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Can Intelligence Be Changed? 

The belief that intelligence is malleable and can be developed is not a new concept. 

However, the idea that intelligence can be changed and grown in both children and 

adults has, thanks to the work of Stanford University professor Carol Dweck. Dweck’s 

research and development of the fixed and growth mindset theory has also            

contributed to a major shift in thinking about student learning and intelligence. (Ricci, 

2013) 

What Are Growth Mindsets and Fixed Mindsets? 

A “mindset” is a set of personal beliefs and is a way of thinking that influences your 

behavior and attitude toward yourself and others. Dweck (2006) described a belief 

system that asserts that intelligence is a malleable quality and can be developed– a 

growth mindset.  Learners with a growth mindset believe that they can learn just about 

anything. It might take some struggle and some failure but they understand that with 

effort and perseverance, they can succeed. The focus of a growth mindset individual 

is on learning, not on looking smart.  

Dweck also presents a different belief system about intelligence; the belief that      

intelligence is something you are born with and the level of intelligence cannot be      

changed– a fixed mindset. A person with a fixed mindset might truly believe that he 

has a predetermined amount of intelligence, skills, or talents. For those students who 

struggle or do not perceive themselves as smart, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

When students do not believe that they can be successful, they will often give up and 

not put forth effort. An advanced learner with a fixed mindset will start avoiding      

situations where she/he may fail. A person with a fixed mindset may be a high   

achiever who blames outside forces when she/he “fails” at a task. (Ricci, 2013) 

How Can Parents Help?  

One way that parents can really help their children is by choosing the words that are 

used when praising them. Every word parents say and action they perform sends a  

message to their children. These words and actions tell children how to think about 

themselves. Parents should always praise their child’s efforts instead of praising    

accomplishments. Table to the right includes some examples. 
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Do Not Say Do Say 

You are really 

athletic! 

You really work 

hard and pay  

attention when 

you are on that 

field! 

You are so smart! You work hard in 

school and it 

shows! 

Your drawing is 

wonderful; you 

are my little artist. 

I can see you 

have been     

practicing your 

drawing; what a 

great improve-

ment! 

You are a great 

gymnast. You 

could be the next 

Olympic       

champion!  

Keep practicing 

and you will see 

great results! 

You always get 

good grades; that 

makes me happy. 

When you put 

forth effort, it   

really shows in 

your grades. You 

should be so 

proud of yourself. 

We are proud of 

you! 


