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The Research 
Much of what we know about growth mindsets comes from the 
work of Carol Dweck.  One of her most notable studies explored 
the impact of praise on students.   

The Experiment

•   Kids were given a variety of easy puzzle games to solve.

•   Then they were praised in one of two ways:  Group A was 
praised for their intelligence while Group B was praised for their 
effort.

•   Next, both groups were given a choice of which puzzles they 
wanted to attempt next, easy puzzles or hard puzzles. 

 

•   Kids from both groups were then given very difficult puzzles.

•  Finally kids were given a third puzzle of moderate difficulty.  
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Controllability  

Praise should be focused on 
things a student can control.  
While a student has an 
influence on the score she 
might receive on a test, it is not 
entirely under her control.  
However, the time and effort 
she devotes to studying is.    

Process 

Praise should address the 
process rather than the 
product.  A student may like to 
hear that his drawing is 
beautiful, but commenting on 
his dedication or attention to 
detail is more effective.  Better 
still, would be to ask the 
student some questions about 
his work.  

Product 

Praise and feedback should be 
directed to the product rather 
than the individual.  For 
example, it is more effective to 
say, “the introduction of the 
paper does not provide a clear 
direction for the reader” 
instead of “your introduction 
does not provide a clear 
direction for the reader.”

GROWTH MINDSET 
Through Praise and Feedback 

Group A
Praised for Intelligence

67%

Group B
Worked Harder
Worked Longer

Enjoyed Task More

Group A
Became Frustrated
Gave Up Quickly

Group A
Scores decreased by 20% 

Group B
Scores increased by 30%

Group B 
Praised for Effort

92%
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Different Mindsets 
The opposite of a growth mindset is a fixed mindset.  When a 
students have a growth mindset they believe their intelligence 
and abilities are malleable, that they can grow and improve.  
Students with a fixed mindset believe their intelligence and 
abilities are fixed.

The graphic below is adapted from the one featured in Carol 
Dweck’s book Mindset on page 245. 
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Examples of Praise  

Instead of saying _____, try saying 
______. 

Your picture is beautiful. 
Tell me why you placed the tree 
by the water. 

You are so good at math.  
It seems like you like these types 
of math problems.   

This is hard, I can’t do this.   
This may be hard, but I can do 
hard things.  

I am not a talented basketball 
player. 
I have some aspect of my game 
that I need to improve on.  

This is impossible, it is not even 
worth attempting. 
This seems difficult and I may fail, 
but I am going to give it a shot 
anyway.   

Great job! 

Fixed Mind-set
Intelligence is static

Growth Mind-set
Intelligence can 
be developed

Leads to a 
desire to look 

smart and 
therefore a 

tendency to... 

...avoid
challenges

...embrace
challenges

...give up easily ...persist in the 
face of setbacks

...see e!ort as 
fruitless or worse

...see e!ort as the 
path to mastery

...ignore useful 
negative feedback

...learn from 
criticism

...feel threatened 
by the success of 

others

..."nd lessons 
and inspiration 
in the success of 
others

Leads to a 
desire to learn 
and therefore a 
tendency to... 

CHALLENGES

OBSTACLES

EFFORT

CRITICISM

SUCCESS OF OTHERS

As a result, they may plateau early 
and achieve less than their full 
potential. As a result, they reach even higher 

levels of achievement.

Two Mindsets

Graphics by Nigel Holmes based on research by Carol Dweck      http://dww.ed.gov  

If you have questions or would 
like more information please feel 
free to contact me.

Tony Durr, Ph.D.
tony.durr@sdstate.edu
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