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Ability and Talent aren’t all that 

Matters

Of course some people are more able than others but Dweck 

argues that:

With the right 
mindset and the right 
teaching people are 
capable of a lot more 
than we think’

…..there’s a lot of 
intelligence out 
there being wasted 
by underestimating 
students’ potential 
to develop



A New York Times bestselling author,

Coyle is working on a new book

about the science of successful

groups.



Syed was an English table 
tennis international and the 

English number one for 
many years



Matthew Syed on the Myth 

of Talent

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYs1I4OntAA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IYs1I4OntAA


Matthew Syed

‘Child prodigies do not have unusual

genes; they have unusual upbringings.

They have compressed thousands of hours

of practice into the small period between

birth and adolescence. That is why they

have become first class.’



Growth and Fixed Mindsets: Carol Dweck

There are two ways of thinking about our abilities:

Ability is FIXED you either have it or you don’t

Ability GROWS with effort  and practice makes you more able



Mindset  Shapes Behaviour

How we think about our ability shapes attitudes towards:

• Revision

• Homework

• Independent study

• Attendance and punctuality

• Concentration in class

• Organisation

• Exams

• Social skills

• Relationships

• Sport

• Leadership



The Fixed Mindset

Personality: sociable or not

Intelligence: smart or not

Leadership: talented or not

Sporting ability: have the physical skills or not.

Because these are not believed to be in our control a lot of

time is spent seeking feedback to support the idea of ‘fixed gifts’

 popular, high grades, share price high, winning races

 avoid risk at all cost and situations where you might feel that you don’t
have the ‘fixed gift’ anymore

 obsessed with avoiding making mistakes and failing.





The Growth Mindset

Personality: can become more or less sociable

Intelligence: working hard makes you more able

Leadership: experience and training matter

Sporting ability: even Olympians admit they persevered more

than most and often they were not the best at the beginning.

Because these traits are believed to be within our control time is spent
getting advice about how to improve and people with the growth
mindset:

 are risk takers and risk helps expose weakness and situations where
you might learn more.

 see making mistakes and failing as a vital part of the learning process.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=brpkjT9m2Oo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=brpkjT9m2Oo




Mindsets Frame How we React

The Fixed Mindset judges:

• ‘This means I’m better’

• ‘This means I’m a loser’

• Good things given extreme positive labels

• Bad things given extreme negative labels

• It fills the mind with interfering thoughts

The Growth Mindset monitors:

• What can I learn from this?

• How can I improve?

• How can I help my partner do better

• I haven’t grasped it YET



RESEARCH

University students

Carol Dweck…

• Asked students, not proficient at speaking English, 
starting at University of Hong Kong (taught in 
English), if they would like English lessons.

• Measured their mindset using a questionnaire.

• Fixed mindset – did not sign up – expose weakness

• Growth mindset – signed up – ability can improve

Source - Carol Dweck, Mindset (2006)



How Important is Effort?

• Those with growth mindset put in effort because they believes it 

pays off

• Those with a fixed mindset avoid effort and prefer effortless success 

because it ‘proves’ their  talent  is fixed 



Can you Change to 

a Growth Mindset?

• Just knowing about them can lead to a big 

shift. 

• ‘Nobody laughs at babies because they 

can’t talk.  They just haven’t learnt yet’

• The language we use about ourselves has 

a huge impact on what we achieve



The Brain Is a Muscle





London Taxi Drivers

In a study by University College London found that with 25,000

streets in London taxi drivers’ brains need to learn quickly. The

research shows that their brain grow, develop and gets larger.

Enlarged 
Hippocampus



Brains Grow with  Stimulation and 

Challenge
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Confidence

• Believing ability is either natural (fixed) or 

develops through effort (growth) influences 

your sense of confidence

• Confidence shapes they way you 

persevere at a task – do you give up 

easily or keep trying?
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Confidence

• In 1994, Professor Joseph Martocchio 
(University of Illinois) studied 76 adults 
divided into two groups. Both groups were 
learning to use computers (note the date of 
the study!)

• Group 1 – Fixed Mindset – were told 
computing ability was natural – you either 
had it or not.

• Group 2 – Growth Mindset – were told 
computing ability improves with practice.

Source: Joseph Martocchio, ‘Effects of Conceptions of Ability on Anxiety, Self-

efficacy and learning in training,’ Journal of Applied Psychology (1994)
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What happened?

• All started off same amount of reported 
confidence & anxiety (worry) – measured by 
the researchers

• Group 1 – Fixed Mindset – lost confidence 
as they experienced challenges and made 
mistakes. Anxiety increased throughout the 
study. 

• Group 2 – Growth Mindset – made mistakes 
along way, progressed, grew in confidence. 
Anxiety reduced throughout the study.



The 

Learning Pit 

1.Concept 

2.Conflict 

3.Construct 

4.Consider 



When you fail, do you…?

Failing backwards Failing forwards

• Blame others

• Repeat the same mistakes

• Expect never to fail

• Expect to fail continuously

• Accept tradition blindly

• Stay limited by past 

mistakes

• Think you are a failure

• Withdraw effort. 

• Take responsibility

• Learn from each mistake

• Know failure is part of the 

process

• Maintain a positive attitude

• Take new risks

• Believe something didn’t 

work

• Persevere. 



You Have a Choice so Talk Back with a 

Growth Mindset Voice.

• FIXED ‘Are you sure you can do it? Maybe you don’t have the

talent.’

• GROWTH ‘I’m not sure I can do it now, but I think I can learn to

with time and effort.’

• FIXED ‘What if you fail—you’ll be a failure’

• GROWTH ‘Most successful people had failures along the way.’

• FIXED ‘If you don’t try, you can protect yourself and keep your

dignity.’

• GROWTH ‘If I don’t try, I automatically fail. Where’s the dignity in

that?’



When You Hit a Setback

• FIXED ‘This would have been easy if you really had talent.’

• GROWTH ‘That is so wrong. Basketball wasn’t easy for Michael

Jordan and science wasn’t easy for Thomas Edison. They had a

passion and put in tons of effort.’

When you face criticism:

• FIXED ‘It’s not my fault. It was something or someone else’s

fault.’

• GROWTH ‘If I don’t take responsibility, I can’t fix it. Let me

listen—however painful it is– and learn whatever I can.’



Take the Growth Mindset Path

Over time, which voice you listen to becomes  your choice, whether 

you:

• Take on the challenge wholeheartedly,

• Learn from your setbacks and try again

• Hear the criticism and act on it. It is now in your hands.

• Practice hearing both voices, and practice acting on the growth 

mindset. See how you can make it work for you.



http://pinterest.com/pin/117586240244029164/
http://pinterest.com/pin/117586240244029164/


http://pinterest.com/pin/117586240244040219/
http://pinterest.com/pin/117586240244040219/


What About Mozart?

• Mozart showed prodigious ability from his earliest childhood. Already 

competent on keyboard and violin, he composed from the age of five 

and performed before European royalty.

• At 17, he became the court musician in Salzburg, but grew restless 

and travelled in search of a better position, always composing 

abundantly.

• By the time of his death at 35 he composed over 600 works, many of 

them pinnacles of symphonic, concerto, chamber, operatic, 

and choral music. 

• So, inborn talent…………………a prodigy!!????



BUT!

• His father Leopold was a musician and domineering parent

• He started a programme of performance and compostion for Mozart

from the age of the age of 3

• Mozart was getting intensive training form someone who lived with

him from an very early age

• His first successful work was written at 21 after 18 years of constant

challenge, practice and learning

• Most of his work before this was very ordinary


