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How a growth mindset helps
disadvantaged kids do better

Help disadvantaged students believe that
their own effort can improve performance,
and then give them the skills to do so

Gregory AriefD. Liem
and Wong Zi Yang

For The Straits Times

Singapore students once more did
themselves and the country proud
inthe 2018 Programme for
International Student Assessment
(Pisa).

Pisaisaninternational study that
assesses 15-year-old students’
scholastic performance in
mathematics, science and reading,
and is conducted by the
Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development
(OECD).

Inthelatest version, Singapore’s
15-year-olds fared very well.

Theywere second in their average
proficiencies in reading,
mathematics and science —adip,

admittedly, from the No.1positionin :
the 2015 study, but stillbetterineach :
i socio-economically disadvantaged :
: families. There are programmes to
: support learning of primary school
: pupils from disadvantaged homes.
¢ The Ministry of Education set up
cent of socio-economic status (SES) :
inSingapore performedbetter than :
: Pupilsin Life and Inspiring

: Families Taskforce (Uplift), to help
: children from disadvantaged

¢ families reach their potential.

of these domains than 15-year-olds
in77 other countries and economies.
But there are more reasons to
celebrate.
Students from the bottom 25 per

the overall OECD average inall
three domains. Equally heartening,
almost half of Singapore’s
lower-SES students were identified

i as“core-skillsresilient”, as they

! attainedatleastaproficiencylevel

¢ ofthree in the three domains (the

¢ highestbeinglevel six), which

i means that they possess “necessary
! core competencies to participate

¢ fullyinsociety”.

However, only one in10

i socio-economically disadvantaged
¢ studentsin Singapore was classified :
i asatopperformerinreading

: (proficiencylevel five or six), while
¢ four timesas many

: socio-economically advantaged

¢ studentsreached these two highest
: proficiencylevels.

Asagroup, disadvantaged

studentsin Singapore scored 104
i points (oraround 17 per cent) lower :
: onPisa’sreading test than their
i advantaged peers.

Althoughit s true that

: Singapore’s top performers have
¢ setthebarhigh, things canbe done
i tonarrow this achievement gap.

Many policies are already in place
tolevel the educational playing
field for students from

aninter-agency task force in
October 2018, called Uplifting

Beyond policy programmes,

: thereisscope to promote the right
¢ kind of mindset among students

: thatwill help themreach for

i greaterachievements.

: GROWTH MINDSET

: AND ACADEMIC RESILIENCE

i Oneilluminating finding of the

¢ 2018 Pisais about students’

i mindsetsand how these mindsets
: relate to the quality of their

i learning experience and progress.

Stanford psychology professor

Carol Dweck found in her research
: thatstudents vary in their mindsets :

or beliefs about their intellectual

! ability.

Students with a fixed mindset see

Professor Dweck and her

: colleaguesdiscovered that,

i compared with studentswitha

¢ fixed mindset, those with a growth

i mindset displayamore resilient

! patternofresponsesin the face of

i academic challenges and have

¢ greater well-being than those with a
¢ fixedmindset. Thisispreciselywhat :
¢ therecent Pisa findings showed.

The 2018 Pisa asked students

: whether or not they agreed with

¢ the statement: “Your intelligence is
: something about you that you

i cannot change very much.”

Students were asked to respond

: onafour-point scale, ranging from
: “strongly disagree” to “strongly

i agree”.Theirresponseswerethen :
: combinedintoabinaryindicator of :
: whetherastudent hasagrowth or

fixed mindset.

According to the results, six in10

: studentsin Singapore exhibited a
¢ growth mindset. These students

: scored 41points more than their

: peerswith afixed mindset, after

i accounting for schooland student
¢ socio-economic profiles.

What s particularly important is

¢ that the relationship between

: endorsing agrowth mindsetand

¢ reading performance was

i considerably stronger among

¢ disadvantaged students than it was
: amongadvantaged students.

Among students who lack

i socio-economicadvantage, having
: agrowthmindsetisthusan :
: important “soft” asset that they can :
: harnesstoachieve and be more

i academically resilient. Indeed, the
¢ 2018 Pisa findings showed that

: students with a growth mindset

: tendtohave greater motivation to

learn and master tasks, more

positive self-efficacy beliefs,

: greater clarity on the value of

: ¢ schooling, and lower fear of failure.
! intelligence as something thatthey :
¢ cannot change, nomatter howhard :
i they try, while students with a

: growthmindset see intelligence as
i something that they can improve

: with effort and persistence.

Unfortunately, the proportion of
Singapore’s disadvantaged

: students who held a growth

: mindset (51.8 per cent) was smaller
: thanthat of their advantaged

: counterparts (66.5 per cent).

This finding urges us to find ways

: tofosteragrowth mindset in our
: young, especially among our

: low-progress students from

i disadvantaged families.

While many of the policies and

practices that provide educational
: opportunities for these students to

thrive are systemic in nature, the

: Pisa findings suggest that it is also

: important for us to understand the
¢ psychology of our students, and for
: parentsand teachers to nurturea

: growth mindset and foster

: resilience in our young.

PROMOTING A GROWTH MINDSET

: Howmight we promote a more
: positive-oriented growth mindset

among students?
Educational intervention

i programmes designed to develop a
: growth mindset often begin by

: providing students with scientific

¢ information about the malleability
i of human intelligence through

i neuroplasticity.

The purpose is to convince

i students that their brains can be
i trainedtolearnbetter throughhard :
* workand persistence. This is

i fundamentalknowledge that we
¢ caninstilin our students through
i sciencelessons.

Parentsand teachers can also help

topromote students’growth
: mindsets through subtle messages
: inthe form of feedbackand praise.

Prof Dweck’s research has shown
that, for the work that children do

i well, they are more likely to develop
i agrowth mindset when adults

: praise their effort, strategies,

¢ focused attention and persistence,

¢ rather than their natural ability.

This helps children see the

i connection between their success
i and the factors responsible forit,

: and hence provides them with a

¢ “formula” to replicate in future. :
:  However, telling children towork :
¢ harder when their performance :
: falls short of expectation is not

: enough tofoster their growth

: mindset. A more effective strategy
i istoencourage themtoask

¢ themselves, “What didI do?” or

i “What canIdo differently next?”.

Coaching children to pose these

i “metacognitive” questions helps
: them see thelink between their

: performance and how they arrive
: atthat performance and, in turn,

: developasense of controland

: ownership of their learning.

Interestingly, research also

i showed that teaching students

¢ study skills doesn’t always

. effectively promote achievement
¢ whenthe students donot have the
¢ resilience that comes froma

i growthmindset to put their study
: skillsinto practice.

Similarly, highlighting the

i benefits of having a growth
: mindset without equipping

i students with effective study skills
: willinculcate a sense of

: “unrealistic” optimism, which does
: notnecessarilylead to

: improvementin performance.

So, students need both the

mindset and the study skills, rather
: thanone or the other.

Asthe adage hasit, “no pain, no

! gain”.Itisalsoimportant that

: parentsand teachers share their

: ownpast struggles with the young.
: Theyneedtolearn that it takes

. determination to succeed.

Discussing with them real-life,

local stories about disadvantaged

: students who initially failed and

: struggled, butlater on beat the odds
: by thriving in school and their jobs,
: canbeinspirational too.

These trailblazers serve asarole

model for underperforming

: disadvantaged studentsandleave

: themwith the message: “When

: otherswith abackground similar to
: mine coulddoit, maybeIcandoit

. too.”

Having a growth mindset gives

: students a sense of optimism to

face their future by helping them

: seethatimprovement is possible,

: and effort plays an important part

: inattainingit. In turn, students are
: more likely tovalue schooling, find
: schoolwork meaningful, and

: experiencejoyinlearning.

Underperforming disadvantaged

i students often find it hard to

: imagine how far they can goinlife,

: owingtoalack of role models who

: caninspire and show them the

: pathstotake. Cultivatinga growth

: mindsetin our young helps them

: seelife’spossibilities and lends itself
: tothe effort of uplifting the bottom.
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