can help children unlock their
full potential and develop the skills necessary to thrive in an ever-changing
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

How can parents unintentionally foster a fixed
mindset in their children when praising their



academic abilities?

Parents may create a fixed mindset by repeatedly praising children for innate
intelligence or talent, which can lead children to believe their abilities
are fixed and that effort doesn't impact success.

What is the impact of telling children they are 'good
at schoolwork' on their motivation and learning
approach?

This type of praise can lead children to focus on proving their innate
ability rather than embracing challenges and effort, potentially limiting
growth and resilience.

How do teachers' comments contribute to a fixed
mindset in students?

Teachers who frequently praise students for being 'smart' or 'talented' may
reinforce the idea that abilities are fixed, discouraging students from
trying harder when faced with difficult tasks.

What are some alternative ways parents and teachers
can praise children to promote a growth mindset?

They can focus on praising effort, strategies, perseverance, and improvement,
such as saying 'You worked really hard on this' or 'I can see you're trying
different approaches.'

Why is emphasizing effort over innate ability
important for developing a growth mindset?

Emphasizing effort shows children that their success is driven by their
actions and persistence, encouraging them to embrace challenges and view
mistakes as learning opportunities.

What role does language play in shaping a child's
mindset about intelligence and ability?

Language that attributes success to fixed traits can reinforce a fixed
mindset, while language highlighting effort and learning fosters a growth
mindset.

How can parents and teachers correct fixed mindset
messages to foster resilience and a love for
learning?

They can provide constructive feedback that emphasizes effort, process, and

progress, and encourage children to see challenges as opportunities to grow
rather than threats to their abilities.



Additional Resources

Parents May Contribute To A Fixed Mindset By Telling Children They Are Good
At Schoolwork, And Teachers

In the realm of child development and education, the words parents and
teachers choose to use can have profound impacts on a child's attitude toward
learning and intelligence. Recent psychological research indicates that well-
meaning praise and affirmations, such as telling a child they are "good at
schoolwork, " might inadvertently foster a fixed mindset—where children
believe their abilities are static and unchangeable. This article explores
how parental and educational messaging influences mindset development, the
underlying psychological mechanisms, and practical strategies to promote
growth-oriented thinking.

Understanding Fixed and Growth Mindsets

Before delving into the role of parents and teachers, it’s essential to
comprehend the concepts of fixed and growth mindsets.

What Is a Fixed Mindset?

A fixed mindset is the belief that intelligence and abilities are innate,
unchangeable traits. Children with a fixed mindset might think, "I'm Jjust not
good at math," or "I'm naturally creative," and interpret failures as
evidence of their inherent limitations. This perspective can discourage
effort, as failure is seen as a reflection of innate inability rather than a
chance to learn.

What Is a Growth Mindset?

Conversely, a growth mindset is the belief that abilities can be developed
through dedication, effort, and learning. Children with this outlook tend to
embrace challenges, persist in the face of setbacks, and view mistakes as
opportunities for growth. Psychologist Carol Dweck, a pioneer in this area,
emphasizes that fostering a growth mindset can lead to higher motivation,
resilience, and academic achievement.

The Role of Parental Praise in Shaping Mindsets

Parents serve as primary socializers, and their words can significantly
influence how children perceive their own abilities.

The Impact of Praise Focused on Innate Ability

Many parents, often with good intentions, praise children by highlighting
their innate qualities—such as "You're so smart" or "You're a natural at
this." While these affirmations seem positive, they may inadvertently promote
a fixed mindset.

Why? Because children learn to associate success with inherent traits rather
than effort. When they succeed, they may believe it's solely due to being
"smart," and when they face difficulties, they might interpret failure as a
sign they lack innate talent.



Potential consequences include:
- Fear of failure, leading to avoidance of challenging tasks.
— Loss of motivation when faced with setbacks.
— Reduced resilience and perseverance over time.
Praise for Effort vs. Ability
Research suggests that praise emphasizing effort ("You worked really hard on
this," "Your perseverance paid off") fosters a growth mindset. Such feedback
encourages children to see effort as a pathway to improvement, reinforcing
the idea that abilities can be cultivated.
Examples of effective praise:
"I can see you put a lot of effort into this project.”
- "Your persistence really paid off."
- "You’re improving because you’re practicing.”

In contrast, less effective praise includes:

- "You're so talented."
- "You're naturally good at this."

While these phrases may boost short-term confidence, they risk reinforcing
fixed mindset beliefs if overused.

Teachers' Influence on Student Mindsets

Teachers play an equally vital role in shaping students' beliefs about their
abilities through their feedback, classroom practices, and the types of
praise they give.

The Power of Teacher Feedback

Just like parents, teachers can influence students' mindset through their
feedback.

Fixed mindset-promoting practices:

— Labeling students as "high achievers" or "struggling."

— Focusing solely on the correctness of answers without emphasizing effort.
— Praising innate intelligence rather than process and perseverance.

Growth mindset-promoting strategies:

— Highlighting students' effort, strategies, and progress.

- Encouraging a classroom culture that values mistakes as learning
opportunities.

- Offering specific, effort-based feedback such as, "You improved because you
kept trying," instead of "You're so smart."

Classroom Environment and Instructional Practices

The classroom climate influences how students interpret success and failure.

Fixed mindset environments often:



- Emphasize grades and rankings.
— Use labels like "gifted" or "below average."
- Discourage risk-taking and exploration.

Growth mindset environments promote:

- Emphasis on mastery and personal growth.
— Celebrating improvement and persistence.
- Encouraging collaboration and shared learning.

Research shows that teachers who adopt growth-oriented pedagogies help
students develop resilience, motivation, and a love for learning.

The Psychological Mechanisms Behind Parental and Teacher Influence

Understanding why certain types of praise and messaging influence mindset
involves exploring underlying psychological processes:

Self-Perception and Identity

Children internalize messages about their abilities, which become part of
their self-identity. When praised for innate traits, children may come to see
these as defining who they are, leading to a fixed view.

Attribution Theory

Children interpret successes and failures based on their perceptions of
causes. Praise for effort encourages attributing success to controllable
factors, fostering resilience. Conversely, praise for innate ability can lead
to attributing success to fixed traits, which may undermine motivation when
faced with difficulty.

Motivation and Engagement

A fixed mindset can diminish intrinsic motivation, especially when children
fear failure. They may avoid challenging tasks to protect their self-image,
whereas a growth mindset encourages embracing challenges as opportunities for
development.

Practical Strategies for Parents and Teachers

Transforming messaging to promote a growth mindset requires intentional
effort and awareness.

How Parents Can Foster a Growth Mindset

- Focus on Effort and Strategies: Instead of praising innate intelligence,
praise the process: effort, strategies used, and progress.

— Encourage Challenges: Frame difficult tasks as opportunities to learn.

— Normalize Mistakes: Emphasize that errors are part of learning, not signs
of inadequacy.

- Model Growth Mindset Behaviors: Demonstrate persistence in your own
challenges and talk about learning from setbacks.

How Teachers Can Foster a Growth Mindset in the Classroom



— Provide Specific, Effort-Focused Feedback: Highlight strategies,
persistence, and improvement.

— Create a Safe Learning Environment: Encourage risk-taking and view mistakes
as learning opportunities.

- Use Growth-Oriented Language: Avoid fixed labels; instead, emphasize
potential and effort.

— Design Challenging Tasks: Offer tasks that stretch students’ abilities,
with support and encouragement.

— Celebrate Progress: Recognize individual growth rather than only final
outcomes.

Addressing Common Misconceptions and Challenges

Despite the benefits of fostering a growth mindset, some misconceptions
persist:

— "Praise for effort undermines confidence."
Actually, effort-based praise builds confidence by reinforcing the belief
that abilities can improve.

- "Fixed mindset praise is harmless."
While it may boost short-term self-esteem, over time it can limit resilience
and motivation.

— "Changing messaging is difficult."
With awareness and practice, parents and teachers can shift toward growth-
oriented communication.

The Broader Implications

Fostering a growth mindset has implications beyond individual achievement. It
promotes:

— Resilience in the face of adversity

- A lifelong love of learning

— Preparation for real-world challenges requiring persistence and
adaptability

- Reduced anxiety and fear of failure

Recognizing the influential role of parents and teachers in this
developmental process is crucial for nurturing confident, resilient learners.

Conclusion

While the intent behind praising children for their innate abilities is often
to boost confidence, research indicates that such praise can inadvertently
contribute to a fixed mindset, limiting children's motivation and resilience.
Both parents and teachers hold the power to shape children's beliefs about
their abilities through the language they use and the feedback they provide.
Emphasizing effort, strategies, and progress over innate talent fosters a
growth mindset, equipping children with the resilience and motivation
necessary for lifelong learning. As we better understand the psychological
mechanisms at play, adopting mindful communication strategies becomes
essential in cultivating resilient, motivated, and adaptable learners for the
challenges of the future.
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