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Luke McKenna
Unleashing Personal Potential 

Unlocking the truth about 
student performance

Parent	Education	Session

What to expect 

q outline the 3 big inhibitors to learning, 
improving and thriving

q Research about Growth mindsets and grit 
and links to performance

q give practical tips and a common language 
for parents to use at home to help kids reach 

their personal best
q outline some of the details of the work that 

UPP has been doing with our students
q Q&A

‘Our only limitations 
are those we set up 
in our own minds.’

- Napoleon Hill -

- 1937 -

What's holding our kids back?

1. A belief that our talents or intelligence 
are fixed traits.

2. A lowered resilience in the face of set 
backs and reduced recognition of 
persistent, focussed effort.

3. Student stress, anxiety, depression and a 
general lack of mental health.

Luke McKenna
Unleashing Personal Potential 

GROWTH MINDSET

• Positive thinking
• Belief

• Mistakes
• Declaration
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- 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. -

- Benjamin Barber -

1. Neurons that fire together, wire 
together – myelination. Faster, 
more efficient pathways.

2. Strengthening pathways is like 
making a highway, mowing the 
grass and is the secret to high 
performance for maths, music, 
reading, sport, etc

3. Use it or lose it- synaptic 
pruning. Neural connections for 
a baby.

4. Can teach and old dog new 
tricks.

Activity
- DO THIS, DO THAT -

- Carol Dweck, Stanford University -

“In a fixed mindset students believe their 
basic abilities, their intelligence, their 

talents, are just fixed traits. 

In a growth mindset students understand 
that their talents and abilities can be 

developed through effort, good teaching 
and persistence.” 

- Carol Dweck, Stanford University -

“In a fixed mindset students believe their 
basic abilities, their intelligence, their 

talents, are just fixed traits. 

In a growth mindset students understand 
that their talents and abilities can be 

developed through effort, good teaching 
and persistence.” 

EFFORT COUNTS TWICE

Talent x Effort = Skill

Skill x Effort = Achievement

(Opportunity also plays a role)
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Matthew Syed

Silverdale Road, Redding

Test #1- Students all given the same 
(moderately difficult) test. After which, two 

groups of equal ability were formed.

Test	#1- Students	all	given	the	same	(moderately	difficult)	test.	After	which,	two	
groups	of	equal	ability	were	formed.

Group	A- intelligence	praised Group	B- effort	praised
Were	told,	“wow,	you	must	be	

really	smart”
Were	told,	“wow,	you	must	be	

really	hard	working”
Given	option	of	hard	or	easy	new	tasks.

67%	chose	easier	option. 92%	chose	harder	option.
Test #2- Both groups given same (difficult) test. Performance dropped for both 

groups.
Test #3- Both groups given same (moderately difficult) test.

Results	declined	by	20%	(4.38). Results	improved	by	30%	(6.81).

40%	lied	about	their	results. 10%	lied	about	their	results.

MINDSETS MATTER WHEN 
MOVING TO HIGH SCHOOL

- Pendergast -

- those with a fixed mindset showed poorer 
motivation, less resilience in the face of difficulty 
and lower academic achievement over the next 
two years.

- those with a growth mindset showed improving 
academic achievement over the next two years 
(Blackwell, et al., 2007). 

Growth MindsetFixed Mindset

Avoid challenges. 

Give up easily when 
challenged by  obstacles.

See effort as useless.

Embrace challenges. 

Persist when faced with 
challenging obstacles.      

See effort as useful.

Challenges

Setbacks

Ignore useful feedback. Learn from useful feedback. Feedback

Effort

THE FIXED MINDSET IN ACTION
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SLOW

FAST

LAZY STEADY

Tortoise 

Hare

Slow and steady wins the race.

SLOW

FAST

LAZY STEADY

Tortoise 
2ND 4th

1st Hare
3rd

THE 
TRUTH

Hard work beats talent, when talent 
doesn’t work hard.

- “I’m not good with numbers.”
- “I’m not creative.”

- “I’m just not a much of an athlete.”
- “I don’t have an artistic bone in my body”

What’s your voice saying ?

- YET -

“I was born smart.”
“I have a gift for story writing.”
“I am naturally good at sport.”

What’s your voice saying ?

- BUT -

85%
(Mueller and Dweck, 1996)

“Children who received a greater proportion 
of process praise [tended] to believe that the 
“sources of their accomplishments are effort 

and deliberate practice”, whereas children 
who heard a greater proportion of person 

praise [tended] to believe that the sources of 
their accomplishments are fixed traits”

- Gunderson -

- 2013 -

CREATING A COMMON LANGUAGE
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Instead of This (Person-Praise)

Great job! You must be smart at
this.

See, you are good at English. You 
got an A on your last test.

You got it! I told you that you were 
smart.

You are such a good student!

Instead of This (Person-Praise) Try This (Process-Praise)

Great job! You must be smart at
this.

Great job! You must have worked 
really hard.

See, you are good at English. You 
got an A on your last test.

You really studied for your English 
test and your improvement shows 
it.

You got it! I told you that you were 
smart.

I like the way you tried all kinds of 
strategies on that math problem 
until you finally got it.

You are such a good student!

I love the way you stayed at your 
desk, you kept your concentration, 
and you kept on working. That’s 
great!

Succeed

Struggle

Without effort With effort
- We need to raise 

the bar for you 
now.

- You’re ready for 
something more 
difficult.

- Just try – we can 
always fix 
mistakes after we 
have a go.

- Let’s write a plan 
for practicing.

- Well done for not 
giving up, and look 
what you have to 
show for it!

- All that hard work 
and effort paid off!

- If it were easy you 
wouldn’t be learning 
anything!

- I admire your 
persistence and hard 
work. It will pay off.

IDEAS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR 
PARENTS

1- listen for fixed mindset voices in ourselves and 

our children- and talk back to them

2- be explicit regarding praise and feedback

3- look for the everyday applications

4- self-fulfilling prophecy

5- share what you know about neuroplasticity

6- avoid the use of “dirty” words

THE THIRD SPACE
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ASPIRE HIGHER 
Take ACTION, Have a go. A

SERVE, be kind and give others a go.S

PERSIST, through struggles and setbacks.P

INFLUENCE, others and set the example.I

RESPECT, for people, group & equipment.R

ENCOURAGE, others.E

POSITIVE PEER 
RELATIONSHIPS

SUCCESS

What people 
think it looks like.

What it really 
looks like.

SUCCESS

Q&A


