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Executive Summary
• Identifying strengths creates weakness and barriers to learning: a 

focus on helping children to find their ‘natural talent(s) or strengths’ 
creates fixed mindsets and the belief that you are born with talent 
rather than being able to create talent through effort. What about the 
kids who aren’t naturally talented? Does that mean they will never 
get better at anything? Although some people appear to be naturally 
talented others have achieved results through effort and students 
need to appreciate that getting better takes work.

• A fixed mindset believes it’s talent, rather than effort that determines 
success. If you have a natural talent it sets up the expectation that 
you are always ‘good’; there is no room for failure. If you do fail or 
don’t know the answer this is a reflection of your character. This 
creates learners who shy away from challenges in order to avoid not 
being good. Have you ever said “I’m not good at maths” or “I can’t 
draw”? These are traits of a fixed mindset and it’s likely that this 
thinking has been reinforced at home and school over your lifetime 
and therefore it’s what you have come to believe.

• Research1 has shown that teachers with fixed mindsets tend 
to sympathise with students who don’t do well at maths, this 
means the child doesn’t feel bad about getting a lower result in 
maths. The sympathetic feedback, given and received, naturally 
lowers expectations of future performance for both the student 
and the teacher. This is a fixed mindset reinforcing and creating 
another fixed mindset. This comfort-oriented feedback lowered 
the student’s expectation of themselves and also their motivation 
to learn.

• Fear of failure and unknown outcomes, as well as a dislike of feeling 
vulnerable, hold children and adults back from contributing in any 
situation where there is a possibility of failure or looking foolish – this 
impacts school, work and life. 

• It’s very easy for an individual to assume their lack of contribution, 
participation or achievement is due to a lack of skill, talent or part 
of their personality. A fixed mindset and a hesitance to contribute 
are normal for many people and yet this doesn’t make it ideal for 
maximal learning or taking advantage of life’s opportunities.

• A focus for schools has been resilience and mindfulness, however, 
these skills are only applicable once you decide to contribute or start 
a new challenge. The trait that determines whether you contribute 
in the first place is courage, coupled with an understanding of what 
‘failure’ actually means.

• Learning opportunities are often left to self-confidence which is akin 
to leaving it to chance. Self-confidence is fickle and can often be 

CREATING 
COURAGEOUS 
KIDS WHO ARE 
SHAMELESS 
LEARNERS
Boost classroom 
learning and 
teacher job 
satisfaction

Is every child in your school 
learning to their ability? Do 
you have passionate teachers 
despairing about their inability 
to reach and teach all the 
children in their classes? Are 
you tired of teachers being 
given the blame for the failure 
of kids to learn?

The mindset of teachers, 
parents and students has an 
impact on the way a child 
learns and understanding this 
will be pivotal to addressing 
these issues. Could the 
fundamental ways we interact 
with children be stunting their 
learning potential? What is the 
most important trait to build in 
students to be successful in 
school and life?
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undermined once a child compares themselves 
to others, which is really what a grading system 
is modelling. This paper does not propose an 
alternative to grading. However, courage, having a 
go and sustained effort are also useful measures 
of success and contribute to building a growth 
mindset and a shameless learning environment.

• In Carol Dweck’s words, a Growth Mindset is 
‘marked by a passion for learning rather than a 
hunger for approval and a knowledge that effort 
is what makes you smart or talented. People 
with a growth mindset have a voracious appetite 
for learning, constantly seeking out the kind 
of input that they can metabolise into learning 
and constructive action. And this is extremely 
significant news for students and teachers. Not 
only are people with this mindset not discouraged 
by failure, but they don’t actually see themselves 
as failing in those situations–they see themselves 
as learning.’

• Dweck’s research has shown that how you give 
praise and giving children an understanding of 
how their brain gets smarter through effort are 
two simple ways of moving toward a growth 

mindset. Combine this with re-education about the 
constructive nature of failure and the idea of being 
courageous enough to embrace the vulnerability 
involved in contribution and learning and you have 
a totally different classroom.

• A courageous learner understands there is no 
shame in not knowing something, and in fact, 
effort is the only thing they need to put in. This 
is where courage is needed as learning requires 
vulnerability – but courageous learners feel the fear 
and do it anyway. They understand that they are 
there to get better, not prove how good they are 
and are rewarded for their input by teachers who 
praise process and effort not outcomes.

• Building courage is about teaching failure. Once 
failure is accepted as an inevitable part of learning, 
then it stops being failure and ceases to be 
something upon which someone can be judged 
upon or judge themselves upon. Redefining 
vulnerability as courageous, and rewarding effort 
not achievement, means the skills of mindfulness 
and resilience can be utilised every day in the 
classroom. The end result? A shameless learning 
environment.
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Don’t Identify Children’s Strengths
Listening to an advertisement for a school recently, 
they were talking about helping your child to discover 
their strengths. That sounds great to build self-
confidence and to find the thing(s) the child is good 
at. But, is there a danger in focussing on strengths? 
Does building self-confidence based on talents 
impact children’s ability to learn?

What if it’s just the kids who are self-confident, 
who are secure in their talents, that put their hand 
up when they don’t know something or want to 
contribute in class? What does that mean for the 
others? Do they sit there wondering about the 
problem they have? Or do they learn to carry on 
without the answer, or the validation of having 
made a useful contribution? What if a child isn’t as 
self-confident or doesn’t perceive themselves as 
talented? These kids may be aware that something 
is not a strength of theirs, perhaps because of past 
experience or perhaps they haven’t been told it is, 
when others around them have; self-confidence is 
lower as a result. What is the impact of low self-
confidence on a child’s ability to learn?

Finding strengths means that you have an opportunity 
to boost self-confidence but it also identifies and 
creates weaknesses by default. What is a strength? 
Does that mean if maths is not my strength that I 
am doomed to not being good at maths all my life? 
If I compare myself to someone who is good at 
maths, what does this do to my self-belief? It’s kind 
of like identifying food as good and bad – it sets up 
unhelpful thinking around you being good or bad 
when you eat them – so too with strengths and 
weaknesses; labelling these can make people feel 
either good or bad about themselves, their skills and 
potential. Pointing out strengths and weaknesses 
brings the focus to talent rather than effort.

When the focus is on talent, the individual feels their 
skill is something that has been bestowed upon 
them, rather than gained as a result of sustained 
effort. While it’s likely to be true that some students 
are more naturally skilled in one area over another, 
particularly in the lower levels of primary school, 
pointing this out sets the belief of how this skill arose 
and whether or not it can be developed.
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Are you Good at Maths?
Identifying abilities as strengths or talents rather 
than skills to be developed can begin to pigeon hole 
kids and hem them into a fixed mindset; this also 
reinforces the fixed mindset of teachers. ‘This child is 
good with numbers, this is their strength; they are not 
so talented at literacy though.’ 

How many times have you said 
‘I’m not good at maths’ or ‘I can’t 
spell well’, or ‘I can’t draw’? 

My son was told by a few kids at school that 
he was a natural at soccer so he joined a team 
and soon worked out he had a bit to learn. 
Unfortunately, he believed that he would be great 
even though he had hardly kicked a soccer ball, 
and certainly had never played a game. So, when 
he wasn’t the best player on the team and his 
‘talent’ had let him down he wasn’t so interested. 
I have also fallen prey to this type of thinking in the 
past –it’s a classic fixed mindset and clearly one 
that can be passed from mother to son. Is there 
harm in that thinking?
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Fixed Mindsets –  
Failure is Not an Option
A fixed mindset believes that it’s talent rather than 
effort that determines success. If you are not good 
then you had better not try too hard or you will 
cement yourself as a failure when you don’t get it 
right and be a bit of a laughing stock among your 
peers and teachers. If you are ‘good’ then you had 
better be careful what you attempt, as a failure will be 
an indicator that you aren’t really talented at all.

A fixed mindset is one where you consider your 
strengths are natural, that you were born good 
at that one thing and don’t need to work on this 
further because you will always be good. If you mess 
up something you are good at you need to make 
excuses for that because, if it’s your fault, it means 
you are no longer as good as you are supposed to 
be. People with a fixed mindset believe there are 
things that you are not good at and you never will be, 
no matter how much you try.

Understanding something is your strength means 
that you got it without any effort so the expectation is 
that it will stay that way. Often children are praised for 
their strength, it becomes a point of pride for parents, 
teachers and the child themselves however, they 
don’t know how they got it- so keeping it becomes 

a fragile thing. If I am told, this is my strength and I’m 
good at something – the pressure is on to always be 
good. But how do you stay good when you aren’t 
sure how you got to be talented in the first place? 
Have you ever seen anyone shying away from a 
challenge in your classroom? A challenge is a chance 
to fail – if I’m supposed to be naturally good at this, 
failure can’t be an option.

Research1 has shown that teachers with fixed 
mindsets tend to sympathise with students who 
don’t do well at maths, this means the child doesn’t 
feel bad about getting a lower result in maths. The 
sympathetic feedback, given and received, naturally 
lowers expectations of future performance for both 
the student and the teacher. This is a fixed mindset 
reinforcing and creating another fixed mindset. This 
comfort-oriented feedback lowered the student’s 
expectation of themselves and also their motivation 
to learn.

Adults have fixed mindsets too; we bring our 
thoughts, understanding and knowledge from 
childhood so it isn’t that surprising this doesn’t 
change much in adulthood. Is there a problem with 
having a fixed mindset?
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Why Do We Shy Away 
From Opportunity?
Both failure and vulnerability are very uncertain and unknown 
conditions to be in – it’s not comfortable not knowing how an event 
will pan out. Will I be successful or will I look like a fool? The easiest 
course of action is to do nothing, not put yourself out there, and you 
can then be confident of the outcome – which is the status quo – not 
quite what you wanted, but comfortable. You managed to avoid the 
discomfort of not knowing how your input, idea or effort would be 
received.

Failure presents an opportunity to feel ashamed, and rarely do people 
voluntarily put themselves forward for that experience. The definition2 
of shame is feeling alone and defective. Self-consciousness3 and the 
awareness of others begins around 2-3 years of age. Psychologists 
state that at this stage children can feel embarrassment. If that is the 
case then pointing out strengths, from that age on, can only start to 
narrow their future choices rather than broaden them. If children can 
feel embarrassed at this early age, reinforcing a fixed mindset will 
dampen curiosity and teach them to avoid ‘failure’ and embarrassment 
at every opportunity. If you are meant to be good at something, failure 
means you aren’t.

‘If you are meant to be good, failure 

shows that you aren’t.’

Have you ever had regrets? 
Personally, or professionally? 
Have you ever said ‘I wish I 
had have said something at 
that time’? ‘I wish I asked that 
question’, ‘I wish I had have 
put myself forward for that’,  
‘I wish I had done that course’? 
Why didn’t you? 

An inability to take action is due 
to a number of things:

• How you were taught or 
came to feel about failure

• What you believe your 
talents to be (if any) 

• How you feel about being 
vulnerable, which is about 
fear and how you respond 
in situations with unknown 
outcomes.
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The Problem with 
Labelling Strengths
Do we really have the right to tell someone else “Don’t bother trying, 
you just aren’t good at this’, which is what we are doing, in a less 
obvious way, by labelling and praising kids strengths rather than 
focussing on effort and process. When we continue to foster fixed 
mindsets in the classroom this is the message being given out, even 
though teachers will not be aware of this and are passionately teaching 
every child in their class. 

This excerpt is taken from Carol Dweck’s book, ‘Mindset- How you 
can fulfill your potential’4, and describes one student’s reflection of his 
history:

‘I remember often being praised for my 
intelligence rather than my efforts, and 
slowly but surely I developed an aversion 
to difficult challenges. Most surprisingly, 
this extended beyond academic and even 
athletic challenges to emotional challenges. 
This was my greatest learning disability- 
this tendency to see performance as a 
reflection of character and, if I couldn’t 
accomplish something straight away, to 
avoid that task or treat it with contempt.’

This is the insidious nature of a fixed mindset. People don’t think 
about their mind as being limiting, they just think its them, that’s their 
nature or not in their natural skill set. We get so used to protecting 
ourselves from failure and embarrassment it becomes normal, and not 
to be questioned. Many people, adults and children alike, have fixed 
mindsets and live perfectly successful and happy lives- it’s not like a 
missing limb it’s more like a birthmark. However, for the skills required 
in the future workforce it may become more critical to be aware of and 
be able to change a fixed mindset.

‘A fixed mindset 

is not like a 

missing limb 

it’s more like a 

birthmark.’
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Short-Comings of the Current Focus  
in Schools
We look at resilience and mindfulness as great 
qualities and skills to teach children, and they are, 
however, bouncing back and being present don’t 
mean much if you don’t have the courage to step 
out of your comfort zone in the first place. Resilience 
and mindfulness come into their own when you face 
a set-back, but if you don’t have the courage to put 
yourself out there, to risk failure or imagined ridicule 
then you don’t really need those other skills except in 
extreme situations. Ideally, they should be put to use 
every day in the classroom.

‘...bouncing back and being 
present don’t mean much if you 
don’t have the courage to step 
out of your comfort zone in the 
first place.’

If you have courage and act on a desire to contribute 
or demonstrate competence you will need to utilise 
resilience and mindfulness skills on a regular basis in 
order to keep yourself on track.

One characteristic of successful people is, that 
despite being told they shouldn’t or couldn’t do 
something, they keep going. Walt Disney’s quest for 
funds was rejected by 300 banks until one finally said 
‘Yes’ and allowed him to build Disney Land. 

Fixed mindsets, a lack of understanding of the need 
for persistence and effort in success and the tendency 
to keep yourself safe from failing all come from how 
we are taught to think about our capacity to learn. The 
other major issue is how we perceive vulnerability; that 
is, as a weakness, rather than a strength.

The focus in schools on curiosity, resilience and 
mindfulness will only work for those children who 

believe they have the talent, are self-confident or 
for those fortunate students who already possess a 
growth mindset.

Praising and rewarding achievement and identifying 
talents undermines work on resilience and 
mindfulness, because without courage and a new 
relationship with failure children won’t need to use 
those skills, so they will quickly get rusty.

What is developed from rewarding only achievement, 
and a focus on talent, is the ability of the child to 
compare themselves to others. Comparison means 
the child is ranking themselves against another 
person and working out if they are greater or lesser, 
and contribution occurs depending on how they rank 
themselves.

It’s unhelpful for kids to compare their skills with 
others and decide to sit back and not ask because 
they won’t look good, or they might ‘fail’, or they 
have been led to believe that it’s not a talent they 
possess. This is a hard habit to unlearn and one 
which would be far more helpful to never learn.
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The education system is set up to compare and 
categorise as a means of ranking and I’m not 
proposing another way. However, within that, what is 
that reinforcing to kids? It can only be teaching them 
they are better at one subject than another and if 
they have a fixed mindset, and so does their teacher, 
it’s not likely to get better. My children’s delightful 
prep teacher commented that children don’t change, 
both in personality nor grades, between prep and 
grade six and I’ve only just realised why.

In our classrooms, self-confidence is the requirement 
for success, but self-confidence is light on the 
ground when you are doing something you are not 
‘good’ at and comparison is a self-confidence killer. 
If you don’t stack up against someone else then you 
better pull your head in or you will look stupid. No 
one else is asking questions, so I must be the only 
one who doesn’t understand. 

Currently learning opportunities are often left to self-
confidence which is like leaving it to chance. If you 
are lucky enough to feel good about yourself or be 
less socially aware, then asking a question when you 
don’t something, or contributing to discussions is 

much less risky and more likely to happen. However, 
if the child has less self-confidence and/or is very 
aware of the social and psychological risks of being 
wrong or appearing unintelligent then chances are 
they will stay quiet and miss the opportunity.

‘…learning opportunities are often 
left to self-confidence which is like 
leaving it to chance.’

The model below is based on cognitive behavioural 
therapy which suggests that an activating event 
triggers thoughts and feelings that determine our 
action. In the classroom, the activating event is 
the opportunity to contribute or the need to ask a 
question. The next part of the process is determining 
whether or not to take action based on past 
experiences, self-confidence levels and what the 
individual believes asking questions means about 
their worth and intelligence. How will the contribution 
in class (action) place them in the eyes of their peer 
group, their teacher and what will it mean about them?

Self-Confidence

Positive 
Outcome

Negative 
Outcome

How did it 
go last time I 

asked?

Is not knowing a 
reflection of my 

worth?

What will  
others think

What does 
needing to ask 
say about me?

I don’t know Will I ask?
Thoughts & 

Feelings
Take Action? 

Yes/No

I could be  
wrong

It will be 
great if I’m 

right

Better to just 
keep quiet

I’ll look 
stupid

Are we making learning opportunities 
about self-confidence?
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The Alternative?  
A Growth Mindset
A growth mindset acknowledges you can get better at anything you 
want. In fact, a person with a growth mindset knows they are only 
good at something because they have worked on it. They had tried and 
failed a few times before they got better and know that was what was 
supposed to happen. No one can be good at something without effort.

Each child knowing their life and learning journey is going to look 
different from everyone else’s, as they are different. So, if you don’t 
know something yet and someone else does, that’s okay, that’s how it’s 
supposed to be. In order to get better everyone needs to put in effort.

Creating a growth mindset is about parents and educators helping 
children to find their passion and teaching them, that if they want to 
achieve things, they have to work at it. In the process of learning and 
progressing, some things will go wrong. You won’t, and can’t know 
everything (no one ever can) and that is all part of the process. Kids 
will then be able to embrace the wild ride of uncertainty while knowing 
they are moving in a direction where they will learn something – even if 
it wasn’t what they thought they would learn. 

From Carol Dweck:

“When you enter a mindset, you enter a new world. In one world, effort 
is a bad thing. It, like failure, means you’re not smart or talented. If you 
were, you wouldn’t need effort. In the other world, effort is what makes 
you smart or talented.”

“What’s so valuable about the latter world is that it’s marked by a 
passion for learning rather than a hunger for approval. People with a 
growth mindset have a voracious appetite for learning, constantly 
seeking out the kind of input that they can metabolise into learning and 
constructive action. And this is extremely significant news for students 
and teachers.”

“Not only are people with this mindset not discouraged by failure, but 
they don’t actually see themselves as failing in those situations–they 
see themselves as learning.”

Excerpt from Carol Dweck’s 
research:5

“When you enter 
a mindset, you 
enter a new 
world. In one 
world, effort is a 
bad thing. It, like 
failure, means 
you’re not smart 
or talented. If 
you were, you 
wouldn’t need 
effort. In the 
other world, 
effort is what 
makes you smart 
or talented.”
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Can You Change Your Mindset and 
Why Would You Bother?
The bigger you are the harder you fall. The longer you 
have held onto a belief the harder it is to let go of. 
But, is it possible to change from a fixed mindset to a 
growth mindset? 

Dweck’s research has shown that how you give 
praise, and teaching children their brain gets smarter 
through effort, are two simple ways of moving toward 
a growth mindset. Combine this with re-education 
about the constructive nature of failure and the 
idea of being courageous enough to embrace the 
vulnerability involved in contribution and learning and 
you have a totally different classroom.

The thing that inspires me is that if children have this 
understanding early in their life journey they can avoid 
so many regrets and embrace learning for what it is – 
an opportunity to get better and move you towards a 
life where you do things you love. How many people 
do you know who are doing a job they don’t find 

interesting? This mindset is not only the most useful 
for academic success, it is also an important life 
skill as it impacts careers, relationships and health. 
Combine a growth mindset with a habit of courage 
and you have a child prepared for life.

The future of employment is changing and is likely 
to be far less settled and certain in comparison with 
the jobs we have now. It’s estimated that 50% of the 
US population will be freelancing by 20206 and this 
means increased vulnerability and uncertainty. 

Equipping kids with the understanding they can 
overcome any obstacle if they are courageous 
enough to have a go, and realising that learning 
means not always knowing the outcome or getting 
things right. This will be the best way to equip the 
next generation to thrive in our future society with 
all its unknowns; but also, to courageously take 
advantage of its opportunities.
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Creating Shameless Learners

Careless – everyone wants to do well and to 
prove they are capable. The need to demonstrate 
competence is one part of self-determination theory7, 
which is a theory of motivation that determines if 
people will act in effective and healthy ways. If there 
are children in your classrooms who appear to care 
less about their education and learning opportunities 
this is less about not caring and more about saving 
face or believing they aren’t good enough.

Cautious – the cautious learner is one who doesn’t 
like failure. This is the hidden face of a fixed mindset; 
if I try and fail that means I’m not good enough so 
perhaps I’ll sit back and watch others. What will 

people think if I get it wrong? What will that make me 
look like? I don’t enjoy standing out.

Capable – How many times have you written 
on a report, “Is capable of more, if they applied 
themselves”? These kids give only so much before 
pulling back. They have more self-confidence than a 
cautious student, mostly keeping up with the work 
however they don’t take on many challenges.

Confident – These students are those, who you may 
say, have natural talent or intelligence. Things come 
reasonably easy to them so it’s not hard for them to 
apply themselves and do well in class. They will ask 

 

 

 

Learning 
Opportunities

Courageous
Mindset

Mindfulness

Resilience

x100

x 10

x 5

x 1

x 0

Curious

Confident

Capable

Cautious

Careless

Shamess Learning:
Creating Courageous Kids
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questions when they know the answer but don’t really 
like it when they are wrong and will make excuses for 
their performance.

Curious – These children embrace learning new 
things in areas they have a natural interest and talent 
in. They ask questions and go into deeper learning 
easily however tend to shy away from this level of 
participation in areas they don’t see themselves 
having strengths in.

Courageous – A courageous learner contributes with 
little hesitation, safe in the knowledge they are there 
to get better. They know learning, and contributing 
to the learning of others, is not a cause for shame, 
but essential for progress. A courageous learner 
is one who has a growth mindset. A courageous 

learner understands there is no shame in not knowing 
something, and in fact, effort is the only thing they 
need to put in to get better.

The wonderful news about courage is that it’s 
accessible to any child no matter what rung of the 
ladder they currently exist on.

Children (and adults) can be taught courage in 
classrooms that redefine failure and vulnerability – 
courageous learners may feel the fear/vulnerability 
but contribute anyway. A shameless learning 
environment eventually takes the fear out of 
contribution and teaches kids to put forward their 
ideas and questions: this behaviour is reinforced 
by teachers who praise process and effort not 
outcomes.
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Teaching Courage is About Failure
Do you even believe that failure is a valid concept? 
Or do you believe that failing shows that you are 
not competent? For those people who understand 
that getting something wrong isn’t a bad thing, or 
even the end of the process, then the world is there 
for them to achieve whatever they want to. How 
amazing is that? Can you imagine being limited by 
nothing more than your imagination? Perhaps you 
already have a growth mindset – what a wonderful 
thing- the idea now is to create others who can 
also adopt this limitless learning and opportunities 
mindset for themselves.

Theodore Roosevelt famously said “Far better it is to 
dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even 
though checkered by failure, than to take rank with 
those poor spirits who neither enjoy much nor suffer 
much, because they lie in the grey twilight that knows 
not victory nor defeat”

Failure is a part of learning, and trying to protect 
yourself from that is natural for many people. 
Encouraging courage in your classroom opens a 
world of learning and possibilities to your students.

But is it actually failure if there is a positive outcome, 
such as learning or getting better?

Thomas Edison, the inventor of the light globe, was 
one of those rare people who don’t even rate failure 
as a concept. When asked by a journalist, “Aren’t 
you annoyed that you failed 1000 times in your 
attempt?” His reply, ‘No. The light globe was an 
invention with 1000 steps.’

Carol Dweck speaks of the power of ‘Yet’8. She 
describes a grading system in a school that instead 
of giving E or F - it says, Not Yet. 

Can you see that by creating hope for a child you are 
encouraging resilience? You are saying, ‘It’s okay that 
you are just starting out and haven’t quite got this, yet; 
you’re not supposed to. Even though some of your 
friends make it look easy, it’s okay that you don’t find 
it so. I remember in my class at school that I struggled 

with this too- but I kept on working at it and pretty 
soon I had learnt how to do it, it just took a bit of 
extra work. Not many people are born really good at 
something, every skill gets better when it’s practised.’ 

By helping children to understand that even adults, 
even teachers – ‘who know everything’ in the eyes 
of students - actually still struggle with things and still 
have to learn and put effort in if they want to master 
something new.

Mindset
The biggest issue with fixed or growth mindsets 
is that you are never really aware of what type of 
mindset you have personally unless you have an 
intimate knowledge of the material. Most people 
write off their fear as normal behaviour, or the 
other extreme, some deficit in themselves without 
realising they can do something about it. An 
acknowledgement of the type of mindset you have 
means you can start to see why you are or aren’t 
where you thought you’d be.

This is important for parents and teachers to 
understand, as its only when you know something 
that you can change it. In order to create courageous 
kids with growth mindsets they need to be assured 
the adults in their life will accept and embrace their 
attempts and ‘failures’.

Building Courage by Teaching Failure

Vulnerability Grit

Optimism

Mindset

Resilience Mindfulness
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A fixed mindset is steeped in fear and shame, and 
bizarrely, this fear and shame is in our own minds, yet 
it controls how we act. Have you ever said ‘I’m not 
asking that question, it might make me look silly’ or 
‘I couldn’t possibly apply for that job’ or ‘Maths isn’t 
my strong point’ or ‘I could never learn a language 
or an instrument’ or ‘I’m a terrible drawer’? If you’ve 
said any of these things its likely you have a tendency 
toward a fixed mindset. The problem with this 
mindset is that you stop yourself trying new things, 
as in your eyes, failure is the only possible outcome, 
and failure reaffirms you aren’t good and even worse, 
possibly stupid, so it’s best not to try in the first place.

This, effects adults as well as children. In fact, this 
thinking is more firmly cemented in adults. For 
kids, it wasn’t that long ago they were toddlers, 
embracing failure every day as they learned to 
walk and speak. Plus, they are still supposed to 
be learning in school; as adults we have been 
protecting ourselves from failure for a longer time.

‘If you’ve hit your own glass 

ceiling it’s likely you are protecting 

yourself from imagined failure.’

I’ve always thought I was much better at team sports 
as I could share the blame if we lost. I’d always 
play to win and was very competitive but individual 
sports, I would shy away from, as if I wasn’t naturally 
talented there was the risk of losing and looking 
stupid. In business I find it really difficult to dream big- 
what if it doesn’t happen? 

I wonder what difference it would have made if one 
teacher, or adult, in my early life had reinforced that 
failure was no big deal, and indeed was worth the risk?

But I don’t think people realised what a big deal this 
is. It’s only recently that some schools are starting to 
take action to reduce the fear of failure.

How much pressure exists in the classroom to look 
‘cool’, like you know stuff? Wouldn’t it be great if 
‘cool’ was effort, participation and curiosity?

Research9 by Dweck and her colleagues has found 
that when children are taught to have a growth 
mindset they put in more consistent effort and this 
has a significant impact on their grades.

Mindfulness
Mindfulness, in this context, is what you pay attention 
to and learning to listen to helpful self-talk, not the 
unhelpful negative chatter that goes on in everyone’s 
head. Understanding that failure is part of the learning 
process, not an end point, is vital to embrace when 
developing shameless learners. In this way children 
understand the negative chatter is not the truth.

The mindless chatter is designed to protect you from 
failure or keep you safe from the unknown- fear exists 
in many formats. Fear of what others think (FOWOT) 
and fear of the unknown outcome are still present 
even if you no longer fear failure itself. Mindfulness is 
the ability to differentiate the voices in your head and 
discern which one you will pay attention to. It’s a skill 
you can learn.

My twelve-year old son had an MRI recently and I said 
to him before he went in, ‘If you start to feel panicky 
and scared just talk to yourself and reassure yourself 
that you are okay, tell yourself there is nothing to be 
afraid of.’ He was able to do this knowing that the 
voice telling him to panic was not the voice he should 
be listening to. The next step is to teach him to use 
this skill at any other time in his life that he needs it. 
When you have the skill to recognise which voice 
is talking in your head it’s a powerful tool to build 
courage and decrease anxiety.

Resilience
Resilience is about bouncing back after a setback- 
how well you are able to do this depends on how you 
feel about being vulnerable, whether you perceive it 
to be a weakness, a strength, or having no bearing 
on your character. 

Resilience is enabled if you don’t see failure as wrong 
and if you understand that being vulnerable is okay 
and a trait of the highly courageous and confident. 
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For most people being vulnerable is uncomfortable–
the outcome is unknown, you are not sure what 
people will think or how you will be perceived; 
courage is feeling this vulnerability and acting 
anyway. Brene` Brown, in her book ‘Daring Greatly’10 
states, “this is the crux of the struggle: I want to 
experience your vulnerability but I don’t want to 
be vulnerable. Vulnerability is courage in you and 
inadequacy in me. I am drawn to your vulnerability 
but repulsed by my own.”

Admitting you don’t know something has the 
potential to make you feel vulnerable, but 
understanding that’s all part of life’s learning process, 
for children and adults, means those who are 
courageous enough to feel the fear and do it anyway 
will be the ones who are more likely to succeed in 
whatever it is they are trying to achieve.

On the other side, resilience is impacted by your 
level of optimism- if you feel there is usually a positive 
outcome then you are more likely to get back on 
track after a set-back.

Vulnerability
Is there a place for the teacher to be vulnerable in the 
classroom? Absolutely. 

How good does it make you feel when you hear an 
expert or successful person say they have struggled 
or that things don’t always work out for them? 
The recognition that even experts have tried and 
failed and got back up again and tried again then 
had some success makes your struggle feel okay; 
validated. 

My son thinks, or maybe thought, I know everything, 
and for a while I thought that was a good thing, but 
now I realise that it’s not. If kids understand that 
adults are older, but still have struggles and still have 
to work at things, that no one gets something for 
no effort, then it validates their own struggles with 
learning in the classroom and life. If mum (dad), or 

my teacher, still have to put in an effort and are still 
learning then it’s logical that I should be doing that 
too. Everyone starts at zero.

Question for my son: How many You Tube 
subscribers did Stampy start with? His answer- 
about 100? Experts are perceived to be naturals 
that don’t have to work as hard as others. Correct 
answer- zero. Current number of subscribers? 
8.7 million.

Appropriate vulnerability is essential to creating 
courageous kids and more importantly shameless 
learners. Vulnerability that is appropriate for a 
teacher to show is those areas that are relevant to 
the classroom. If it’s struggles with maths then it’s 
highly appropriate to talk about your own struggles 
to remember the times tables and how you went 
about learning them as a kid. If it’s relationships 
that you are talking about then it’s appropriate to 
talk about similar struggles you may have had at 
school or in your family. It’s not appropriate to talk 
about very personal things you are still struggling 
with – but it would be totally appropriate to talk 
about your struggles with a fixed mindset and how 
you are moving past them. When the teacher is 
happy to admit they struggle with new things, and 
they understand it’s normal, the teacher can then 
provide some examples of what they have done or 
are doing to keep effort and learning going, it then 
makes it okay for the children in the classroom to 
do the same.
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Grit
Grit has been identified in a study, by Angela Lee 
Duckworth11, as the most important predictor of 
success. It is defined as passion and perseverance 
for long term goals. Duckworth states that the one 
thing that can build grit is to adopt a growth mindset. 
She draws on Carol Dweck’s work and says that if 
you explain to kids that effort can make you smarter 
it can build grit; it’s not only the ability to keep going, 
it’s a passion for doing so. 

‘It’s not only the ability to keep 

going, it’s a passion for doing so.’

Science tells us that your brain creates more 
neural pathways with effort and learning. This is an 
undisputed physiological fact. Helping children, and 
adults, understand this is important and can help 
to change behaviour. However, underlying a growth 
mindset is how you feel about failing; this happens 
in your head and therefore is not as clear cut. Here 
mindfulness and resilience play a role and this is 
further enhanced by knowing that learning isn’t 
perfect, that progress isn’t perfect, and having these 
concepts reinforced by those around you assists the 
development of grit.

Optimism
The definition of optimism is hopefulness and 
confidence about the future or the success of 
something. Optimism impacts and can build 
resilience. Research12 has shown that optimism can 
influence mental and physical well-being as optimistic 
people show greater flexibility, problem solving 
capability, have less stress and can process negative 
information in a more helpful manner. The processing 
of negative information is where mindfulness comes 
into play, as mindfulness is a process of filtering and 
putting meaning to thoughts – if you have a natural 
tendency to thinking hopefully about outcomes 
and to put negative information in this light, then 
mindfulness becomes an easier task to attend to. 

Further research13 suggests that optimistic people 
don’t only believe that good things will happen they 
take positive steps to ensure they do. Optimistic 
people tend to be healthier as they believe it will 
benefit them and as learners14 they are more likely 
to persist when things get hard believing they will 
accomplish their learning goals.

Not only is a big picture of positivity and optimism 
helpful for learning but how you are feeling in the 
present moment can also impact your ability to learn.

Positive Present is a term used by Shawn Achor15, 
a happiness researcher and positive psychology 
advocate previously at Harvard University. In his 
research, he found that if you focus on a positive 
present versus a neutral or stressed state the brain 
works better, a positive state of mind was 37% more 
productive. Being positive increases the dopamine 
levels in your brain and this increases learning ability. 
He suggested the following practises helped create a 
positive present:

• Develop a gratitude habit by writing or thinking 
of three new things each day you are grateful for 
and do this for 21 days.

• Journal one positive experience that you have 
had in the last 24 hours

• Exercise

• Meditation

• Random or conscious acts of kindness
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In Conclusion
The way you approach new experiences and the 
opportunity to learn new skills is a result of your 
experiences, the influences in your life and how you 
as an individual interpret them. One person can be 
motivated to perform better in the face of adversity 
and another can be crippled into inaction in the 
same circumstances. Well-meaning parents and 
teachers can praise a child’s talents and profess their 
high hopes for them in the future but, in reality, this 
can actually have the opposite effect. A colleague 
was telling me about a teacher who always praised 
his daughter’s singing ability in front of her peers, 
thinking it was a great motivator for her. However, all 
it did was to increase the pressure on her to perform 
well and isolate her from her peers. 

I always knew that parenting and teaching were big 
responsibilities, however, I didn’t realise how much 
until I got to the bottom of my own fixed mindset 
and knew that I didn’t want to pass it on any more 
than I already had. The other realisation was that in 

order to learn voraciously and shamelessly, kids need 
courage and the influence of teachers and parents 
who understand how to instill and foster a healthy 
relationship with the learning-failure paradox and a 
growth mindset.

The future for our children is more uncertain than 
at any other time in history, the nature of work, the 
opportunities presented by new technology and the 
influence of social media all mean that those kids 
who have the courage to be out of their comfort 
zone, to sit with the uncertainty of not knowing, to 
compare themselves favourably based on effort, not 
talent, and embrace this as a normal part of life will 
have the greatest success.

If you have a desire to develop courageous 
classrooms, understanding those things that 
reinforce fixed mindsets and developing strategies for 
developing courage and creating a culture of ‘cool’ 
around curiosity will be the first important steps.
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Program: Creating 
Courageous Kids
Description:
This half or full day training workshop allows teachers to:

• Understand how shame and failure impede learning and the 
importance of growth mindsets.

• Discover a new approach that boost student’s classroom contribution, 
learning ability and develops skills for a life without regrets.

• Maximise learning opportunities for every student in the class, not 
just those who were always going to succeed.

• Increase job satisfaction and embed new classroom practises for 
teachers.

• Collaborate together to create a courageous culture and failure free 
zone through the whole school community.

Delivery Mode:
• Training
• Lisa also offers one hour presentations to Principals, Deputy Principles 

and Leading Teachers as a prelude to the training workshop

Creating Courageous Kids uses research from Carol Dweck’s Growth 
Mindset, Brene`Brown’s work on shame and Lisa’s experience in high 
performance and motivation. The workshop aims to create courageous 
kids who learn shamelessly and teachers who embrace a growth mindset.

Related to National Professional Standards for 
Teachers:
Of the seven Australian National Teaching Standards, this training has 
implications and applications for six of the seven standards:

1. Know Students and how they learn
2. Know the content and how to teach it
3. Plan for and implement effective teaching and learning
4. Create and maintain supportive and safe learning environment
5. Assess, provide feedback and report on student learning
6. Engage in professional learning
7. Engage professionally with colleagues, parents/carers and the 

community

To organise a meeting or presentation  
for senior staff contact: Lisa Renn

Email: lisa@lisarenn.com Mobile: 0413 956 107

‘Shameless 
Learning occurs 
when children 
have the courage 
to admit they 
don’t know 
something and 
understand that 
learning means 
they may not 
get it right but 
that is part of 
the process, not 
the end result. A 
whole of school 
approach to 
learning can be 
implemented 
once this is your 
culture.’
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About the Author
Lisa Renn taught for 6 years in her early career 
before becoming a dietitian. From this experience, 
she learnt that what you feed your body is important, 
however, what you feed your mind is vital to learning 
and future success. Lisa is passionate about helping 
teachers provide the classroom culture that teaches 
kids to be courageous, to understand that learning 
means failure and that effort is all that is needed to 
get better.

Lisa is obsessed with why people do what they 
do and the situations that encourage the greatest 
contribution. Her belief is that everyone wants to do 
well it’s just circumstances, habits and assumptions 
that get in the way. Taking a different approach 
to learning and helping kids to understand what 
learning means is a vital step to creating life-
long learners who are not hindered by their own 
vulnerability – instead they embrace it courageously. 

Lisa is passionate about people achieving their 
potential. Everyone has something great to 
contribute to this world and they can’t do it if they are 
hampered by the way they think. 

Creating kids with the courage and resilience to 
‘have a go’ and keep trying, while embracing the 
idea of learning through ‘failure’, means greater 
learning in schools and greater chances of living the 
life of their dreams.

Lisa would love the opportunity to create courageous 
kids in your school.
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