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 Psychologist Carol Dweck has found that people tend to believe in either a fixed or a growth 
attitude about themselves. The fixed attitude makes a person believe that talents are everything and that 
there is little one can do about that. Successful people are simply born with talents. The growth person 
believes that talents are actually unimportant, and it is how hard one works that creates success. 
 The “fixed” attitude person believes that we can improve our talents but we should hide our 
weaknesses. That person believes that one should skip opportunities if they would expose a weakness. 
The “fixed” attitude makes one highly embarrassed when one is wrong.  
 The “growth” attitude person believes that opportunities should be seized because not only 
might they bring success, but they are also situations where one will grow and develop. What if they 
are wrong? They are curious about what they missed and what they can learn from the mistake. Failure 
to the “growth” person is an opportunity to learn. Growth people are eager to fail more quickly so they 
can learn more thoroughly.  
 If you praise children for “talent” they see themselves as “fixed” in talent. But that is not the 
mindset that leads to real thriving. In the real world, the “growth” mindset works much better. 
Successful people are pro-learning and pro-failure. Professor K. Anders Ericcson, at Florida State 
University has studied highly successful people in music, art, medicine, law, and sports. He is called 
“The Expert on Experts.” To almost everyone’s surprise, he found that talent didn’t make much 
difference. He found some talented persons went on to great success and others did not. He also learned 
that some persons without much talent when young went on to be significant experts, champions, and 
top performers. The only thing that mattered was how they practiced. 
 Experts had practiced much more than those who didn’t succeed. He found, for example, that 
the best musicians had practiced around 10,000 hours by the time they were twenty years old. The good 
musicians had practiced around 2,000 hours. So successes out-practice the not-so-successful people by 
a five to one ratio. 
 Second, the successful persons were focused on deliberate practice. What that means is they 
sought out the best coaches and teachers and worked very hard to have the best performance possible. 
They work hard at improving and they enjoy seeing themselves get better. 
 
 If you have a fixed mindset, here are some writing exercises that will help:  
1. List 3 reasons why it is important to realize that people can develop their abilities. 
2. Describe at least three people you have known and respected who developed their abilities and made 
significant change. 
3. Identify a time when you saw someone do something that you didn’t think they could do. Why was 
that possible? What if that person had known of your doubts? Would that affect the outcome?  
4. Your friend “Pat” seems stuck. Write a paragraph (like an email) to Pat of advice about how 
difficulties can be overcome. 
5. Read your email to Pat to someone you trust and describe their reaction. Did your trusted friend think 
you would convince Pat that he/she could overcome a difficulty by effort and practice? How can you be 
more convincing? Can you grow in your ability to believe in and teach growth?  
6. Write yourself a “letter from the future.” The letter is a message sent back in time from the future 
you, to help the present-day you be more successful. In this letter you have become much more pro-
growth in your attitude. You wrote this letter and sent it back in time to help you be more successful 
today. Describe how you developed this attitude. Tell examples of how this pro-growth attitude helped 
you. By doing this, you create “future memories” that can raise confidence and positive learning. Those 
future memories become part of your self-image today.  


