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Abstract 

 

This study has focussed on how parental engagement can be used as an 

intervention to develop a growth mindset in young adolescent boys. 

 

The research frame has been a case study approach designed to gather data that is 

rich enough to analyse a mediated act as complex as parenting.  Therefore, the 

methods have been mixed and varied to enable thorough triangulation and have 

included semi-structured interviews, questionnaires, diaries, informal observation, 

drawing and pictures.  The intervention period itself lasted six months. 

 

The context is set within a co-educational, fee paying, independent boarding 

school which is non-selective and provides bursarial assistance to those from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds; four local day boys in year 9 were randomly 

selected from a targeted group as the case study students. 

 

Many schools involve parents via emails and newsletters, reports and parents’ 

evenings, all of which serve to relay information in a useful and important way. 

However, in a complex and ever changing world I propose that schools must get 

more creative to strengthen the learning culture around each child.  Parental 

participation in schools, particularly parental engagement (where parents are 

empowered to further develop their child’s learning dispositions at home) can have 

huge effects on that child’s lifetime achievement. 

 

All students developed a more incremental mindset as a result of the parental 

intervention albeit to varying degrees.  The main factors that influenced the degree 

of progress were upheaval within the family unit and how the strategies we 

employed by the parents.  Unsurprisingly, I found that parents experience 

responsible parenting to be challenging, and that they were very grateful for 

support and guidance.  Providing autonomy was found to be an important factor in 

successful strategies with the young adolescents, as was working in a careful 

manner via questioning, using process oriented praise and collaborative, 
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learning-orientated, goal setting; all of which were best deployed in a light-touch 

manner.  

 

The project sat within a whole school initiative to engage pupils, teachers and 

parents in strategies to develop learner self-sufficiency, as part of a collective 

culture, within a community of learning.  The process and reflections of all 

involved within this project will help to develop our continued focus on a 

wholeness approach and continue to dissolve the boundaries between the silos of 

traditional educational practice and perceived responsibility. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 



Table of contents 
 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………….3  
 
Introduction..…………………………...…………………………………..………………6 
 
Literature Review 

An introduction to motivation……………………....………....…….…………....9 
A journey through motivational history………………………………………….11 
Ability Theory’s links to wider cognitive psychology………………..………….18 
The role of parents in their child’s learning…………...…..…………………....20 

 
Methodology 

Design……………………....………....………………………….....…………...24 
Participants………....………....………………………….....…………………...25 
Ethics……………………....………....……………………....….......…………..26 
Data gathering……………………....………....…………...…….....…………...29 
The implementation of the intervention………………....………....…………...34 

 
Findings and Discussion………………………………………………………………...35 

Myself as a learner…...…....………....………………………….....…………...36 
View of school……………………....………....………………………………...45 
Challenge……………………....………....…………..…………....…………….50 
Failure, risk taking and mistakes……....……....…………………..…………...53 
Feedback and critique....………………………….....……………………..…...57 
Perseverance……………….....………………………………………….……..58 
Growth mindset questionnaire results………..…………………..…………....60 
Perceived reasons for any changes in mindset….....………………………...60 
What proved most effective during the intervention…………………………..62 

 
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………..64 

To what extent does parental engagement impact upon growth mindset  
and academic behaviours within the context of my investigation…………....65 
Guidelines which may be useful for an educational community looking to  
develop more conscious parenting in relation to growth mindset…………...67 
 

Evaluation………………………………………………………………………………...69 
 
References……………………………………………………………………………….72 
 
Appendix 1………………………………………………………………………………..94 
Appendix 2………………………………………………………………………………..98 
Appendix 3………………………………………………………………………………..99 
Appendix 4………………………………………………………………………………100 
Appendix 5………………………………………………………………………………103 
 

5 



Introduction 

 

My current school, a 3-18, co-educational independent boarding school has been 

involving ​  parents thoroughly for some time.  However, I wanted to investigate how 

we could better ​engage ​ parents and the effect this would have on the child, 

specifically on their growth mindset (Dweck, 2006).  My language use here is 

deliberate and I agree with Lucas (2010: 3) when he states that ‘engagement’ refers 

to ‘a more active personal level of participation in learning in the home than 

parental involvement which is often associated with school generated 

requirements’.  I believe that this change in language ‘represents a shift in 

emphasis, away from the relationship between parents and schools, to a focus on 

the relationship between parents and their children’s learning’ (Goodhall and 

Montgomery, 2014: 4).  

 

‘In the last few decades there has been a growing recognition across the world of 

the importance of engaging parents’ (Lucas, 2010: 2).  A relatively new area of 

educational research - around 30 years - parental involvement and engagement in 

educational practice has seen increasing focus with programmes such as No Child 

Left Behind (2001), Every Child Matters (2003), Engaging Parents in Raising 

Achievement (Harris and Goodhall, 2007) and Families And Schools Together 

(McDonald et al., 1997).  I am very interested in broadening the view of parenting as 

involving an aspect that could be termed being ‘a learning coach’ and, using a 

sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978), be more holistic in our appreciation for, 

and approach to, educational provision.  

 

My choice of reading within this review has been influenced by my interest in how 

and why a student may behave differently to another when faced with the same 

situation.  As part of this interest I have been led to the idea of ‘meaning systems’ or 

‘self theories’ (Dweck, 2000), of which Mindset Theory is one.  These discuss the 

concept of individuals developing ‘beliefs that organize their world and give 

meaning to their experiences’ (Dweck, 2000: xi).  This idea that individuals can 

affect and shape their beliefs is important to my own philosophy for education in 
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which I see it as vital to empower self-sufficient learners, fit for the challenges and 

uncertainties of the changing world they live in.  

 

Individuals are also situated within a community and so I have found viewing my 

context from the perspective of sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) particularly 

relevant.  From this perspective learning is a socially mediated process where 

individuals create meaning derived from the collaborative construction and 

personal interpretation of cultural values.  As a result, I believe that investigating 

how individuals are influenced by others, as well as being able to influence their 

own psychological worlds, is of some significance.  

 

Fuelled by a belief that schools and parents can work together more effectively for 

the sake of the child I aimed to investigate the extent to which parents affected 

motivation, specifically the growth mindset, of young adolescents within this 

context.  

 

Research shows that the foci of my investigation, motivation and parental 

engagement, are important aspects of effective learning in their own right. 

Motivation is widely considered to be a key factor to successful learning (Perumal, 

2009; Hattie, 2009, Galloway et al., 1998, Schunk and Zimmerman, 2008; 

Engestrom, 2009; Hattie, 2009; Schunk et al., 2014) while parental engagement ‘can 

significantly affect and alter the life chances of young people [and can cause] a 

substantial and positive impact upon achievement’ (Harris et al., 2009: xi).  Indeed, 

parental engagement has been deemed the most important aspect of any 

successful educational community (Harris and Goodhall, 2007; Harris et al., 2009).  

 

However, most work on the role of parental engagement has taken place within the 

context of students from low socio-economic backgrounds (Desforges and 

Abouchaar, 2003) and within junior or pre-school environments (Bus et al, 1995; 

Jeynes, 2005).  Overall, evidence for the effect of parental engagement is 

‘predominantly from primary level and the early years’ and, if in relation to 
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secondary level, the ‘focus is on reading and mathematics attainment’ (Education 

Endowment Foundation, 2015).  

 

If senior schools have been involved in parental engagement they have mostly 

been maintained schools (Jeynes, 2007) and the focus has been on academic 

achievement including literacy (Jeynes, 2005; Fan and Chen, 2001; Van-Steensel et 

al., 2011) or on students with special educational needs (Barlow and Humphrey, 

2012; Cramm and Nieboer, 2012; Peacey et al., 2009).  As Goodhall and Vorhaus 

(2011) summarise ‘there are numerous gaps in the evidence base’ much of which ‘is 

weak, or based on poor quality research’ (p.9). 

 

Parental engagement programmes have been found to positively impact student 

motivation towards a variety of activities (Goodhall and Vorhaus, 2011; 

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1995).  However, I have been unable to find 

conclusive research on the effect of parental engagement in relation to a child’s 

growth mindset, both within the context of a British independent school, and in 

any other setting.  

 

As a result of this initial foray into the field I set out to answer two main research 

questions within my literature review: 

 

1. What is the difference between growth mindset and other motivational 

theories? 

2. What role do parents play in a child’s learning? 
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Literature Review 

 

An introduction to motivation 

 

Educational psychology has been extensively investigated throughout the history of 

educational research and is viewed by many as being key to the process of learning 

and achievement.  Engeström argues that any theory of learning should comprise 

four aspects, one of which is: ‘Why do they learn?  What makes them make the 

effort?’ (2009: 53). 

 

Motivation itself, a key aspect of educational psychology, ‘refers to the process 

whereby goal-directed activities are energized, directed, and sustained’ (Schunk, et 

al., ​2008 ​: 10) and ​‘can influence what we learn, how, and when we learn it’  (Schunk 

and Zimmerman, 2008, p.250).  Motivation can be defined as ‘the process whereby 

goal-directed activities are instigated and sustained’ (Schunk et al., 2014: 5) and can 

be thought of as ‘the study of the determinants of thought and action - it addresses 

why behaviour is initiated, persists, and stops, as well as what choices are made’ 

(Weiner, 1992: 17).  

 

Motivation varies in ‘not only the ​level ​  of motivation (i.e., how much motivation), 

but also the ​orientation ​  of that motivation (i.e., what type of motivation)...the why of 

actions’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000: 54).  Not only does ‘Motivation influence learning 

and performance’ (Schunk et al., 2014: 6) but ‘the value and durability of the 

learning result is closely related to the incentive dimension of the learning process’ 

(Illeris, 2007: 12).  

 

There are also different types of motivation - namely, intrinsic and extrinsic.  Being 

intrinsically motivated means that there is inherent enjoyment or that the task is of 

significant personal value; it is based on ‘the human need to be competent and 

self-determining in relation to the environment’ (Deci, 1980: 27).  Extrinsic 

motivation is deemed to produce a motive deriving from external sources, for 
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example a student working hard because their parents have promised them money 

if they do so.  

 

Someone may not be motivated at all and this is termed ‘amotivation’, a state 

whereby an individual is ‘lacking an intention to act’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000: 61).  In 

different situations there may be extrinsic and intrinsic motives at play and it is 

generally thought that ‘Intrinsic motivation results in high[er] quality learning and 

creativity’ (Ryan and Deci, 2000: 55) while ‘extrinsic motivation...tends to be 

destructive in advancing creative and higher order thinking’ (Pink, 2009: 46).  

 

De Charms (1968) work on personal causation focussed on the concept of ‘origins’ 

and ‘pawns’, ‘the degree to which children perceive the classroom environment as 

one where they can be “origins” (i.e. active, responsible), versus “pawns” (i.e. 

passive, reactive)’ (Ryan and Grolnick, 1986).  He suggested that ‘people strive to be 

causal agents and that a primary aim is to bring change to their environment’ 

(Schunk et al., 2014: 285). In many ways De Charms’ (1968) concept of an ‘origin’ or 

‘pawn’ is similar to Rotter’s (1966) concept of ‘internal’ or ‘external’ as they both seek 

to explain motivational cause and effect; however, they are also different.  Rotter’s 

(1966) theory is focussed on the degree to which an individual perceives themselves 

as a causal agent in relation to the receipt of reward.  On the other hand, De 

Charms’ (1968) work does not focus on reward; the theory is slightly less 

behaviourist in its approach and is concerned with the extent to which an 

individual perceives themselves as determining outcomes within their own 

environment. 

 

When individuals have the view that they are autonomous and have responsibility 

for life events, a link has been found to increased academic achievement via 

increased motivation (Hattie, 2011).  This perspective aligns with that of Phares, 

(1976), White (1959) and Miner (2006); the latter stating that ‘when freedom is high, 

motivation will readily appear in productivity levels’ (p. 97). Based on personal 

experience within the classroom this is something that I would agree with.  An 

autonomous environment where children can be “origins” has led to improved 
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self-esteem, intrinsic motivation, self-worth and perceived competence (Deci et al., 

1981; Harter, 1981), as well as a drop in student absenteeism, tardiness and an 

increase in teacher motivation (De Charms, 1976, 1984). 

 

Following a narrative that looks to establish how and where motivation originates, 

many theories seem to suggest that motivation develops from either the individual 

themselves or as a result of the environment acting upon the individual in the role 

of an origin or pawn (De Charms, 1968; Newman, 2000; Renninger, 2006; 

Hedgegaard, 2012).  As a result I will use this narrative throughout my review before 

moving towards a more contemporary concept of motivation. 

 

A journey through motivational theory: 

 

The humanistic theory of motivation conceptualises ‘the dynamic aspects of 

human conduct as coming from the person’ (Hedegaard, 2012: 13) and aligns closely 

with the view of individuals as ‘origins’ (De Charms, 1968).  Humanistic theorists 

believe that individuals have choices and seek control in their lives via their own 

voluntary actions, contradicting the views of behaviourism (Pavlov, 1927; Skinner, 

1953), and those theories connected to instinct and powerful inner forces within 

each individual (Freud, 1966). 

 

As an example of a humanistic perspective, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1968) was 

a theory that sought to explain motivation through a desire to satisfy the concept of 

self via a pursuit of needs in a hierarchical fashion; in this way the theory follows an 

internal, origin, perspective (De Charms, 1968) with humanistic roots. In a school 

context individual's needs can range from basic physiological requirements such as 

hunger and thirst, to safety and friendships. 

 

Hull’s drive theory (1943) was built on the belief that ‘drives are internal forces that 

seek to maintain homeostasis, or the optimal states of bodily mechanisms’ ​ (Schunk 

et al., ​2008 ​: 27).  ​Also known as ‘systematic behaviour theory’, Hull (1943) believed 

behaviour to be a function of motivation, when motivation is ‘the initiation of 
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learned, or habitual, patterns of movement or behaviour’ (p.226).  The concept of 

drive is associated with habit, itself caused by connecting stimulus to response via 

social reinforcement (Hull, 1943). It is also concerned with the desire to achieve a 

basic need, such as the quenching of thirst. 

 

Due to beliefs that introspective views of the individual were unreliable and 

difficult to measure, behaviourist theories arose from the research (Thorndike 1913; 

Pavlov, 1927; Skinner 1953). Forces for action were believed to be ‘societal demands 

that persons in a given society gradually internalise’ Hedgegaard (2012: 14). Such 

behaviour theorists suggest that ’people are motivated by environmental events’ 

(Schunk et al., 2014: 21).  The central tenet was that motivation could be observed 

through individuals’ behaviour ‘via stimulus-response pairs and selective 

reinforcement’ (Wenger, 2009: 216) and that ‘all motivation arises from basic drives, 

instincts or emotions in ways that are predictable’ when triggered by 

environmental stimuli (Galloway et al., 2004: 92).  

 

Behaviourist theories are grounded firmly in the belief that individuals are ‘pawns’ 

(De Charms, 1968); Classical Conditioning (Pavlov, 1927) was one such theory.  In a 

now famous experiment using dogs, Pavlov used the ringing of a bell as a stimulus 

that food was going to be provided.  Over time the dogs associated the sound of the 

bell with food and, even when food wasn’t presented to them, whenever the bell 

rang the dogs would salivate.  The theory states that ‘learned responses are driven 

by the presentation of stimuli’ (Lineros and Hinojosa, 2012: 2).  

 

Although this theory can prove useful in classroom settings and the home 

environment, by associating learning with pleasure, behaviourist theories do not 

take into account the cognitive view and are therefore limited in their view of 

motivation.  Furthermore, studies by Rescorla (1987) have found no evidence that 

conditioning is automatic, a viewpoint summarised by Brewer (1974), when he 

stated that there has ‘never has been any convincing evidence for unconscious, 

automatic mechanisms in the conditioning of adult human beings’ (p.27). 
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Operant Conditioning (Skinner, 1953) is another behaviourist theory but differs 

slightly from Classic Conditioning as it ‘maintains that all behaviours are [instead] 

motivated by rewards’ (Skinner, 1953: 57).  Indeed, ‘an antecedent stimulus sets the 

occasion for a behaviour (response) to be performed, which is followed by a 

consequence’  ​(Schunk et al., ​2008​: 23).​  In this way reward and punishment act as 

positive and negative reinforcers and can guide innate behaviours and shape 

repeated action.  

 

 As well as discounting the cognitive view of motivation, Operant Conditioning is 

also disputed by the theory of Latent Learning (Tolman and Honzik, 1930). 

Following several experiments with rats in a maze, their studies found that learning 

can still take place without reinforcement.  Furthermore, students will avoid 

activities where there is likelihood of being punished (Bandura, 1986), suggesting 

that an individual’s personal beliefs may well override the supposed automatic 

effects of reinforcement, something that supports the humanistic tradition and the 

individual as an ‘origin’ (De Charms, 1968). 

 

Connectionism (Thorndike, 1913), another behaviourist theory, ‘contended that 

learning involves the formation of associations...between sensory experiences...and 

neural impulses that manifest themselves in behaviours’ ​(Schunk et al., ​2008 ​: 21). 

For Thorndike learning occurs gradually through trial and error.  From a 

problematic situation learners attempt strategies and employ those that are 

successfully used in completion of a goal.  As with other theories of this ilk, 

connectionism ignores cognitive perspectives, although, the benefit of all of these 

behaviourist theories is that motivation becomes easier to measure through 

observable action. 

 

Motivational research has shifted in the past 10-15 years.  In a stance very different 

to viewing motivation as solely within the individual, or as only directly from 

environmental influences (De Charms, 1968), a more holistic and interactionist 

approach can be seen to rise out of the research: a dialectic between the cognitive 

and behavioural standpoints.  Research has focussed on ‘how children construe the 
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situation, interpret events in the situation, and process information about the 

situation’ (Dweck 1986: 1041).  This third categorisation of motivational perspectives 

concerns ‘how the person-environment dynamic integrates into forces giving rise 

to human activity’  (Hedgegaard, 2012: 15).  

 

Key to understanding this is that learning as a concept cannot be understood 

without ‘all the  psychological, biological and social conditions which are involved’ 

(Illeris, 2004: 8).  This dynamic setting of the person within a context highlights the 

fact that ‘we are social beings’, a ‘fact that is a central aspect of learning’ (Wenger, 

2009: 210).  It is also core to the sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) where 

individuals are seen to be ‘active participants in the practices of social communities 

and constructing identities in relation to these communities’ (Wenger, 2009: 210). 

 

Expectancy Learning (Tolman et al., 1932) signalled a change from the mechanistic 

behavioural standpoint (Thorndike, 1913; Pavlov, 1927; Skinner, 1953) towards 

something more purposive viewing ‘environmental stimuli [as] means to goal 

attainment’ ​(Schunk et al., ​2008 ​: 29); therefore our journey begins towards a more 

interactionist view of motivation ​.  

 

Expectancy Learning Theory suggests that ‘people develop the belief that a certain 

response to a given stimulus will produce a result’ ​(Schunk et al., ​2008 ​: 29). 

Experiences inform individuals about the potential of acting in a particular way and 

actions are made through consultation with cognitive maps that relate to an 

expectancy of what actions are required to achieve one’s goals.  Even though this 

theory starts to move further away from behaviourism, it is still too simplistic a 

view for a subject as complex as motivation.  As a result, Expectancy-Value 

Theories (McCelland, 1961; Atkinson, 1964; Lewin, 1935; Lewin et al, 1944), Attribution 

Theory (Weiner, 1988) and Social-Cognitive Theories (Bandura, 1986) evolved out of 

the research.  These took educational psychology further away from the concept of 

individuals as ‘origins’ or ‘pawns’ (De Charms, 1968). 
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Expectancy-Value Theories comprise ‘individuals’ beliefs and judgements about 

their capabilities to perform tasks successfully’ ​(Schunk et al., ​2008 ​: 53). 

Expectancy as a concept includes aspects of goal setting and self-concept and 

draws contemporary thinking closer to the self theories of Dweck (2006) explained 

later within this review.  

 

Achievement Motivation (McClelland, 1961; Atkinson, 1964) is an example of 

Expectancy-Value Theory and comprises a conceptualisation of personality factors 

and situational factors, each affecting motivation in their own way.  In relation to 

the personality aspect: ‘a motive to succeed [is] a basic personality characteristic’ 

(Galloway et al., 2004: 93), and ‘to such individuals, achieving through their own 

efforts is intrinsically satisfying’ (Miner, 2006: 48).  Those with a strong ‘need to 

achieve’ view failure as the route to further success, enjoy challenge and greatly 

value feedback: all aspects found within a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006). 

Individuals will react to certain situations in different ways and can be perceived to 

respond to the context they are in dependent on their characteristics.  This 

provides a much broader understanding of the complexities of motivation and the 

relationship between internal and external constructs. 

 

The situational aspect of Achievement Motivation is linked to Expectancy Theory 

(Tolman et al., 1932), as individuals will also assess a situation and make a decision 

as to whether or not they will engage with it.  Miner (2006) suggests that 

‘achievement situations are characterised by intermediate levels of difficulty and 

risk’ (p. 48).  If the level of challenge is too easy there will be little satisfaction to be 

gained by engaging with it, whereas if it is too hard, then the motivation (or 

incentive value) to approach the task would be low and would reflect the 

probability of success.  As a consequence ‘the motive to success leads us to find 

tasks of an intermediate difficulty level most attractive’ (Galloway et al., 2004: 94).  

 

Attribution Theory is ‘guided by the fundamental principle that thoughts...guide 

behaviour’ (Weiner, 1988: 99).  This cognitive theory views the individual as an 

origin for their own behaviour via interaction, with their own perceptions, about 
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their performance in the environment. For Weiner, what someone attributes their 

success and failure to can affect future motivation, self-esteem and behaviour.  If 

reasons for failure are attributed to ability (for example ‘I failed in the maths test 

because I can’t do maths’) ‘they generate feelings of embarrassment, humiliation 

and shame...low self-esteem [and] low expectation of future goal attainment’ 

(Weiner, 1988: 99).  If factors outside the control of an individual (such as task 

difficulty and luck), are used as reasons for failure then self-esteem, pride, 

confidence and motivation may well be preserved.  If an internal unstable factor 

such as effort is attributed to failure then, as it ‘is subject to volitional change’ 

(Weiner, 1988: 99), motivation is more likely to be sustained for next time. 

Following a perceived successful outcome, if an individual attributes the reason for 

the success to internal factors (those controlled by the individual - ability or effort) 

then self-esteem, motivation, confidence and approach behaviour will increase. 

 

Moving further still towards the increasing focus on the relationship between the 

individual and the environment self theories ‘refer to people’s theories or beliefs 

about themselves’ (Shunck et al., 2014: 210).  They can also help explain why 

different people approach the same task or situation in different ways.  Based on 

my own experience in the classroom, self theories allow a more individualised 

approach to motivation and, therefore, greater insight into my initial reasons for 

this investigation set out within my introduction. 

 

Self-Determination Theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) is one such perspective that lies 

within this category and ‘is concerned with the nature and nurturing of those basic 

needs thought to support intrinsic task engagement’ (Covington and Dray 2002: 38). 

It separates the concept of ‘will’ as ‘the capacity of the human organism to choose 

how to satisfy its needs’ (Deci, 1980: 26) with self-determination as ‘the process of 

utilizing one’s will’ (Deci, 1980: 26).  The theory suggests that being intrinsically 

motivated comprises three aspects: autonomy, competence and relatedness; a view 

upheld by Dournyei (2001), especially in relation to autonomy and competence. 

These concepts can be influenced by the context in which the individual learns and 

through ‘the subjective meaning attributed to the achievement feedback received 
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by the learner’ (Covington and Dray, 2002: 38).  Therefore, Self-Determination 

Theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000) provides greater depth of understanding around the 

complexities of motivation as a concept.  We are led towards a view that does not 

lie within a particular humanist or behavioural perspective but within a cognitive 

approach, involving interpretation of events, perceptions of self and of the 

environment, as well as the process of attributing our outcomes to perceived 

causes. 

 

Dweck’s (2006) theory of mindset is another self theory and has originated from 

years of research, popularised in her book ‘Mindset’ (Dweck, 2012).  The theory is 

also termed an ability theory as it is constructed of two perspectives concerning 

intelligence: a fixed mindset (also called entity theory) and a growth mindset (also 

called incremental theory).  Throughout this investigation I use the terms 

incremental/growth and entity/fixed interchangeably as appropriate.  Her theory is 

commonly known as an implicit theory of intelligence, termed this way because 

such personal beliefs about the self ‘are rarely made explicit’ (Yeager and Dweck, 

2012: 303).  

 

An incremental belief is that intelligence is malleable and our abilities can increase 

with effort (Dweck, 2012).  An entity belief is concerned with individuals having ‘a 

certain amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral character’ 

that cannot be changed (Dweck, 2006: 6).  

 

Research from Dweck (2007) has shown that individuals who believe in an 

incremental view of ability are more likely to think the process of learning will lead 

to them becoming more proficient and, therefore, adopt different (potentially more 

advanced) goals once current ones are attained. These goals are more likely to be 

about the process of learning rather than outcomes, while the individuals are more 

likely to select challenging tasks, take risks, embrace mistakes, persevere through 

difficulty and use feedback (Dweck, 1999). 
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Dweck (2012) and others have also shown that an individual’s ability theory can be 

changed through people in the community using tools such as language, and 

concepts such as Mindset Theory, to share knowledge, encourage behaviours and 

embed new meaning.  With the knowledge that individuals construct their own 

beliefs, but that these beliefs can be influenced by those around them, this moves 

motivational theory towards ​ ​ a more nuanced view within a sociocultural 

perspective (Vygotsky, 1978).  Here the view is of motivation created by an 

individual as they translate meaning from cultural values mediated by social 

interaction.  

 

Ability theory’s links to wider cognitive psychology​. 

 

Mindset Theory (Dweck, 2012) is closely connected to self-efficacy as they both 

deal with the concept of self and the approach behaviour likely to result when 

confronted with different academic tasks.  Self-efficacy has been shown in many 

studies to predict achievement (Bandura, 1997; Pajarfes, 1996; Schunk, 1995) and so 

the development of a healthy self-efficacy, which can occur when a growth 

mindset is developed (Dweck, 2000), would be beneficial.  Furthermore, as holding 

an incremental view of ability can improve the perception one has of their own 

competence (Dweck, 2000) then, based on self-determination theory (Deci and 

Ryan, 2000), intrinsic motivation may increase as a result.  Moreover, studies have 

found a correlation with self-efficacy and the aspirational nature of goal setting 

(Locke and Latham, 1990), a topic I discuss in greater detail below.  If students have 

a growth mindset and, therefore, have a developed sense of self-efficacy it would 

be reasonable to suggest that this may result in the setting of higher, learning 

orientated, goals during the process of self-regulation (Zimmerman, 1989). 

 

As mentioned earlier in this review when discussing Attribution Theory (Weiner, 

1988), what an individual perceives as a reason for a particular outcome will affect 

confidence, motivation, and the adoption of approach behaviour next time they are 

in that situation.  If an individual has a view of their ability as something that can 

change with increased effort and persistence, they will be less likely to adopt 
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learned helplessness and avoidance behaviour, becoming more likely to move 

towards mastery orientation (Yeager and Dweck, 2012).  Achievement Motivation 

(McClelland, 1961; Atkinson, 1964) can also be linked to ability theory as the 

need-to-achieve personalities share many attributes with individuals who believe 

in a growth mindset.  These include a willingness to embrace challenge and a 

desire to receive feedback (Dweck, 2000; Atkinson, 1964). 

 

Ability theory is also closely connected with the concept of ‘goal orientations’, 

which can be defined as ‘the purpose or reasons for engaging in achievement tasks’ 

(Shunck et al., 2014: 213).  A mastery goal has its focus on self-improvement and 

examples would commonly include ‘developing new skills[...]developing 

competence[...]and trying to gain understanding or insight’ (Shunck et al., 2014: 213); 

the use of such goals will be synonymous with an incremental, growth mindset 

(Dweck, 2000).  In contrast a performance goal is about comparison to others, for 

example ‘striving to be the best in the group [and] avoiding judgements of low 

ability or appearing incompetent’ (Shunck et al., 2014: 213).  Performance goals have 

been linked with entity theory and a fixed mindset, resulting in avoidance 

behaviour, a lack of persistence and the decision to reject challenge (Ames, 1992; 

Robins and Pals, 2002).  

 

According to Carr and Claxton (2004: 106) the ability to engage in learning ‘consists 

of two inter-related facets: capabilities and dispositions’.  ‘Capabilities’ relate to an 

individual’s competence and ‘dispositions’ to habits of mind - the extent to which 

individuals apply themselves as learners and, as such, become more competent. 

Indeed, ‘one has to be disposed to learn, ready and willing to take learning 

opportunities, as well as able’ (p.106).  I see Dweck’s theory as underpinning and 

supporting this relationship between ability and disposition and believe that, if we 

can shape an individual's concept of ability it will affect the extent to which they act 

and apply themselves as learners.  

 

Carr and Claxton (2004) also regard Dweck’s theory as something that would aid 

the development of one of the most important learning dispositions: resilience. 
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They suggest that those who view their ability as being fixed, and who perceive 

struggle to mean they are not intelligent, will choose less challenging tasks, will not 

persevere, and will instead choose an easier option so that they can look good; a 

finding supported by Dweck (2012) and Farrington et al. (2012).  People who have a 

growth mindset, according to Dweck, have as their hallmark ‘the passion for 

stretching [themselves] and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going 

well’ (Dweck, 2006: 8).  

 

The role of parents in their child’s learning. 

 

The perceived role of the parent in a child’s schooling has varied within the 

literature during the relatively short time that it has been discussed.​ ​Opportunities 

have been identified, ranging from: parents as recipients of school reporting, as 

classroom volunteers, programme supporters, co-learners and advocates of their 

child, to decision makers with their child and/or with the school, an audience for 

their child and as a teacher of their own child (Cervone and O’leary, 1982; Hester, 

1989; Epstein et al., 2002).  

 

Further investigation of the literature (Desfroges and Abouchar, 2003; Jeynes, 2005; 

Harris et al. 2009; Lucas, 2010), has revealed the use of two words often used to 

categorise these different types of parental participation, namely ‘involvement’ and 

‘engagement’.  

 

Parental involvement can be defined as ‘parental participation in the educational 

processes and experiences of their children’ (Jeynes, 2005: 245).  It represents a 

more passive role in schooling than engagement (Lucas, 2010), and is more 

associated with ‘school generated requirements’ (Lucas, 2010: 3), such as receiving 

academic reports, attending parents evenings and supporting the child by coming 

to watch a sporting fixture for example (Desforges and Abouchar, 2003; Jeynes, 

2005; Harris et al. 2009).  
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Lucas (2010) describes engagement as ‘a more active and personal level of 

participation in learning’ (p.1), and can be categorised into three sections, ‘for 

learning’, ‘through learning’ and ‘about learning’ (Harris et al., 2009: 8). Within this 

concept, ​for learning ​  is about connecting parents with materials (online resources 

etc) to help support their child, ​through learning ​ is providing the opportunity for 

parents to extend their own education by attending classes/study groups, and 

about learning ​ by educating parents about the science of learning, including how 

they can help make their children better learners (Harris et al., 2009). 

 

Although parental involvement is important and has been found to positively 

impact on students’ academic attainment and perception of self (Desfouges and 

Abouchar, 2003; Harris et al. 2009), ‘parents can be involved[…]without being 

engaged[…]yet it is parental engagement in learning that brings significant gains’ 

(Harris et al., 2009: 12).  Extensive international research supports the potential of 

parental engagement as a means of improving academic achievements and social 

engagement for children of all ages (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003; Epstein, 2001; 

Jeynes, 1995, 1997).  The most effective schools are now widely considered to be 

those that support and encourage the engagement of family members in the 

education of their children (Grant and Ray, 2010; Henderson and Mapp, 2002).  

 

The effects of parental involvement and engagement have seemed to vary and 

depend on such variables as socioeconomic status, gender, age and parenting style 

(Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003; Hattie, 2009; Jeynes, 2005).  Rosenzweig (2000) 

found the general concept of ‘the parent as supportive’ most influential on student 

achievement, more so than parental supervision of homework, involvement in 

school events, communication with teachers, a disciplined parenting style or the 

monitoring of school progress.  Hong and Ho (2005) found that parental aspiration 

had most impact on student learning with anything perceived as monitoring 

behaviour deemed to have a negative effect possibly due to an impingement on 

perceived autonomy (Deci and Ryan, 2000).  Furthermore, Casto and Lewis (1984), 

Moss (1992) and Innocenti et al. (1992) found that there was little evidence for the 

impact of parental intervention and participation in student learning.  These 
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findings could be because ‘many parents[…]struggle to comprehend the language of 

learning’ something that disadvantages them when working with their children 

(Hattie, 2011: 70).  Even so there is still much more evidence that supports the 

benefits of parental engagement and involvement than not. 

 

The literature suggests that parenting has influence indirectly through shaping the 

child’s self concept as a learner and through setting high aspirations - all aspects of 

being ‘engaged’ rather than ‘involved’.  Indeed, ‘parental aspirations and 

expectations for children’s educational achievement has the strongest relations 

with achievement’ (Hattie, 2011: 70); much more so than communication to school, 

assistance with homework, parental supervision and the home surroundings. 

 

Recorded benefits to parental engagement include ‘raised achievement, raised self 

esteem, increased motivation and engagement and, importantly, raised aspirations’ 

(Goodhall and Montgomery, 2014: 9).  Parental engagement has also been 

associated with ‘more positive perceptions of classroom and school climate, 

stronger self-regulatory skills, stronger work orientation and higher educational 

aspirations’ (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2002: 10).  

 

In regards to parental effects on motivation, ‘one of parents’ most appreciated roles 

is in encouraging and motivating children’ (Grant, 2010: 53).  ‘It appears that parents 

who provide support for their children, but do not become coercive or controlling 

in their influence, produce academically motivated children’ (Urdan et al., 2007: 2). 

On the other hand ‘when parents’ involvement involves a surveillance approach’ 

(Hattie, 2011: 68) there are negative effects on student learning.  This seems to 

reflect the findings of De Charms (1968) and Deci and Ryan (2000), highlighting the 

importance of autonomy as an influence on a learner’s intrinsic motivation.  

 

Parental engagement has also been linked to the development of mastery 

orientation (Dweck, 2000), a motivational perspective that closely correlates with 

the view of the incremental theory of ability (Dweck, 2012).  It has also been found 

that parent behaviour can affect their children’s achievement values, perceptions of 
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competence and achievement motivation (Martin, 1975 and Crandall, 1969), as well 

as social attitudes and mental health (Rumberger et al., 1990).  Furthermore, Lucas 

(2010: 3) identifies self-regulation, empathy and persistence as three character 

attributes that are most useful to successful learning, three aspects that Henderson 

and Mapp (2002) have found can be enhanced by parental engagement.  

 

Having discussed the importance of context for motivation, and the dialectic 

between the individual and their environment, it also seems appropriate to use the 

sociocultural perspective (Vygostky, 1978) when viewing the nature of parenting. 

Within the ‘complex mediated act’ (Vygotsky, 1978: 40) of parental engagement, 

parents can act as experienced others, scaffolding meaning within their child’s 

zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).  

 

Parental engagement using a sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) typifies the 

concept of the ‘wholeness approach’ (Hedegaard and Fleer, 2013).  Here the 

development of the child is viewed as an active process for everyone, including the 

child, within the environment in which they are situated.  Therefore, all 

environmental influences (including home and school) should be taken into 

account when evaluating how individuals develop, learn and internalise cultural 

values.  Rosenzweig (2001) also shares the view that the concept of education is 

best described through a holistic, wholeness approach.  When attempting to show 

the relationship between the learner, school and the family she identifies ‘school 

practices’, ‘parenting practices’ and ‘student attributes’ all as interrelating and being 

situated within a wider community.  

 

In summary it is clear that ‘when schools, families and community groups work 

together to support learning, children tend to do better at school, stay in school 

longer and like school more’ (Henderson and Mapp, 2002: 10), a sure sign that 

‘cultures play a large role in shaping the development of individual minds’ (Wells 

and Claxton, 2002: 3).  Frustratingly however, teachers can often feel parental 

engagement is about parents benefiting the school while parents think that it is 

about the school benefiting them (Harris et al., 2009).  This sort of thinking, which 
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deconstructs the concept of wholeness into silos and micro relationships, only 

serves to reduce the effectiveness of educational settings.  Only by viewing the 

concept of schooling as a collaborative process that engages all individuals that 

create the culture around the child can we be most effective at developing 

sustainable programmes for parental engagement. 

 

In light of my review of the literature my study sought to answer two main research 

questions: 

 

1. To what extent does parental engagement impact upon growth mindset and 

academic behaviours within the context of my investigation? 

2. What guidelines may be useful for an educational community looking to 

develop more conscious parenting in relation to mindset theory? 

 

Methodology  

 

Design: 

 

My qualitative study took the form of a case study.  The intervention involved 

coaching parents to develop their child’s growth mindset as an example of parental 

engagement. 

 

A case study has been described as ‘in-depth research into one case or a small set 

of cases’ (Thomas, 2013: 150).  In this instance the case study was multiple in nature 

as it involved more than one case and therefore an element of comparison; 

diachronic as it ‘show[ed] how changes may have happened over time’ (Thomas, 

2013: 153) as well as synchronic as cases were compared at specific moments in 

time.  It was also parallel as ‘the cases [were] all happening and being studied at the 

same time’ and simple comparative as it was ‘a straightforward comparison 

between clearly different examples’ (Thomas, 2013: 153).  
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This research frame was adopted as it:  

 

Can establish cause and effect[…]recognising that context is a powerful          

determinant[…]that in-depth understanding is required to do the case         

justice[…and] is particularly valuable when the researcher has little control          

over events (Cohen et al., 2011:289). 

 

It also enabled me to obtain rich and varied data from the participants within the 

community I was studying. 

 

Participants: 

 

In my role within this research I had the position of an interpretivist researcher 

conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews, coaching parents and leading 

other forms of data gathering as described below.  To gather the rich data required 

for a case study this interpretivist stance allowed me to take a particular approach 

to analysing the data. 

 

In such a privileged position I needed to be wary of the dangers of the 

‘experimenter-expectancy effect’ (Thomas, 2013: 142), in which there may be 

‘personal bias’ (Cohen et al., 2011: 540), ‘brought about by the expectations of the 

researcher’ (Thomas, 2013: 142).  To combat this I could only really be aware of the 

potential of this and be as objective as possible in my analysis of results. 

 

In the knowledge that it can be difficult to generalise the findings from such a 

research frame and to enable more reliable, rich and vivid data to be obtained 

(Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995), I decided to limit the number of variables as much as 

I could.  The sample involved four young adolescent males who were all day 

students (this means they all lived locally and did not board at school).  They came 

from the same tutor group which meant that they had the vast majority of their 

lessons together, and therefore, most of their teachers are the same, as well as 

having their tutor time together each week with the same tutor.  
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The sample was selected from Year 9 and, therefore, the individuals were all 14yrs 

old.  The reason that this  age group was selected was due to my perception from 

the literature review, as well as my own experience in secondary schools, that an 

individual’s implicit theories of self are most impressionable during early 

adolescence (Yeager and Dweck, 2012; Collins and Laursen, 2004; Steinberg and 

Silk, 2002; Grolnick et al., 2007; Smetana et al., 2004; Hill and Chao, 2009; 

Berzonsky and Adams, 2003; Seginer, 2006; Eccles and Barber, 1999). 

 

I wanted the gender to be the same so that the findings could be more 

generalisable and I would have more data to analyse for one gender group.  Boys 

were chosen over girls as the gender for the project.  This was a result of my own 

experience of teaching the group in question the year before and followed a 

meeting with my critical friend group (see section on data gathering) where this 

was discussed.  It was felt that the boys in that year group were going through a 

particularly challenging time and lacked motivation in comparison with the girls.  

 

To avoid any final selection bias the four male students from the particular tutor 

group in Year 9 were chosen at random.  All of the names within that group were 

written down on paper, covered up and then picked out by a colleague.  I then 

approached them and their parents to gauge their interest in being involved as 

explained in the section below. 

 

Ethics: 

 

I wrote to the Headmistress on University headed paper explaining my reasons for 

wishing to engage with a study of this nature and detailing my proposed research 

methods (see appendix 1).  The Headmistress kindly agreed for me to lead my 

investigation as planned and sought CUREC approval. 

 

Having consulted the BERA (2011) guidelines for educational research, I was aware 

that my research should be conducted with the utmost respect for ‘the person, 
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knowledge, democratic values, the quality of educational research [and] academic 

freedom’ (p. 4). 

 

‘Consent is about the agreement of people to take part in the study’ (Thomas, 2009: 

149).  As per the United Nations Conventions for the Rights of the Child, Articles 3 

and 12 - the interests of the child were my primary concern.  I judged there to be 

limited risk for the child, and parent, as a result of participation in the study.  I 

arrived at this conclusion due to the nature of my project and the fact there was a 

very low probability that any laws would be broken, psychological or physical harm 

caused to anyone, or personal privacy infringed in any way. 

 

I decided on an ‘opting-in’ approach rather than ‘implied consent’ (Thomas, 2009: 

150) and, although there is some evidence to suggest an opting-in approach may 

skew data (Thomas, 2009) my sampling method ensured that this risk was 

prevented as best as possible.  I sought ‘voluntary informed consent’ (BERA, (2011: 

6-7) from the students, their parents and teachers.  This first involved an email (see 

appendix 2) to teachers to check that they were happy to observe the students 

during the research period in relation to growth mindset behaviours, to keep a 

diary charting any changes as they were observed and to complete a questionnaire 

at the end of the research period.  The email also contained an exemplar diary 

entry to help them fully understand the requirements of this aspect of the data 

gathering process, and asked the teachers not to discuss the investigation with 

students, as this may affect how the students behaved. 

 

Following an email response confirming the teachers’ willingness to be involved I 

met with each student and their parents to discuss the nature of the research.  I 

met with students first as I did not wish to waste the time of the parents should the 

students not wish to take part.  I informed the students about the relevant methods 

for data gathering as explained in the ‘data gathering’ section of the methodology.  

 

Once a student gave their initial verbal consent I contacted their parents and met 

with them to explain the nature of the investigation and discuss the instruments of 
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data gathering that they were involved with (also contained within the data 

gathering section).  We discussed a proposed timeline of meetings to ensure they 

were convenient for their schedules, as well as an overview of Mindset Theory 

(Dweck, 2012), and examples of the type of strategies they could use to enhance 

their child’s growth mindset.  I stipulated to students, parents and teachers that the 

results of my investigations would be documented within the write up of my 

project.  

 

As per BERA (2011) guidelines I informed all participants, before the investigation 

began, of ‘the right of any participant to withdraw from the research for any or no 

reason, and at any time’ (p.6) a message a repeated throughout the six month 

period.  

 

Once a parent had given their verbal consent to be involved I asked both student 

and parent to sign separate documents (see appendix 3) which formally logged 

their consent.  For reasons of validity I decided, in consultation with the parents 

and with their written consent, not to inform the students that their parents were 

the intervention that I was investigating, and not to talk to them about what I was 

investigating.  I also decided not to mention to the students that their teachers 

would be looking for any specific changes in their behaviour during the 

investigation.  It was my thought that if the students knew these things it may well 

influence how the students, teachers and parents behaved. 

 

I made sure that the ‘bureaucratic burden’ (BERA, 2011: 7) was lessened for both 

parents and students by being as prepared as possible before conducting any data 

collection.  I arranged times to gather data that were most convenient with 

students (during lunchtimes and/or after school) and during the early evening for 

parents.  These times were checked with all participants as being most convenient 

for them and the full demands of involvement in the study were shared with them 

before they agreed to be involved. 
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Before students completed any part of the data collection I warned them of 

‘prestige bias’ (Thomas, 2009) which represents the dangers of answering questions 

‘to look good: to appear clever[…]educated[…]and so on’ (p. 174).  It was my hope that 

making it clear to students about the importance of communicating how they 

actually felt or what they believed, as opposed to how they thought they should feel 

or what they wanted to believe, would enable more accurate results and reduce 

any anxiety associated with taking part. 

 

As both an educational researcher and a practising teacher, I was aware of the 

potential difficulties balancing both roles.  However, I was happy that the 

community relationships within the school were suitably professional enough to 

enable me to carry out my work without either role being compromised.  

 

As per the legal requirements of the Data Protection Act (1998), all information 

relating to the participants was kept in a secure, locked, filing cabinet that only I 

had access to and on my personal computer, encrypted by a password that only I 

knew.  Both the computer and the filing cabinet were in my office which remained 

locked when I was not present within it. 

 

Data gathering:  

 

It has long been thought of value to work with ‘critical friends’ (Cohen et al., 2011; 

McNiff and Whitehead, 2011; Thomas, 2009).  In light of this I identified suitable 

individuals who then met with me to ‘consider contextual aspects and the internal 

coherence of my research’ (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011: 164).  These individuals 

also agreed to form a ‘validation group’ (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011) and met with 

me to scrutinise aspects of my research plan as well as asking searching questions 

about my own assumptions and data collection methods.  The individuals involved 

were also within the senior leadership group of the school and have also 

undertaken further educational research themselves.  I knew that the critical aspect 

of this process was both practised (in our day to day work) and grounded in 

experience (gained undertaking their own research). 
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I chose to use a mixed methods approach which was intended to gather data that 

was as rich as possible.  As this was an in-depth case study approach it was 

important to create this methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1978). 

Methodological triangulation is considered to enhance the reliability of a study 

(Cohen et al., 2011), allow viewpoints to be collected from different angles and also 

seeks to combat the potential for ‘self-enhancement bias [and] self-diminishment 

bias’ (John and Robins, 1994: 206) as well as seek confirmation of ‘causal direction’ 

(Thomas, 2013: 141).  Furthermore, it helped me through the ‘double hermeneutic 

process’ (Giddens, 1976) where I processed the data from my case studies and then 

translated their perceptions as accurately and objectively as possible to my 

audience. 

 

By using the same tools as appropriate during each of the two data gathering 

sessions, carefully designing my methods and replicating the scenarios as closely as 

possible, I sought to increase the test-retest reliability of the investigation (Thomas, 

2009: 105).  I used the following methods as my instruments: 

 

● A mindset questionnaire 

 

This was completed by the students at the start and end of the research period.  For 

the data to be meaningful I had to consider instrument-based validity, ‘the degree 

to which the instrument measures what it is supposed to be measuring’ (Thomas, 

2013: 140).  The questionnaire had been designed by Dweck (2006) and used in 

similar studies (Rienzo et al., 2015); (see appendix 4 for a copy of the questions).  To 

make sure the test was appropriate for the students, four children of similar 

reading ages to the case study students completed the questionnaire in advance; 

they reported no problems in answering the questions.  
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● Photographs and drawings 

 

At the start and end of the research period the students also drew pictures and 

presented photos they had taken.  I said to the students that these images could be 

of anything they wished, however, one set of images should represent how they felt 

about themselves as a learner and the other set how they felt about school. 

Including this method of data gathering provided another way in which the 

students could communicate their feelings and, along with the interviews and 

questionnaires, sought to provide an increased richness of data due to the variation 

of data gathering techniques.  

 

Students completed the questionnaire and drawings at the same time to reduce the 

‘bureaucratic burden’ (BERA, 2011: 7); they were in silence and were sat where they 

could not see what anyone else was doing.  So that my own interpretation of the 

data could be more accurate I asked each student to explain the meanings of the 

images via written annotation (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011).  

 

● Semi-structured interviews 

 

Students were interviewed at the beginning and end of the research period.  As the 

parents were keeping a diary during the project I only interviewed them at the end 

of the research; this also served to lessen the time commitment for them.  Due to 

the number of teachers involved in the project I gained their input via a 

questionnaire at the end of the research rather than interviews which would have 

proved too time consuming.  

 

I used semi-structured interviews to obtain data from both the students and their 

parents.  This method combines ‘the structure of a list [of questions] to be covered 

together with the freedom to follow up points as necessary’.  I chose this method 

over structured interviews, where the researcher ‘asks a predetermined set of 

questions’ (Thomas, 2009: 162) and unstructured interviews where ‘there is no 

pre-determined format[…]interviewees are the ones allowed to set the 
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agenda...determining the issues to be covered’ (Thomas, 2009: 163), because I 

needed some kind of structure so as to have data that was comparable, both for the 

same individual and between different students over time and also to focus my 

data gathering on specific areas in relation to mindset.  

 

Using a semi-structured approach also allowed me to explore a particular response 

in greater depth as the interviewee responded enabling me to gain more 

information or clarification and broaden the depth of my investigation.  This also 

meant that I used a combination of closed and open questions, which have their 

own benefits and shortcomings:  

 

Closed questions that look for yes/no’ answers are easier to analyse, but do             

not give much information. [However] more open questions that allow          

personal responses are more difficult to analyse, but provide rich          

information and insights (McNiff and Whitehead, 2011: 144).  

 

As part of this approach I noted down some potential follow up questions to use 

with each structured question although this did not prevent me from asking 

questions that I had not previously written down if appropriate.  At the start of the 

interviews with parents I spoke about the fact that, although they may wish the 

intervention to have worked, they must be very honest when reflecting on the 

questions asked, the notes made and the answers they give. 

 

To analyse the interviews I audio recorded them.  The students were not happy 

being videoed and so I did not use this method; to remain consistent in my 

approach I also decided not to video the interviews with parents.  Due to my 

perceived time constraints I decided not to transcribe them verbatim but rather to 

listen back to the recording and analyse it as I went, using relevant excerpts within 

my work.  I paid attention to voice tone, pauses and anything else that I thought 

could provide me with a greater richness and insight.  I had a note pad with me for 

each interview and noted down any physical reactions such as shuffling, looking 

down at the floor etc. as they happened.  I also noted the time within the interview 
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that any of these observations took place so that I could be more accurate with my 

association when I listened back to the recording.  The inclusion of these 

observations allowed for a thicker analysis of the data (Geertz, 1973) through a 

broader picture of both verbal and nonverbal communication. 

 

● An online questionnaire for the teachers 

 

I designed the teacher questionnaire myself and shared it with my critical friends. 

Following this, and the completion of it by two other members of staff 

unconnected with the project as a pilot, I received sufficient feedback to fine tune 

it; some words within the questions were changed as a result.  I also made it clear 

that I would not be drawing any inferences between their perception of the 

students behaviour and the teacher’s teaching as well as confirming the meaning of 

some key words such as ‘feedback’ within the questionnaire itself.  Google Forms 

was used as a platform as it is something that all staff are familiar with and enabled 

me to see the data clearly. 

 

● Diary Entries 

 

I asked the parents and teachers to keep an ‘interval contingent’ diary, where 

‘participants report on their experiences at regular intervals’ throughout the 

duration of the intervention (Thomas, 2013: 200).  This charts any changes in 

behaviour of the students and feelings of the parents, as well as what strategies 

were working and what were not.  Due to the fact that the research period was six 

months I also felt that referring back to such diary entries would aid the reliability 

of any reflections during the answers to the questionnaire (in the case of the 

teachers), and help for more meaningful discussions during the interview with 

each parent. 

 

I took time over my mixed methods approach and fully built my awareness of 

factors affecting validity and reliability; in doing so I made sure that experimental 

validity was addressed as effectively as possible. 
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The implementation of the intervention: 

 

Before the data gathering process began, and after parents had agreed to be part of 

the investigation, I met with all parents to agree the timetable for meetings.  I stated 

that I would be available to contact at any point throughout the process should they 

wish to do so.  I also made it clear that they were the intervention and that the 

school would not be doing anything with the students on developing their growth 

mindset during this period. 

 

During this initial meeting I explained the concept of mindset theory (Dweck, 

2000); there was time for questions and the meeting lasted around 90 minutes.  I 

discussed my reasons for choosing this line of enquiry as well as the benefits that 

current research suggests that an incremental view of intelligence can have. 

However, as I have not been able to find any research on the effects of parental 

engagement on the development of a growth mindset, I was able to use this as an 

opportunity to state that we could not assume anything concerning the potential 

effects of this work.  

 

I shared the graphic, (appendix 5) with them and, in relation to their children, we 

highlighted several learning behaviours that their process praise, goal setting and 

questioning should be directed towards, including: 

 

● Choosing to challenge themselves and take risks 

● Embracing mistakes and failure as part of improvement 

● Putting in effort 

● Persevering when things are difficult 

● Looking for and utilising feedback 

 

Having read the literature on the best methods to establish an effective mindset 

intervention I spoke to the parents about adopting a ‘stealthy’ approach (Urdan and 

Turner, 2005; Rienzo et al., 2015; Yeager and Walton, 2011; Yeager et al., 2013). 

Other studies had also shown (albeit for a study between teachers and students) 
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that an overly heavy handed approach may reduce the feeling of autonomy thought 

of as influential for learning (Deci and Ryan, 2000) and as such reduce 

effectiveness.  In practice this meant that parents should be subtle with how they 

introduced any conversation about their child’s mindset and associated learning 

behaviours. 

 

Another reason for more of a covert approach is that if adolescents perceive that 

the intervention is in place because they have a deficiency of some sort then the 

initiative may lack benefit (Yeager et al., 2013).  Parents therefore needed to be 

careful when using praise and we discussed focussing on a mix of process 

orientated praise to develop mastery orientation and effective causal attribution 

(Dweck, 2000; Hong et al., 1999; Blackwell et al, 2007; Robins and pals, 2002; 

Mueller and Dweck, 1998; Haimovitz and Henderlong, 2011), as well as being wary 

of over-praising which may communicate low-expectations (Willingham, 2007). 

We also discussed developing collaboratively planned learning (or task or process) 

goals (Dweck, 2000), asking questions to promote metacognition, discussion and 

reflection (Black and Wiliam, 1998a; White and Frederiksen, 2005) while 

strategically and subtly sharing knowledge about the plasticity of the brain and the 

malleability of intelligence as and when appropriate in a light touch way (Dweck 

2012, Paunesku et al., 2015; Rienzo et al., 2015). 

 

During the course of the intervention, which lasted six months, I met with the 

parents all together every two months for around 60 minutes as well as 

communicating on a few occasions via email.  I felt that this was an important part 

of the coaching process and allowed autonomy for the parents (Deci and Ryan, 

2000) while enabling them to confirm understanding and share ideas. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

As noted in Dweck (2007) much of the literature surrounding mindset theory 

(Dweck, 2007; Aronson et al., 2002; Blackwell et al., 2007; Good et al., 2003) 

identifies clear behaviours and dispositions that characterise a growth mindset, 
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including the willingness to accept challenges, seeing effort as the path to mastery, 

persevering when things are difficult, embracing mistakes as part of improving, 

taking risks and using critique to improve. 

 

I discuss the results for each of my four case studies, guided by the following 

subheadings: 

 

● Myself as a learner (including concepts such as effort, motivation and 

confidence) 

● My view of school 

● Embracing challenge 

● Failure, risk taking and mistakes 

● Feedback and critique 

● Perseverance 

● Growth mindset questionnaire results 

● The perceived reasons for any changes in mindset (student and parent 

viewpoints) 

● What parents found most useful and why 

 

I identify each child as follows: Case Study 1 (CS1), CS2, CS3 and CS4. 

 

Myself as a learner: 

 

CS1’s perception of himself before the intervention was that he was ‘relaxed', ‘open 

to other ideas’, 'reasonably good', and 'could put more effort in’.  This view was 

upheld by his picture and drawing which showed a relaxed atmosphere among his 

friends.  His annotations on the drawings explained that the situation showed him 

to be a happy individual at school within a supportive learning environment.  
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He stated that his learning was ‘pretty strong’ (intellectually) and that he was 'pretty 

intelligent’.  My notes showed his unease at discussing intellect and that he became 

withdrawn and a little sheepish.  He stated that 'intelligence is only measured in 

comparison to other people’ and that he subconsciously compares himself to 

others.  Comparison to peers has been found to be common in those with a fixed 

mindset suggesting that entity theory was being displayed in this situation by CS1 

(Yeager and Dweck, 2012). 

 

His photo at the end of the intervention showed a very similar scene however, his 

second drawing included new comments such as ‘confident’ and ‘stretching 

myself’.  

 

‘Open to advice’, ‘happy‘ and ‘relaxed’ were included again within his second 

interview, while ‘could put more effort in’ was no longer present.  This seemed to 

37 



support other findings described below that suggest an increasing confidence in 

his abilities to achieve and willingness to embrace challenge. 

 

When asked to reflect on whether or not his approach to learning had changed at 

all at the end of the study his teachers commented on: a 'more 'upbeat' approach to 

problem solving and challenge’, and of ‘not getting '10s' for everything’, ‘he is 

enjoying the journey more rather than expecting to arrive’, ‘he asks how he can 

improve 'specifically' which is great news for his learning outcomes’.  All of these 

statements indicate a developing incremental mindset and the adopting of learning 

goals rather than performance goals (Dweck, 2000).  They also account for CS1’s 

results for persistence and mistakes (contained later within this chapter), which 

show that the adoption of learning goals meant ‘failure is likely to provoke 

continued effort’ (Dweck, 2000).  

 

The results of the questionnaire completed by his teachers showed that 57.1% of 

teachers felt he had increased in his motivation since the start of the project. 42.9% 

felt there had been no change with no teachers feeling he had declined in 

motivation. 71.4% of his teachers felt that there had been a clear increase in his 

effort levels, with comments including that he had ‘asked more questions without 

being prompted’, ‘sought more feedback’, ‘produced work on time’ and ‘worked 

harder during lessons[…]as well as producing better preps’; 28.6% noticing no 

change.  These results triangulate the evidence for an improvement in these 

aspects of an incremental mindset for CS1. 

 

Following the intervention CS1 described himself as ‘keen and interested’, that he 

was 'more motivated now’ and 'feels a lot more confident about his abilities’. The 

diary from his parents and the interview with his mother seemed to confirm this 

including comments such as ‘he will have a go at prep more frequently’, ‘he asked 

me to look over his work to check it on many different occasions’ and ‘he stated 

that he was enjoying school more as he felt he could improve’. My coding showed 

that, when describing intelligence, he appeared less self-conscious and more 

confident, supporting the evidence that an incremental mindset increased 
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self-esteem (Lawrence, 2006; Covington 1984).  He did not mention that 

intelligence could only be measured ‘in comparison to others’ and when I asked 

him about this previous statement said that ‘intelligence can be built on[…]I prefer 

to think about my progress now’, a statement which appears grounded in the 

adoption of incremental theory. 

 

CS2 described himself as a 'good learner' but in ‘some subjects I can be not so 

good’.  In the second interview he stated that ‘I am a good learner; everyone can be 

if they put their mind to it.  Learning is quite easy when you are in the right frame of 

mind’.  He also annotated his drawing after the intervention period with comments 

such as ‘I love learning’ showing some development in intrinsic motivation and 

self-determining behaviours (Ryan and Deci, 2000; De Charms 1968).  

 

The drawing at the end of the intervention included the annotation ‘we get enough 

recognition’.  Next to this statement there was a picture of a cup with 1st place and a 

smiling person.  CS3 also spoke of recognition in this way, supporting the view that 

‘motivation can be seen as the need for achievement, to be recognised for one's 

abilities, outcomes and competence’ (Dweck and Molden, 2005: 122).  Grounded in 

the perspective of extrinsic motivation, this view would place aspects of CS2 and 

CS3 on a continuum between origin and pawn (De Charms 1968). 

 

CS2’s view of his own intelligence in the first interview was that ‘yes I am 

intelligent’; and when asked about increasing intelligence that ‘mmm, yeah, you can 

get more intelligent.  The more you know the more intelligent you get’. 
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Interestingly, when asked in the second interview, the response to whether or not 

he was intelligent was the same, he thought he was.  However, when asked about 

intelligence increasing he stated ‘yes, but you can’t label how intelligent you are’. 

When asked about this last statement he commented that 'your intelligence can 

vary hugely depending on effort and so you are probably always in a state of 

change’.  I felt this showed an increase in incremental mindset and a belief that 

intelligence was more malleable (Dweck, 2012). 

 

At the end of the second interview CS2 stated that he felt more motivated to work 

since the time of the first interview, a view that was upheld by 57.1% of his teachers 

who recorded seeing ‘more work being produced’, ‘a higher work rate in lessons’ 

and CS2 ‘being more engaged throughout class’, while 42.9% believed there had 

been no change.  71.4% of teachers felt there had been a positive change in the way 

CS2 approached his learning with 28.6% feeling there had been no change.  Staff 

commented in their logs that he ‘has much greater self-confidence now’, is ‘more 

positive when things are hard’, is 'more focussed on a variety of different activities’ 

and is ‘regularly better behaved in class’.  

 

During the initial interview CS3 stated that ‘I have never been the sort of person to 

sit down and write’. Getting emotional and fidgeting quite obviously, he went on to 

state that ‘I want to achieve’ but 'I don’t feel I am capable of doing well 

academically[…]I don’t think i’ll pass my GCSEs[...]I doubt myself and my ability 

academically’.  He  commented that ‘I like to learn but can get annoyed as I’m not 

good at academic things’.  Furthermore he ‘feels like giving up when doing 

academic work’, while his drawings seemed to show an enjoyment of sport but not 

of thinking and working.  Such comments point to an entity belief and the 

attribution of failure to his own ability. 
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During the second interview his demeanour had changed, more so than any other 

of the case study students in the time that I had with them.  He stated that as a 

learner he ‘can be organised, however, sometimes I’m not organised and I don’t put 

all my effort into my work which can lower my achievement’.  This suggested a 

more incremental mindset and that his attributions had changed to some degree 

(Hong et al., 1999; Blackwell et al., 2007; Robins and Pals, 2002).  He linked 

controllable behaviours to his achievement and seemed to acknowledge the fact 

that he was empowered to succeed.  He went onto state that ‘I don’t feel as bad 

about myself as a learner anymore; I am not as frustrated about academic work’.  

 

Asked about GCSEs he commented, with pride and confidence, that ‘I think I will 

pass my GCSEs, so long as I keep putting effort in and control all the things I can; I 

am capable of doing well academically and am getting more confident’.  This was a 

change from the first interview with his body language being wholly positive.  His 

final pictures showed him climbing out of a box, ‘I’ve come out of my shell’ he 

wrote, annotating his drawings with ‘I feel [I] have started to try my hardest, if I fail I 

try my hardest to succeed’.  This too suggested the development of an incremental 

mindset and the changes in academic behaviour that have been cited in studies 

including Aronson et al. (2002) and Good et al. (2003). 
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This perceived positive change in behaviour was also felt by CS3's parents in their 

diary and during the interview with his father. They felt that ‘CS3 has definitely 

changed, for a start he now wants to work[…]he even took the initiative to map out 

his revision for some recent tests’.  

 

Further improvement was noted by his teachers with 66.7% feeling he had 

increased in motivation, noticing ‘a more positive demeanour during lessons’, 

‘quicker to engage’, ‘quicker to get to task’ and ‘an increased tendency to do more 

than required.  32.3% being of the opinion that there had been no change. 72.7% of 

his teachers felt he had changed his general approach to lessons in a positive way 

with 27.3% perceiving there had been no change.  Teachers comments included 

that he was ‘now working harder’, ‘always on time now’, ‘keener to work’, ‘has 

higher expectations of himself’ and that he was ‘more focussed’. 75% of his teachers 

noticed that there had been a clear increase in his effort evidenced by ‘increased 

peer discussion’, ‘an increased activity level in class’ and ‘more willingness to 

proofread’; 25% noticed no change. 

 

During the first interview with CS4 he stated that he was a ‘lazy learner’, he ‘doesn’t 

try’ and that he ‘feels he isn’t very clever’.  The feeling of laziness was something 

that was reinforced by the first drawing he made of himself as a learner, annotated 

as ‘lazy’.  
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During the second interview he used the word ‘average’ to describe himself 

however, he added that ‘I work hard when I get into it; I am lazy but not when I get 

into it’.  He stated that he now realises ‘I can produce really good work’; something 

that may have come out of efforts he made between the first and second interview.  

 

Upon being asked the question as to whether he could achieve in his academic 

work he avoided eye contact and very swiftly muttered ‘yeh’.  ‘Yeh' was the same 

response to the question of whether or not he wanted to do well.  I noted that there 

was a raised tone to his voice on that particular response - it felt like hope but was 

not convincing.  With a defeatist and exasperated tone he concluded his remarks in 

the second interview by stating: ‘I wish I could try but I just can’t’.  It is perhaps not 

surprising then when his second picture was just of the colour black, annotated 

with the words: ‘learning has no sense of colour or fun’, and that his second 

drawing showed he felt nothing for the concept of learning.  

 

He appeared lacking intrinsic motivation to learn but did realise, to some extent, 

the role that effort plays in any of his success. 

 

The interview with his mother and his mother’s diary showed improvements in his 

behaviour.  His mother mentioned that ‘he appears more engaged[…]he is taking his 

work more seriously and trying harder’.  She stated that 'he will now phone me 

from school when he has done well’, that ‘he was now working in his room and 

showing me what he has done’ and that ‘it was incredible how much work he put 

into some recent tests’.  
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During my own interactions with CS4, as one of his classroom teachers, he 

contacted me for the first time to ask about some work he was missing in 

preparation for an assessment.  I was surprised and very pleased with this, deciding 

that it showed a responsibility for his learning and spoke to him about this change 

in approach when we met to discuss his work.  He stated that ‘if I do well in some 

tests in the next few weeks then Mum has said I can go to Glastonbury Festival’.  I 

was dismayed at this as I had spoken to his mother about the importance of 

cultivating more intrinsic motivation rather than providing motivation from 

external sources. I asked him whether or not this was the only reason for his 

behaviour and he stated that ‘I am also coming round to the fact that I should give 

trying another go’.  As pleasing as this last statement sounds, perhaps indicating that 

there is intrinsic motivation present as well, I cannot be sure as to whether he was 

saying this to appease the situation as he may have sensed that I was disappointed. 

 

CS4’s view of intelligence in the first interview was that ‘you can get more 

intelligent’, something that his responses to the growth mindset questionnaire also 

showed. By the end of the second interview he stated that ‘I don’t believe in 

intelligence; all people are the same it just depends on whether they work hard or 

not’.  He believed that his 'motivation for academic work has stayed the same’, a 

view upheld by 44.4% of his teachers however, 55.6% disagreed with him and 

believed he was now more motivated to engage during academic study, with 

comments highlighting ‘a better attitude to work’, ‘remaining on task for longer 

periods’, ‘less disrupting in class’ and the ‘production of more written work’. 

 

66.6% of his teachers believed that he had positively changed his general approach 

to lessons with 33.3% feeling that there had been no change.  Furthermore, 55.6% of 

staff had noticed an increase in his effort with 44.4% noticing no change. 

Comments included that ‘he is less confrontational’, ‘more willing to engage and 

has been far more focussed’, ‘he sticks to the task more readily now’, has ‘improved 

his attitude’, 'works more effectively on his own’ and ‘produces more more work’. 
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All students stated improvements in confidence since the beginning of the study 

and there is evidence from observations of increased positivity and less anxiety 

that suggests self-esteem has increased, especially with CS1, 2 and 3.  

 

All students except CS4 also perceived an increase in intrinsic motivation; such an 

increase would be typical of the development of a more incremental mindset 

(Dweck, 2006).  The fact that CS4 felt his motivation had stayed the same could well 

be down to the extrinsic motivation (Glastonbury tickets) provided by his mother. 

Extrinsic motivation has been found to be more short term in its effects than 

intrinsic motivation (Covington, 2000), as well as leading to a reduction in learning 

quality and higher order thinking (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Pink, 2009).  Providing 

external reward was a strategy that had been adopted regularly by CS4’s mother in 

the past and was sought out by CS4 himself.  This was exemplified by the fact he 

was calling home during that time to inform his mother of any pleasing results, 

findings that would correlate to evidence from Black and Wiliam (1998a) in relation 

to the desire for extrinsic rewards.  The increased intrinsic motivation in CS1, 2 and 

3 could well see these individuals show motivation over a longer time as well as 

engage in higher quality learning and a tendency to operate more effectively with 

higher order thinking (Galloway et al., 2004; Covington, 2000; Deci and Ryan, 1985; 

Deci and Ryan, 2000; Pink, 2009).  

 

At times during the study all students spoke of comparison to others during their 

first interviews, something that Yeager and Dweck (2012) found attributable to a 

lack of social resilience and a sign of internalised entity theory.  However, further 

difference between the students lies in CS1’s inclusion of ego comparison within 

his concept of intelligence, something that no other case study eluded to, and has 

been found as symptomatic of an entity mindset in numerous studies (Dweck 

2006, 2007, 2012). 

 

CS3 seemed to have the lowest confidence and self-esteem of any of the case 

studies which seems, among other things, to be due to unsuccessful previous 

experiences especially surrounding writing in a classroom environment.  With 
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some studies finding that the achievement of goals can determine future behaviour 

(Ames, 1987; Dweck and Leggett, 1988; Dweck and Elliott 1983) this is perhaps 

unsurprising and suggests that perceived failure led to a withdrawal of effort and 

an adoption of learned helplessness (Dweck, 2000).  For CS3 the withdrawal of 

effort could have been due to attributing his failure to his own abilities as 

exemplified by his comments in the first interview and would explain why he had 

withdrawn his effort levels (Grant and Dweck, 2003).  

 

View of school: 

 

CS1’s views of school did not seem to change; he enjoyed school and, 'so long as 

there is some balance between work and social [is] quite happy to be in school and 

finds it fun’.  His drawings and photographs seemed to reflect this notion and 

reflected his perceptions of self, describing school as ‘relaxed’, ‘safe’ and ‘calm’.  

 

In the drawing (below) at the end of the intervention new annotations read 

‘children should approach learning in different ways’ and ‘you can get there in the 

end’  
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This perhaps reflected the different ways in which he perceived learning now, the 

awareness of different strategies to use and that perseverance can pay off. 

 

CS2 viewed his own feeling as ‘varied’ during the first interview and, with a slight 

caution to his voice, stated that ‘school can be a happy place, yes, school is good’. 

During the second interview he stated that school was ‘OK.  It can be difficult, but if 

you keep going and persevere then it is fine’.  I was interested to note the use of his 

language here in relation to the word ‘persevere’ and the phrase ‘keep going’; when 

asked, he did not know where he had picked these words up from.  At the end of 

the second interview CS2 added that ‘work has got harder because I have got more 

into it; I am learning I need to put more effort in and persevere more’.  

 

His pictures and annotations before the intervention showed a positive perception 

of school although he ‘struggled’ and sometimes ‘didn’t enjoy it’.  
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By the time he completed the drawings again they showed that ‘I feel happy about 

school...but it can get tiring and difficult’.  There were new annotations in the 

second picture such as ‘I can’t wait for school’ and ‘yay!’ which suggested an 

improved perception of school as a place to be.  

 

There were also comments that highlighted the worry experienced by adolescents 

over social perception as described in Eccles and Barber (1999), as well as the need 

for social resilience (Dweck and Yeager, 2012).  This was inferred from annotations 

such as ‘I don’t fit in’ and ‘who can I turn to’ next to a picture of a neutral, if not 

slightly worried, human face. 
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CS3’s view of school was generally positive, typified by the statement ‘I enjoy it’. 

However, at the time of the first interview he was struggling to find satisfaction 

with the academic side of school life.  

 

By the time of the second interview his feelings about academic work appeared to 

have shifted and he was in a much more buoyant mood in the interview. He still 

enjoyed school but 'experienced less frustration’.  His photo at the end of the 

intervention was of achievement he had in sport which the school had publicly 

celebrated.  This had apparently made him feel motivated and valued by the school, 

strengthening his feelings of belonging and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000) 

perhaps due to the perception that he is a ‘contributing member of a social group’ 

(Galloway et al., 2004: 90).  This is an important finding and has perhaps 

contributed to his increased levels of motivation overall.  Furthermore, on his 

second drawing (below) one of his annotations described it as ‘my school now’ as 

well as stating that ‘I no longer feel nervous or self-conscious as a learner anymore’.  
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CS4’s view of school was that it was ‘boring, you do the same thing every day, walk 

into lessons then walk out and you have to do what they [the teachers] tell you to 

do’.  During the second interview he also described school as boring and that his 

opinion had not changed since the first interview.  His pictures also showed this 

with a drawing from before the intervention showing the school represented as a 

prison that kept him trapped from the outside world.  

 

An annotation after the intervention (below) read ‘not welcome’ on the front door 

of the school building.  
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This showed an apparent disparity between the feelings and experiences of CS3 

and CS2, who described their feelings of recognition, belonging and the helpful 

environment. 

 

Challenge: 

 

CS1 stated that he liked being challenged ‘most of the time’ but that when he found 

things difficult he ‘becomes quiet’.  Following the intervention he stated that he 

'enjoyed challenge’, although wasn’t sure whether this had changed or not since the 

first interview.  The diary from his parents and the interview with his mother 

painted a slightly different picture, alluding to the fact that CS1 ‘asked for help more 

frequently[…]tackled more subjects that he has found difficult independently’ and, 

in relation to a set of recent assessments ‘revised independently which he has not 

done before’.  

 

Feedback from teacher observation showed that 85.7% felt he had changed 

positively in his response to challenge with 14.3% stating there had been no change. 

Comments from staff who felt things had improved included seeing 'an increased 

focus during difficult work’, being ' less likely to ask for help immediately’, ‘asking 

for extension material’, being ‘more prepared to puzzle things out for himself’ and 

‘is now less anxious when he doesn't get the best mark possible [or is as good as 

student X!!]’.  This also suggests that CS1 was setting himself goals that were more 
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orientated to learning than performance and, as a result, was less ego orientated 

(Yeager and Dweck, 2012). 

 

In the first interview CS2 commented that ‘challenge is good; getting out of your 

comfort zone is good [pause; CS2 looked down at the floor and speaks more 

quietly] although sometimes I am hesitant’.  When asked why he is ‘hesitant 

sometimes’ he responded ‘because if I get it wrong then I would get embarrassed’. 

I perceived from this that his knowledge of the benefits of challenge was present 

although he was concerned of the perception of others (Brown et al., 1994; Eccles 

and Barber, 1999).  

 

During the second interview he stated that ‘sometimes it is easy to give up but 

keeping going is good’, also adding that ‘asking for help is good’; something that the 

annotations on his drawings also supported. I asked about how he feels towards 

getting things wrong and he responded ‘if I get stuff wrong then I don’t get as 

embarrassed any more’.  He also stated that ‘I feel better about myself’, suggesting 

that there had been an increase in self esteem typical of an more incremental 

approach (Lawrence, 2006; Covington, 1984).  This improvement in his approach to 

challenging work was supported by 57.1% of his teachers including comments such 

as ‘I have noticed him sustaining his effort throughout a range of tasks’, ‘he kept 

going on things he has previously given up on’ and ‘has asked more questions more 

frequently’; 42.9% believed there had been no change. 

 

CS3 stated that when challenged academically he ‘falls to pieces’.  This was a phrase 

to be repeated several times during the first interview and, as it went on, he 

became more and more uneasy about reflecting on himself as a learner. Towards 

the latter end of the first interview he stated that, when challenged ‘I feel uptight 

and am afraid of failing...the thought that I can’t do it demotivates me’ suggesting 

the adoption of a ‘helpless pattern’ (Dweck 2000).  

 

By the time of the second interview he stated that ‘I put more effort in now’, 

Something that his father noticed and wrote down in four diary entries supporting 
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the fact that his effort may be increasing by providing examples of increased time 

spent working, more questions and the re-drafting of work. 58.3% of teachers 

perceived that he had improved his willingness to embrace challenge with 41.7% of 

the opinion that there had been no change.  Comments from staff included the fact 

that they felt he was now ‘acting on feedback more often’ (three separate 

comments), and was ‘more willing to talk about things he found difficult’ (two 

comments). 

 

During the first interview CS4 stated that he ‘doesn’t deal with challenge very well’. 

During the second interview he suggested that this had changed stating ‘I work 

harder now when I find things difficult’.  However, most teachers did not feel the 

same way with 66.7% perceiving that there had been no change and 33.3% of the 

opinion that he had improved his willingness to embrace challenge.  

 

During the interview with his mother she ‘wasn’t sure’ whether his approach to 

challenge had changed or not.  I noted in my own diary whether, due to the 

‘random manner’ in which she went about working on this with her son, she was 

actually asking questions about challenge and engaging him about the behaviours 

as much as she could have done. 

 

The feeling of all students that they had improved their approach to challenge is 

consistent with the adoption of a growth mindset and also of receiving the 

process-focussed praise (Dweck and Mueller, 1998; Haimovitz and Henderlong, 

2011) that the parents were providing.  The only person for whom there was a 

majority of teachers who felt he had not improved his approach to challenge was 

CS4.  This may be down to the more ‘random’ way in which his mother 

implemented the intervention, which included ‘conversations in the car’ and ‘not 

really thinking about how to engage him with it strategically’.  She was also absent 

for periods of time due to work reasons, spending one month out of the six abroad 

and numerous days during the week away from home.  When his mother was 

away it left CS4 with his stepfather who I never met during the research period, 

furthermore, CS4’s mother commented on how conversation was proving difficult 
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between CS4 and his stepfather.  I imagine the periods of time when the mother 

was absent did not help support the possible effects of the intervention.  The 

extrinsic motivation that CS4’s mother provided, as described above, may also have 

had an effect on the degree to which CS4 wished to challenge himself. 

 

Failure, risk taking and mistakes: 

 

CS1 described his initial view of failure very positively stating that ‘if you find things 

difficult then it shows you are improving’.  During the second interview CS1 asked 

whether you can actually ever fail at something: ‘do you really ever fail? I mean 

failure is learning and learning is good’ [serious demeanour throughout].  For me, as 

an interpretivist researcher his body language and tone of voice suggested that this 

was an enhanced feeling from the previous conversation which was, in itself, a 

positive one.  However, he did not perceive that his view of failure had changed; he 

also did not feel he was taking any more risks than he was previously.  

 

The diary from his mother highlighted her surprise to a particular event in relation 

to auditioning for a Drama performance: ‘CS1 said ‘I’m just going to go for it, I know 

it’s a main part but I’m just going to go for it!' I hadn’t seen that attitude from him 

before, he always seemed a little concerned about what others might think'.  

Feedback from teacher observation showed that 66.7% felt he was taking more 

risks academically with 33.3% of the opinion that there had been no change.  71.4% 

of his teachers thought that he was more willing to make mistakes now with 28.6% 

feeling there had been no change.  Those of the opinion that these behaviours had 

become more frequent stated that he was ‘asking more questions’, ‘volunteering 

more answers’, ‘having a go at more often’ and ‘less easily dissuaded to continue by 

failure’.  This was supported in the second interview when CS1 stated that he 

‘enjoyed making mistakes more now', a comment which correlates to that from the 

mother’s diary entry. 

 

CS2’s view of mistakes from the first interview was positive, ‘they can benefit 

someone more than success; they are proof you are trying’.  When asked whether 
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or not he was afraid of making them he stated 'not really, although some mistakes 

have big consequences such as failing exams’.  When asked the same questions in 

the second interview the student stated that ‘failure is good, you can learn from it, 

but making the same mistakes isn’t so good so it is also important to think about 

past mistakes’, adding ‘I feel I am happier making them now [mistakes] I don’t take 

them as personally’.  He also stated that ‘I have a go at things more often now, even 

if I don’t know that I am going to be right'.  

 

Feedback from his teachers showed that a majority (57.1%) felt he had increased the 

amount of risks he was taking, with 42.9% perceiving there had been no change. 

His mother thought that he had taken more risks and noted several instances 

within her diary at home.  However, 57.1% of his teachers felt that there had been 

no change with the way in which he was prepared to make mistakes with 42.9% 

noticing an improvement.  Those of the opinion that these behaviours had become 

more frequent stated that he was ‘being more inquisitive in class’, ‘putting his hand 

up more often’, ‘having a go’ and ‘was making more mistakes’.  His mother felt he 

had increased his risk taking and approach to failure noting that ‘he would start 

something without asking for help as frequently’ and when asked about mistakes in 

conversation ‘he stated that he was proud of making them’. 

 

CS3’s first interview highlighted that he was afraid of failing.  As a result he 

‘sometimes’ took risks; bad marks ‘made me doubt myself’ and means that ‘I am not 

good enough, it means I am annoyed, I feel I am not good enough’. CS3 felt 

embarrassed to get help, that ‘asking for help shows I am not good enough’ while 

any result of a test ‘gives me a label’.  As previously stated this clearly correlates 

with literature discussing the changes during, and challenges of, adolescence 

(Eccles and Barber, 1999; Lerner and Steinberg, 2009) as well as being a reflection of 

entity theory belief (Yeager and Dweck, 2012). 

 

During the second interview CS3 stated that ‘failure means there can be goals, if 

there is failure then I need to try harder next time’ while also saying that ‘I am no 

longer embarrassed to get help - I will need help if I am doing something difficult'. 
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This was a clear change to his first response and again highlighted his belief that 

achievement was possible when his behaviour was altered.  When asked about fear 

of failure he commented that ‘ummm I’m not really scared of failure, no. I don’t get 

as anxious any more and won’t take getting something wrong as a personal bad if 

you know what I mean - I’ll have more of a crack at things now’.  Furthermore his 

father stated in his interview that his son is ‘definitely more willing to make 

mistakes and to have a go’; he had noticed ’CS3 was not avoiding tasks’, was 

‘handing in prep’ and ‘spoke of a poor mark as an opportunity’. 

 

Teacher feedback for CS3 showed that they were split 50/50 between believing 

there had been an improvement with his willingness to take risks and believing 

there had been no change.  When it came to his willingness to make mistakes 

however 58.3% of teachers perceived there had been an improvement with 41.7% 

believing there had been no change.  Improvements were based on perceiving ‘a 

less guarded approach in lessons’, ‘less frustration when a mistake was made’, 

‘more answers volunteered’ and ‘increased leadership in group work’. 

 

During CS4’s first interview he said that ‘failure [including bad marks] makes me 

feel like I am really dumb’ and that ‘I don’t take risks, well sometimes I do, but only 

to see if I am right’.  He did seem to recognise the value of mistakes though, 

commenting that ‘they are useful as you can learn from them’.  The feeling of being 

dumb, especially following the application of effort, is something that the literature 

has found common within those of an entity mindset (Blackwell et al., 2007; Yeager 

and Dweck 2012). 

 

When interviewed for the second time he commented that 'he does take risks, 

about the same as last time’ however, there was a slight change to the way he 

perceived what failure means to him when saying that ‘I don’t mind if I fail and 

make mistakes; there is nothing wrong with making mistakes they just represent 

something I haven’t learnt’.  Furthermore, a bad mark this time around ‘just proves I 

should work harder’; however, he did state that ‘I’m not sure that I have been more 

willing to make mistakes, about the same as last time'.  
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In general this appeared to be a change to his previous use of language that 

suggested failure meant he wasn’t clever and proved he was dumb.  This is also 

something that his mother mentioned during interview when saying that ‘he never 

says he is dumb anymore, he used to say ‘I am so dumb mum’ but doesn’t say that 

anymore’.  She wasn’t sure about the extent to which he had taken risks or was 

prepared to make mistakes; overall ‘I don’t think that has changed much’.  

 

Teachers, however, didn’t perceive any changes in his behaviour and, indeed, these 

responses contained the only information within the entire study that pointed 

towards a negative trend with 66.7% perceiving there had been no change and 

33.3% of the opinion that things had got worse.  For those who thought his 

willingness to make mistakes had decreased comments included ‘he asks more 

unnecessary questions before starting something - just have a go I told him’ and ‘he 

was becoming more and more concerned about results’.  88.9% stated they they 

felt he had made no change in the way he was approaching risks with 11.1% stated 

that they had seen a positive change, ‘he was more prepared to try questions he 

hadn’t seen before but only once he had got into it’.  The negative results may be 

due to the fear of not being awarded the Glastonbury tickets if he did fail, and the 

resultant performance goals used, which removed the focus on learning and the 

tendency to adopt a more incremental mindset. 

 

All students at some point made comments that concerned how others might 

perceive them when they made a mistake, something that studies have found to be 

common in adolescents (Eccles and Barber, 1999). Two students during the first 

interview mentioned the prospect of having a ‘label’ as a result of others’ 

perceptions, a finding that is grounded in more recent literature: ‘adolescents are 

increasingly attentive to their social labels[…]and they increasingly believe that 

those social labels refer to fixed traits' (Yeager and Dweck, 2012: 306).  However, 

there was also a belief in the value of mistakes in creating an opportunity for 

learning (Naussbaum and Dweck, 2007) as well as an increased tendency to take 

risks as part of challenging yourself to improve (Dweck, 2000). 
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Feedback and critique: 

 

CS1 enjoyed receiving feedback ‘as it shows what I can do to get better’; he stated 

during the second interview that this hadn’t changed, adding 'if it helps me to 

improve then I want to know about it’.  In the interview with his mother she stated 

that, during the Easter holidays, her son ‘asked for help…which had not happened 

previously’.  Teachers also perceived that there had been an increase in the way he 

used feedback with 66.7% agreeing there had been a positive change.  Comments 

included that ‘he will now respond to more of my comments in his book’, ‘he asks 

questions about his feedback’ and ‘actually acts on feedback now’ (two comments). 

33.3% of staff perceived no change. 

 

CS2’s concept of the value of feedback didn’t seem to change from interview one to 

two, although there was a subtle shift in his language. He stated during the first 

interview that ‘I value feedback, it tells me where I have gone wrong’.  During the 

second interview, when answering the same question, he responded ‘yes, I value 

feedback as it shows me what I can do to improve’.  I interpreted the first response 

as something more passive, looking back at what had gone wrong, whereas the 

second response concerning improvement was more forward looking and 

expectant.  

 

71.4% of teachers were of the opinion that CS2 improved his use of feedback, 

stating that ‘he acts on my comments more frequently’ (three comments), and ‘asks 

questions about his feedback’.  28.6% of staff felt there was no change.  His mother 

thought he had increased the use of feedback and willingness to receive it asking 

her to ‘please check my work now'. 

 

CS3’s feeling towards feedback was positive during the first interview because it 

‘enabled him to improve’, however, feedback usually ‘proved that I was not good at 

it’.  By the time of the second interview he commented that it ‘is great as it 

highlights things I can do to get better, things I can control’.  Teachers unanimously 
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thought he had increased the extent to which he used feedback with 100% of his 

teachers perceiving that there had been a positive change, stating that ‘he takes my 

advice and uses it now’, ‘he asks questions about my comments’ and ‘has clearly 

read them’.  This was backed up by the views of his parents who noted observing 

him ‘listening more carefully’, ‘talking about teachers’ comments’ and ‘asking for 

our opinion more frequently’. 

 

During the first interview CS4 stated that ‘I use feedback in lessons, yeh’.  By the end 

of the second interview he was of the opinion that ‘yeh, I don’t think that has really 

changed much, maybe I use it a little more sometimes’.  Teacher feedback was 

divided on the subject with 50% feeling he had improved and 50% feeling that he 

had made no change.  Those that felt he had improved commented on ‘an 

increased willingness to listen to feedback’ and that he ‘used it more often when 

re-drafting work’.  His mother didn’t feel she could comment on this. 

 

Perseverance: 

 

In CS1’s initial interview he perceived that he ‘perseveres most of the time’.  During 

the second interview he stated that when confronted with difficulty this meant he 

‘needed to find another way to achieve’; and that he ‘had kept going more often'. 

Feedback from his mother and teachers suggested that he has improved the 

frequency in which he keeps going when things are difficult.  His mother’s diary 

entry stated that ‘he has persevered in difficulty to a greater extent’, citing several 

examples during school time and also on the half term and Easter break. Teacher 

feedback supported the perception that CS1 had improved the extent to which he 

persevered with 85.7% of teachers of the opinion that things had got better. 

Comments included the fact that ‘he doesn’t ask for help as much now, he just 

keeps going’, ‘he sticks at work now’ and that he ‘keeps going through hard study’. 

14.3% of staff were of the opinion that there had been no change. 

 

CS2 stated in the first interview that he ‘doesn’t like giving up but sometimes things 

are impossible so I have to give up’.  During the second interview when asked the 
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same question he responded that ‘when I make a mistake I would keep going, there 

will be a way to do it eventually’. 57.1% of his teachers agreed that he was now 

persevering to a greater extent with 42.9% of the opinion that there was no change. 

Any comments spoke of his ‘greater resilience’, that he was ‘more willing to 

struggle’ and ‘sticks at things more often’ something that Farrington et al (2012) 

believed to be best cultivated through mindset strategies. 

 

When things became difficult CS3 stated in his first interview that ‘he gets uptight, 

anxious and falls to pieces[…]sometimes I will give up because I don’t think I will be 

able to do it’.  By the time of the second interview he stated that ‘I now stick at 

things for longer as I am more confident that I will be able to do it in the end..a bad 

mark means I need to work harder’.  This was supported by his teachers with 66.7% 

of staff perceiving that he had improved.  Staff noticed that ‘he will not give up as 

easily’ (three comments) and that ‘he keeps at hard topics for longer’.  33.3% 

perceived there had been no change.  His father commented that ‘at the start if he 

didn’t know the answer with his homework then he would just give up; now he 

keeps going and sticks at it more’. 

 

During the first interview with CS4 he stated that 'if I fail I give up; if I can’t do 

something I give up’; during the second interview he said that when challenged he 

now ‘works harder’.  However, this was not confirmed by his mother who stated 

that ‘I don’t feel he has persevered any more than previously’.  The majority of his 

teachers thought there had been no change (55.6%), however, 44.4% of staff did feel 

he was persevering to a greater extent in class; they mentioned that he ‘continued 

to bounce back from failure’ and ‘was working for longer periods before losing 

concentration’ (two comments). 
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Growth mindset questionnaire results 

 

Case Study student Before the intervention After the intervention 

CS1 33 41 

CS2 27 39 

CS3 22 40 

CS4 27 33 

 

All students increased their growth mindset score, totalling a higher mark on 

Dweck’s (2000) Implicit Theories of Intelligence Scale for Children - Self Form. 

The slightest improvement was seen, perhaps unsurprisingly, by CS4.  CS1’s score 

was higher before the intervention than CS2, 3 and 4, all scoring lower, with CS3 

having the lowest score.  CS2 and CS3 improved their mindset the most on the 

questionnaire. 

 

Perceived reasons for any changes in mindset: 

 

When asked about any influences over any changes during the course of this 

calendar year CS1 immediately started talking about his mother stating ‘mum has 

definitely influenced my motivation positively[…]my parents believe in the 

usefulness of challenging myself, making mistakes and perseverance’.  He stated 

that school hasn’t affected him very much, he 'hasn’t noticed a difference', it had 

'always been a supportive environment’.  He had not noticed any changes in the 

behaviour and language of his parents, something that surprised his mother during 

the interview, where she cited the changes she had made to the way she interacts 

with her son.  

 

CS2 stated that ‘people helping me out’ was the reason for his increase in 

motivation towards learning however, teachers also noticed CS2 asking for more 
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help and being more appreciative of it; this appears to be a good example of the 

environment responding to the individual within it.  When asked about who the 

people who helped him were he stated ‘peers and family’; school was not 

mentioned.  He did not notice any changes in his mother’s behaviour since the start 

of the first interview although ‘mum has spoken to me about effort, taking risks, 

having a go and sticking at things this year - she has said I can get better if I do 

these things and that there have been times in her life that she has regretted 

because she failed but didn’t persevere’. 

 

CS2’s mother stated that she had changed the way she communicated with her son 

since the start of the project.  She 'hoped she had made a difference’ but thought 

that was ‘down to me to measure’. All she suggested she had done was 'think more 

about the language she was using, what she was encouraging or praising and how 

she was making links between controllable behaviours and outcomes - whether 

positive or negative’.  She has also focussed on 'being more subtle and 

communicating with her son on his terms’; she felt this helped as 'he probably 

didn’t feel I was influencing him on purpose or trying to change his behaviour to 

suit my wishes alone’.  This suggests an understanding of the importance of 

providing autonomy (Deci and Ryan, 2000) and being stealthy in her approach 

(Yeager and Walton, 2011). 

 

CS3 commented that mainly his parents, but also the school, had helped him 

improve to the extent that he feels he has.  His drawings and pictures, as already 

discussed, help to explain the reason that the school has helped.  He felt that he had 

‘noticed a change in the language my parents use at home and they appear a lot 

more interested in my work which helps me a lot’.  ‘They talk to me like much more 

of an adult now, provide me with constructive criticism and congratulate me on 

my achievements’.  ‘They have regularly talked to me when I have done my 

homework at home, I ask them things and then we reflect on how school is going 

although it doesn’t happen all the time; which is nice actually'. 'Both my Mum and 

Dad have been encouraging me to take on challenges, take risks and not compare 

my results to others; they have taught me that I am in control’. 
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CS4 stated that he felt his motivation had 'stayed the same' for the duration of the 

project.  If he had changed since the start of the project he felt this was due to 

family, first and foremost, followed by peers and then by school.  He was quite 

demotivated to continue our conversation and was not sure how anyone might 

have influenced him. 

 

What proved most effective during the intervention period: 

 

CS1 stated that ‘the improvement I have had comes from my parents suggesting but 

not forcing me to do anything; I do things my own way and they know that’.  This 

highlights the desire for autonomy thought to be a vital aspect of motivation in 

individuals (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Deci and Ryan, 1985) and young adolescents 

(Berzonsky and Adams, 2003; Lerner and Steinberg, 2009). 

 

CS1’s mother stated that having an awareness of Dweck’s (2012) theory, advice on 

how to apply it (theoretically and practically) and access to a sounding board (the 

researcher) when she felt she needed it, enabled her to ‘hone the tools to use with 

my son’.  This sentiment was echoed by the other parents who found the design of 

the intervention helpful.  She also felt that involvement in the project had ‘enabled 

her to stay calm…provided support and reduced my own anxiety’.  She was ‘very 

process orientated, not discussing results, just about taking risks and putting effort 

in’ she also realised that ‘my grown up expectations may not be appropriate for my 

son’.  

 

She 'kept the framework at hand’ and 'looked at it when she was feeling anxious 

[about her son’s achievement] to remind herself of the concepts and language’; she 

‘used examples of her own experiences’ in conversation with her son to role model 

behaviours, something that CS2’s mother also did.  She used footage from an 

individual on Youtube to talk about the 'importance and power of resilience and 

failures’ as part of the slightly more overt approach to discussing mindset theory 
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(Reienzo et al., 2015).  CS1’s mother said that this approach brought her further out 

of 'autopilot parenting' and more towards ‘conscious parenting’.  

 

CS2’s mother commented on the fact that having more knowledge about the theory 

and having the framework to help her was very useful.  She mentioned that 

working with me on this ‘reduced my anxiety, gave me a focus and reduced my 

pushiness'.  She commented in her diary that her son said she had 'become less 

annoying’, thanked her for her help and talked about his behaviours more freely. 

The perceived reduction in the anxiety of the mothers of CS2 and CS1 confirms 

findings from Dweck (1985) and Butler (1992) that setting mastery goals, otherwise 

known as learning goals (Dweck, 2000), reduce anxiety, embed challenge and 

promote task involvement (Harackiewicz, 1989; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  It seems 

there is evidence within the context of this study to support this for both parents 

and their children. 

 

CS3’s father said ‘is was difficult to work with him on his learning at the start’.  This 

may well be due to the challenges of parenting a teenager at a time when roles are 

often re-aligned (Grolnick et al., 2007; Smetana et al., 2004) and the difficulty of 

deciding how and when to approach the intervention strategies.  They did not push 

their knowledge of the theories onto their son and embraced the patient, covert 

coaching model we discussed.  Language from the framework was 'used at least 

three times a week' when they felt it was appropriate.  

 

During the intervention period CS4’s mother began by trying to engage him in 

conversations about his learning however, he responded with ‘that reminds me of 

school’.  This seems to show the reasons for wanting the approach to be a stealthy 

one and to avoid the overt ‘extrinsic intrusion’ (Elliot and Harackiewicz, 1994: 968) 

thought to interfere with an adolescent’s desire for autonomy.  CS4’s mother found 

it hard to engage with the him using the language ‘quite randomly’ and talking to 

him ‘mainly when chatting in the car’.  On reflection she very much appreciated 

being involved in the project; she was not aware of the theories previously and 

found them very interesting. 
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CS1 appeared to be in the strongest position from the start, something that teachers’ 

opinions, the mindset questionnaire and the interview seemed to show.  This may 

be due to his mother already appreciating the benefits of praising process however, 

it may also be due to the marital situation involved.  CS1’s parents are the only ones 

in the study to still be together.  CS2 has a single mother and both CS3 and CS4’s 

parents are divorced and living apart.  CS3’s parents are in an amicable position 

however, CS4’s are not and there has been much tumult in CS4’s life so far.  The 

literature suggests divorce is ‘likely to impact negatively on children’s psychological 

adjustment’; problems from childhood can 'then be manifested in adolescence’ 

(Storkson et al., 2006:75), something also found within a study by Hetherington 

(1993).  

 

Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) can also help explain the effect that different 

contexts can have on different individuals.  The four case studies are all positioned 

differently within their frames of activity and, therefore, the mediating effects of 

the environment will impact them differently.  

 

I feel that the upheaval of the family unit, including re-marriage, a currently tricky 

relationship with his stepfather and a job that takes his mother away from the 

family home regularly has severely affected the effect that CS4’s mother has been 

able to have. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

In this project I have investigated how parental engagement can affect the growth 

mindset of four young adolescent day boys in a co-educational independent 

boarding school environment.  

 

I investigated the effect that parents can have on their child’s ‘educational self 

schema’ (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003) specifically the development of an 

incremental mindset and the extent to which they ‘internalise aspects of parental 

65 



values and expectations as they form an image of themselves as a learner’ (Dweck, 

2012: 51). 

 

My study sought to answer two main research questions: 

 

1. To what extent does parental engagement impact upon growth mindset and 

academic behaviours within the context of my investigation? 

2. What guidelines may be useful for an educational community looking to 

develop more conscious parenting in relation to mindset theory? 

 

To what extent does parental engagement impact upon growth mindset and 

academic behaviours within the context of my investigation? 

 

The findings of this project suggest that parental engagement has had a positive 

effect on the development of growth mindset and academic behaviours in the four 

case studies, albeit to different extents.  Three students seem to have changed their 

mindset and academic behaviours significantly with one student improving their 

mindset and behaviours to a lesser extent; I would not be happy to conclude that 

any findings for CS4 were secure.  The study has added weight to earlier work that 

the possession of incremental theory positively affects academic behaviour 

(Aronson et al., 2002; Blackwell et al., 2007, Study 2; Good et al., 2003; Yeager and 

Dweck, 2012) including the use and direction of causal attributions (Hong et al., 

1999; Blackwell et al., 2007; Robins and Pals, 2002). 

 

Findings also tentatively point to increases in self-regulatory behaviour 

(Zimmerman, 1989) including the standards set by various students (Mischel and 

Liebert, 1966), increases in self-efficacy perceptions (Schunk, 1984; Zimmerman and 

Ringle, 1981), self-evaluative behaviour (Bandura and Cervone, 1983, 1986) and the 

desire to seek out information (Zimmerman and Martins-Pons 1986); although, due 

to a lack of specific evidence concerning these behaviours, no conclusive link can 

be established. 
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The study has also highlighted the challenges of parenting an adolescent child and 

the emotional changes experienced by young adults during such developmental 

times in their lives.  Findings support the idea of the need for autonomy as a source 

of motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000) and the significant effect that parents, and 

parental engagement at school, can have on children (Bouchey and Harter, 2005; 

Eccles et al., 1993; Bleeker and Jacobs, 2004; Jones and Schneider, 2009; Harris et 

al., 2009; Hornby, 2011). 

 

From my experience leading the parental engagement process I would 

recommend the stealthy approach to mindset training (Urdan and Turner, 2005; 

Rienzo et al., 2015; Yeager and Walton, 2011; Yeager et al., 2013); focussing on a mix 

of process orientated praise to develop mastery orientation and effective causal 

attribution (Dweck, 2000; Hong et al., 1999; Blackwell et al., 2007; Robins and pals, 

2002; Mueller and Dweck, 1998; Haimovitz and Henderlong, 2011), collaboratively 

developing learning goals (Dweck, 2000), asking questions to promote 

metacognition, discussion and reflection (Black and Wiliam, 1998a; Zhang et al., 

2010; White and Frederiksen, 2005) while strategically and subtly sharing 

knowledge about the plasticity of the brain and the malleability of intelligence 

(Dweck 2012, Paunesku et al., 2015; Rienzo et al., 2015). 

 

The experience with CS4 suggests that progress may be slower with children who 

are in a home situation that they are finding difficult, when a parent is frequently 

absent, when there is communication breakdown in the family unit, when extrinsic 

rewards are offered for academic attainment and when resultant goals are not then 

orientated around learning.  However, in my view this is not a reason to stop 

parental engagement initiatives or not to try in the first place; we must champion 

all children and work together as a community to support the improvement of the 

culture around the child. 

 

From my own position as an interpretive researcher, caution should be taken when 

generalising these findings to the broader field of independent education, and 

indeed educational contexts more generally.  However, I do feel that my research 
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implies that schools could do more to engage with parents rather than involve 

them, to educate them about becoming even better parents, and become more 

knowledgeable about how to do so effectively. 

 

Guidelines which may be useful for an educational community looking to develop 

more conscious parenting in relation to mindset theory. 

 

As a result of this study there are experiences, concepts and practical strategies that 

both schools and parents may find useful to learn from when engaging parents 

with education: 

 

For schools: 

● Parents must get the message that they matter. 

● Involvement and engagement are important if the effects of parents are to 

be maximised (Harris and Goodhall, 2007). 

● Those who are hardest to reach often see the school as hard to reach (Harris 

et al., 2009). 

● Parenting it is the toughest job in the world.  Dylan Wiliam (2016) states that 

all teachers need to ‘improve, not because they are not good enough, but 

because they can get even better’ (p.239); substitute the word ‘teachers’ for 

‘parents’ and you have a very transferable message.  Parental engagement is 

about enabling parents to be ​even ​ better than they are already 

● Our role as professionals is to share our knowledge of the latest research and 

collaborate with parents to use this in their parental practise. 

● Create opportunities to meet with parents at times that are convenient with 

them and provide refreshments. 

● Share the vision for education at your school with parents. 

● Be sure that parental engagement is planned in parallel with staff 

engagement and the wider school’s strategy. It will be most beneficial to the 

community if both parents and teachers are aware of, and focussed on 

developing, the same concepts together. 
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For parents: 

● Parents affect the learning, character and life chances of their child to a very 

large extent. 

● Parents’ beliefs can shape adolescents’ own beliefs of self which influence 

their performance (Bleeker and Jacobs, 2004; Jones and Schneider, 2009).  In 

the role of a mindset coach this is very important.  

● Parents should look at their own beliefs before working with their children 

on theirs. 

● Operate in a subtle and covert way: adolescent autonomy needs to be 

preserved. 

● Experiment with different language, use different synonyms to support your 

school’s educational concepts; using the same words as the school may 

cause a cautious reaction from the child. 

● Be patient; developing intrinsic motivation takes time. 

● Speak to your child’s school to help confirm the controllable processes that 

your child should be developing and to engage with them about growth 

mindset. 

● Collaboratively set goals with your child surrounding these controllable 

behaviours. 

● Praise the display of these processes sincerely. 

● Create a list of coaching questions and reminders for you to use if you wish 

and refer to them if necessary. 

● Use knowledge of attribution to empower your child and develop their 

self-esteem; link praise for achievement to the display of process. 

● Ask questions to stimulate discussion enabling reflection and develop 

metacognition. 

● Don’t force conversation if your child is not ready. 

● Role model the processes you are attempting to further cultivate and discuss 

your experience of them if and when appropriate. 

● Learning is supposed to be hard and we learn best through ‘desirable 

difficulties’ (Bjork and Bjork, 2011). As such it is a teacher’s job to make 

learning difficult.  
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● Use the word ‘yet’ (or something similar) as and when appropriate when 

your child suggests they cannot do something (Dweck, 2012). 

● Involve any relevant theory of brain development in a light touch and 

accessible manner if and when appropriate.  

 

Further research in this area could involve the following: 

● Effective methods for schools to engage whole parental communities. 

● A cohort study involving more students, over a longer period of time, 

including both males and females. 

● Studies which investigate whether the effects of parental engagement are 

affected by the age of the child. 

● The extent to which the parents of boarding students can be effectively 

engaged in their child’s learning. 

● Could parents be more effective at engaging parents than teachers. 

● The extent to which a parent’s mindset and their behaviours are changed as 

a result of coaching their children. 

 

Evaluation 

 

Working together with the parents on this intervention was a new experience for 

all parties.  Some things were lost in translation between us, especially between the 

mother of CS4 and me which could well have been down to ineffective 

communication on my part.  To improve this situation in the future I would like to 

have worked with another group of parents as a pilot before the project began to 

obtain feedback about the effectiveness of my methods.  I would also encourage 

feedback from a colleague who could observe my interactions with parents. 

 

Due to the nature of our busy lives there was also time delays between parents 

responding to my communication and vice versa.  If time allowed I would have 

wished to meet with the parents more frequently to discuss best practice 

throughout the intervention period. 
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I felt that the different methods within this project provided rich data however, 

greater triangulation through lesson observation by a colleague who did not teach 

the students may well have provided a more rounded perspective; due to the busy 

timetables of all involved this was not possible. 

 

Not all teachers answered the questionnaire about the four students.  This may 

have been due to the proximity to the end of term and the associated tiredness and 

administrative tasks that this brings.  If I were to do the study again I would bring 

the questionnaire forward to allow a greater response time.  That said I do feel that 

the minimum number of staff recorded (seven) for both CS2 and CS4 was sufficient 

for reliable findings to have been gathered for those individuals.  Furthermore, 

although the reliability of comparison between cases has, to some extent, been 

tainted by the unequal numbers of responses, the seven staff that responded about 

CS2 and CS4 also responded for CS1 and CS3.  This increases the reliability above 

what it would have been if this was not the case. 

 

Although I used a critical friend group it may have enhanced my study to engage 

with such reflection outside of my own school.  Experienced colleagues from other 

schools may have added a useful dynamic to conversations, especially if they had 

previous experience with parental engagement programmes. 

 

Even though it would have increased the administrative burden on the students it 

would have been interesting to gauge developments in mindset more frequently 

throughout the six month period.  Meeting with parents more regularly could also 

have provided the opportunity to explore the causality of the observations in 

greater depth. 

 

The analysis of the academic behaviours associated with mindset theory could 

have been enhanced if there was a student questionnaire about these aspects and 

would have allowed for greater triangulation of perspective within each case study. 
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Finally it would have perhaps been more effective to video the students during the 

interviews.  In this instance I did not as they did not wish that to happen; however, 

this could well have increased my understanding of the students’ communication 

and prevented the need for my note taking. 
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Appendix 1 

 

UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

 

15 Norham Gardens, Oxford OX2 6PY 

Tel: +44(0)1865 274024   Fax: +44(0)1865 274027 

general.enquiries@education.ox.ac.uk    www.education.ox.ac.uk 

 

Director Professor Ernesto Macaro 

 

 

15th December 2015 

 

Mrs……. 

Headmistress 

 

Dear…...,  

 

I am writing to enquire about conducting research in school this academic year.  As 

you know, I am studying for the Master’s in Learning and Teaching at Oxford 

University, supervised by Dr Gill Boag-Munroe.  In my final research project, 

'Harnessing parent power: To what extent can parental engagement enhance the 

development of growth mindset in secondary school children?', I will explore an 

aspect of secondary education that has remained relatively removed from action 

research and education focus: actually engaging parents to extend their child's 

learning rather than just involving them. 

 

The research will take place with four Year 9 students and their parents; the 

students have been recommended to me by their tutors.  I will be investigating 

how parents can be engaged as an intervention to improve the motivation and 

engagement of the learner within their own education.  We will be focussed on 
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helping the parents to grow the growth mind-set of their children and, in turn, 

enhance the concept they have of their own intelligence, the way they embrace 

failure, accept challenge and learn from others' success.  A number of staff have 

shown interest in collaborating with me on this via observations of the students 

within their own lessons.  

 

By participating in the research, the school would be contributing to a project that 

will deepen the school’s understanding of parental engagement, and so contribute 

towards developing ways of improving growth mind-set of other students in the 

school in the future. It will also contribute to education more widely within the UK, 

abroad and with our strategic partners. 

 

I hope to conduct this research between 06/01/16 and 06/06/16.  I would conduct a 

qualitative approach to this study which, briefly, would involve: logbooks, 

questionnaires, interviews, analysis of students' drawings and photos that they have 

taken, and classroom observations. 

 

Oxford University has strict ethical procedures on conducting ethical research with 

teachers and young people, consistent with current British Educational Research 

Association guidelines.  As practitioner research however, the University 

recognises that schools have the highest ethical standards in any event. Therefore, 

only your consent is necessary, and not that of parents.  Throughout the research, 

students, parents and other teachers will be able to refuse to participate in any 

research activities at any time.  

 

All participants, including students, parents, teachers and the school, would be 

made anonymous in all research reports.  The data collected would be kept strictly 

confidential, available only to my supervisor and myself, and not used other than 

specified without further consent.  All tapes would be destroyed at the end of the 

research period, and kept in secure conditions until that time.  
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If you feel that you are happy for me to conduct the study here at school, or need 

more information about what is involved, please do contact me.  

 

In the meantime I look forward to hearing from you via the attached form.  

 

Best wishes,  
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Harnessing parent power: To what extent can parental engagement enhance the 

development of growth mindset in secondary school children? 

 

 

University of Oxford, Department of Education 

 

 

[Name of school] 

 

[School address] 

 

[Name of Head] 

 

• We do not wish to participate in this project. 

 

• We would like to find out more about this project. 

 

• We would like to take part in this project. 

 

If you would like further information, please contact me, or my supervisor. If you 

require clarification of the ethical approval, process please contact Chair of 

Department of Education Research Ethics Committee, Dr Nigel Fancourt.  

 

 Supervisor email:  Gill.boag-munroe@education.ox.ac.uk  

 

Chair of Department of Education Research Ethics Committee, Dr Nigel Fancourt 

email: nigel.fancourt@education.ox.ac.uk 

 

Please return this form to me. 

 

Thank you for your help. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Dear all, 

 

As part of my MSc I am writing to see if you would mind being involved in some 

data gathering.  My project is investigating the effect of a particular parenting 

intervention on the development of different behaviours for learning; it is not an 

investigation that is looking to evaluate you as a teacher in any way. 

 

Your involvement would include observing the following four individuals [...] 

during your lessons with them for a six month period; any changes in the following 

behaviours should be written into a diary and handed to me at the end of that time 

period: 

● Approach to risk taking 

● Degree to which they persevere through challenge 

● Approach to failure 

● Approach to challenge 

● Attitude towards feedback 

● Effort levels 

● Approach towards learning in general 

 

I will also ask you to complete a questionnaire at the end of the research period 

which will take approximately 10 minutes. 

 

Please respond via email stating whether or not you wish to be involved.  There is 

no expectation that you are involved and you can withdraw from the project at any 

time. 

 

If you state that you are happy to be part of the investigation I shall ask my PA to 

arrange a time for us to meet at your convenience and discuss this in greater depth. 

 

Best wishes, 
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Appendix 3 

 

Harnessing parent power: To what extent can parental engagement enhance the 

development of growth mindset in secondary school children? 

 

[Name of researcher] 

University of Oxford, Department of Education 

 

[Name and address of school] 

 

Dear [parent name] 

 

Having talked to [name of the researcher] about what my involvement would 

consist of: 

 

• I do not wish to participate in this project. 

 

• I would like to find out more about this project. 

 

• I would like to take part in this project. 

 

If you would like further information, please contact me, or my supervisor. If you 

require clarification of the ethical approval, process please contact Chair of 

Department of Education Research Ethics Committee, Dr Nigel Fancourt.  

 

 Supervisor email:  Gill.boag-munroe@education.ox.ac.uk  

 

Chair of Department of Education Research Ethics Committee, Dr Nigel Fancourt 

email: nigel.fancourt@education.ox.ac.uk 

 

Please return this form to me and many thanksfor your help. 
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Appendix 4 

 

Please show how much you agree or disagree with each statement by crossing 

through the option that corresponds to your opinion. 

 

You have a certain amount of intelligence, and you can’t really do much to change 

it. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 

  

Your intelligence is something about you that you can’t change very much. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 

  

No matter who you are, you can significantly change your intelligence level. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 
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To be honest, you can’t really change how intelligent you are. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 

 

You can always substantially change how intelligent you are. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 

 

You can learn new things, but you can’t really change your basic intelligence 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 

  

No matter how much intelligence you have, you can always change it quite a bit. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 
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You can change even your basic intelligence level considerably. 

● Strongly Agree 

● Agree 

● Mostly Agree 

● Mostly Disagree 

● Disagree 

● Strongly Disagree 
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