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> Abstract • I review some complexities, 
variables and problematics of growth-
mindset research, the claims that can 
be made for its application, and possible 
avenues for future related research in the 
Irish educational context. My commen-
tary responds to a qualitative study in 
an Irish primary school in a marginalised 
community, which found that a growth 
mindset intervention consisting of les-
sons affirming malleable intelligence 
positively impacted on the students’ me-
ta-learning skills and self-empowerment.
Handling Editor • Alexander Riegler

« 1 »  Fiona Murphy and Hugh Gash’s 
qualitative study on growth mindset, con-
ducted in an Irish urban primary school, 
challenges certain teachers’ assumptions that 
intelligence is immutable. It is predicated on 
Carol Dweck’s proposition that “everyone can 
change and grow through application and 
experience” (Dweck 2012: 16). An interven-
tion consisting of a series of lessons was con-
ducted in a “DEIS” school (Deliver Equality 
of Opportunity in Schools), which caters for 
children from communities officially identi-
fied as experiencing social or economic dis-
advantage and who are “prevented from de-
riving appropriate benefit from education in 
schools” (Ireland Education Act 19981).

1 |  http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1998/
act/51/enacted/en/html

« 2 »  The study is timely, not least be-
cause it engages with concepts and values 
referenced implicitly or explicitly in the Na-
tional Council for Curriculum and Assess-
ment’s (NCCA 2020) review document on 
Ireland’s primary-school curriculum. When 
revised, the curriculum will shape children’s 
learning experiences probably for decades: 
previous primary curricula covered the pe-
riod 1922–1971, 1971–1999, and 1999 to the 
present. The NCCA document affirms active 
citizenship, meta-learning, and wellbeing. It 
glosses the latter as promoting persistence, 
flexibility, motivation, and choice: charac-
teristics associated with growth mindset. 
The review’s proposed pedagogical strategy 
involves allocating a proportionately sig-
nificant 10–12 curricular hours per month 
to wellbeing, that is, to learning through 
engagement, motivation, choice and agency, 
and to harnessing values linked to construc-
tivism and growth-mindset theory. It aspires 
to agentic, reflective teachers imbued with 
professional judgement, and learning envi-
ronments relevant to children vulnerable to 
exclusionary pressures. Values informing its 
proposals are those scrutinised and affirmed 
in Murphy and Gash’s study within disad-
vantaged school communities.

« 3 »  However, in contrast to Murphy 
and Gash, the NCCA’s proposal holds to the 
culture of standardised assessment. It deems 
the current primary curriculum (1999 to 
the present) successful in part because chil-
dren showed “improved attainment […] 
in national and international assessments” 
(NCCA 2020: 1). Reliance on standardised 
testing also underpins the approach to policy 
and decision-making of the Schools Inspec-
torate, which is an influential body in Irish 
education (DES 2015). This official approval 
of standardised assessment confirms the 
researchers’ observation that fixed-ability 
determinism is imbricated into educational 
discourse, and they interrogate its wisdom.

« 4 »  Dweck, Walton & Cohen (2014) 
hold that if growth-mindset alternatives to 
competitive performance goals (§61) are to 
affirm effort and promote equal opportu-
nities, they must be integrated with other 
interventions and reforms, specifically cur-
ricular and pedagogical reform, and that 
implies assessment reform. The NCCA’s 
concession that standardised testing “is not 
necessarily more important than other types 
of assessment” (NCCA 2020: 24) elides the 
fundamental opposition to performance 
goals that informs Murphy and Gash’s target 
article.

« 5 »  Their study builds on the related 
conceptual pillars of growth-mindset the-
ory, constructivism and reflexivity. Using 
qualitative and quantitative measures of 
progress, Dweck and David Yeager (2019) 
encouraged students to perceive their intel-
lectual ability as capable of growth if they 
made a concerted effort, accepted appropri-
ate assistance and experimented with new 
approaches. Other recent growth-mindset 
studies have shown – with varying degrees 
of success – that students’ expectations and 
beliefs about learning can influence educa-
tional outcomes (e.g., Cutumisu 2019).

« 6 »  Replicating the scale of the early 
positive impact of Dweck’s thesis in sig-
nificantly changing motivation, self-belief 
and school performance (such as is found 
in Mueller & Dweck 1998; Aronson, Fried 
& Good 2002; Blackwell, Trzesniewski & 
Dweck 2007) and in sustaining progress 
made (Orosz et al. 2017) has proven difficult. 
Yue Li and Timothy Bates’s large-scale study 
(2019) was unable to confirm that mindset 
can improve children’s resilience to failure 
and increase school grades, leading them to 
conclude that: “Beliefs about the malleabil-
ity of basic ability may not be related to resil-
ience to failure or progress in school” (Li & 
Bates 2019: 1640). The Changing Mindsets 
project report (Foliano et al. 2019) found no 
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impact on numeracy or literacy among over 
five thousand English fourteen-year-olds.

« 7 »  Nonetheless, other studies suggest 
that the approach can have an encouraging 
impact, particularly among lower socioeco-
nomic groups. Victoria Sisk et al. (2018) 
found that mindset interventions could have 
some positive, although weak, outcomes for 
students with low socioeconomic status or 
who are academically vulnerable. Trudy Ke-
arney’s systematic review of growth-mindset 
studies concluded that notwithstanding 
some methodological and data shortcom-
ings, most of the evidence points to effective-
ness at improving the academic achievement 
of students at risk of educational disad-
vantage (Kearney 2015, citing Blackwell, 
Trzesniewski & Dweck 2007; Yeager et al. 
2019). Yeager et al. (2019) note minor grade 
improvements following brief interventions, 
and a lower failure rate among ninth graders 
(fourteen-year-olds). Semester-long online 
academic-mindset interventions improved 
the rate at which high-school students per-
formed satisfactorily in core curriculum by 
6.4% (Paunesku et al. 2015). Mesmin Des-
tin et al. (2019) found that reporting less of 
a fixed mindset was associated with better 
school performance, regardless of socioeco-
nomic status, and it found that a less fixed 
mindset could lessen inequality.

« 8 »  A complex of sometimes contra-
dictory factors appears to influence out-
comes of mindset studies. Dweck recognises 
that hers “are not one-size-fits-all strategies; 
instead, they must be customized” (Dweck, 
Walton & Cohen 2014: 14). Variables may or 
may not include culture: Li & Bates (2019) 
discount ethnicity as a factor affecting their 
nil association between growth mindset and 
resilience to failure and improved school 
performance in a study conducted in China. 
However, the “bootstrap” narrative of ef-
fort rewarded by upward mobility is inte-
gral to American self-perception. Arguably, 
Dweck’s pragmatic revision of the myth, 
which accommodates the contemporary 
goods of equality and rights while holding 
to traditional American goods of motivation 
and progress, may increase/decrease its ap-
peal in certain communities.

« 9 »  Other significant variables may 
include the age of students: for example, 
outcomes of recent studies of teenagers, col-
lege students and in workplaces may have 

limited implications for young children, as 
in the current study. Simon Andersen and 
Helena Nielsen (2016) tested a growth-
mindset reading intervention that involved 
parents reading to their second-grade chil-
dren, probably similar in age to Murphy and 
Gash’s cohort. They showed that children of 
parents who believed their children’s abili-
ties were fixed had lower reading skills. They 
found “large and consistent” improvements 
in language comprehension, decoding and 
text comprehension and in skills in writ-
ing expressive language when parents were 
taught about growth mindset and praise for 
effort, although effects were reduced after 
7–8 months. Immigrant children and chil-
dren of mothers with low educational attain-
ment performed at least as well as other chil-
dren. It is notable that the children in this 
intervention were similar in age to Murphy 
and Gash’s cohort, and that both involved 
reading or reading-readiness interventions.

« 10 »  Other notable variables include 
the quality, commitment and training of 
teachers, the diverse modes and scale of 
interventions, as well as the socioeconomic 
status of cohorts, each of which presents 
methodological challenges. Research-
ers might consider the relevant impact of 
Irish teachers’ acknowledged professional-
ism (Walsh 2016) but also James Gleeson’s 
(2010, in Walsh 2016) finding that they lack 
the confidence and professional resources 
required to develop curriculum. Isolating 
control groups was problematic for Sisk et 
al. (2018), so widely applied are Dweckian 
concepts in learning contexts.

« 11 »  Murphy and Gash’s study is dis-
tinguishable from other growth-mindset 
studies. Some methodological issues are not 
directly relevant to what is an exploratory, 
context-specific, Irish, qualitative study on 
children younger than those in most growth-
mindset studies. Murphy and Gash seeks to 
alter dispositions and change values and per-
spectives on fixed intelligence, rather than 
evaluate academic performance. Its mea-
sures of progress are perspectival, subjective, 
self-reflexive and self-reported, although it 
does suggest that increased linguistic profi-
ciency can also be an outcome. It recognises 
that further larger-scale relevant research is 
required. To the degree that the teacher and 
student participants report significant meta-
learning and increased subtlety in their emo-

tional lexicon, they have shown the value of 
growth-mindset initiatives and their value 
within the constructivist dispensation which 
now pertains in Ireland.

« 12 »  An implicit thread through this 
study is the role of linguistic competence 
(e.g., §§32–36, 52) in initiating children into 
communities of practice, and in embedding 
them in cultures that can moderate inequi-
ties and power asymmetries. Language is 
the bridge to the interpersonal zone within 
which children as individuals and groups are 
agents constructing their worlds rather than 
being determined by it (Riegler 2001: 1). In 
this sense, this study shows how construc-
tivism and growth mindset are linked.

« 13 »  The growth-mindset approach 
puts flesh on the bones of the constructiv-
ist framework, offering structured inter-
ventions that can lead to outcomes desir-
able within the constructivist paradigm. 
It reformulates aspects of constructivism’s 
value orientation, affirming the principles of 
learning by doing, learning from cognitive 
conflict, and from concomitant reflective 
and reflexive practices. Appropriate growth-
mindset interventions exemplify how spe-
cific linguistic competences (such as relate 
to the emotional learning in this study) can 
enable children to grow “into the intellectual 
life of those around them” (Vygotsky 1978: 
88, emphasis in original). They can provide 
opportunities for learners to construct and 
make sense of inter-psychological linguistic 
and cognitive experiences within specific 
temporal and spatial contexts. In this way, 
the combined constructivist-growth-mind-
set approach can induct students into dis-
cursive communities and facilitate agency 
and academic progress. This study provides 
such an opportunity through working with 
children in carefully modulated learning 
contexts relating to emotions, and by pro-
viding them with scaffolded opportunities 
to articulate, reflect on and modify their re-
sponses.

« 14 »  Learning environments that 
adopt a constructivist approach are more 
likely to encourage experimentation and 
evince positive responses to the inevi-
table failures that accompany innovation 
(Scheyvens et al. 2008: 63). Learning from 
failure is intrinsic also to the growth-mind-
set approach, which eschews the fixedness of 
failure within standardised testing in favour 
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of more qualitative modes of assessment. 
Murphy and Gash’s study highlights the way 
that children construct their world and their 
identities, rather than how they compare to 
pre-dominant academic norms.

« 15 »  This study’s growth-mindset in-
tervention within a constructivist frame-
work is an example of how the process of 
social construction (Goodson 1988; Elliott 
1998) enables teachers and children to be-
come co-constructionists of curriculum in 
the Vygotskian sense, that is, mediating or 
reconstructing it as a set of competences 
and capacities (Priestley & Biesta 2013), 
alongside more powerful arbiters of policy 
and practice – such as the NCCA and the 
Inspectorate, in the Irish context.

« 16 »  Qualitative studies such as the 
one conducted by Murphy and Gash might 
continue to form part of future research 
methodology to access refined, subtle data, 
although its outcomes are not generalisable. 
Andersen and Nielsen’s (2016) modest suc-
cess in involving parents, cited above, offers 
an approach that acknowledges community 
and might empower parents to engage with 
the discourses of schooling. Other cohorts 
that might be considered for studies include 
children with diagnosed disabilities, wheth-
er specific or general learning disabilities, 
whether in special classes in mainstream or 
in special schools.

« 17 »  Lessons may be learned from dif-
ficulties encountered in some previous stud-
ies – on modalities of research, interventions 
best avoided, the need for follow-up studies, 
the avoidance of over-simplification or over-
statement of outcomes, and the appropriate-
ness of intervention materials, among oth-
ers. Identifying control groups may present 
problems, given the widespread absorption 
of proto-growth-mindset interventions into 
educational practices. Finally, challenges in-
clude avoiding allowing the growth-mindset 
approach to become a fixed educational 
mindset. Murphy and Gash implicitly or ex-
plicitly flag many of these caveats in their ar-
ticulation of the need for further related re-
search in the Irish primary-school context. 
Their study suggests that growth-mindset 
theory, prudently allied to constructivism, 
can lead to sound educational interventions 
that benefit students, teachers and the learn-
ing environment without losing the theo-
retical advantage of either concept.
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Systems Framing Meaning 
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> Abstract • Murphy and Gash’s target 
article offers an important emphasis on 
emotional and relational dimensions as 
part of a radical constructivist paradigm 
to challenge failure identity, fixed no-
tions of intelligence and to go beyond 
social learning theory. This commentary 
seeks to expand their conceptual frame-
work further as part of a spatial turn for 
constructivism to focus on background 
relational space and systems of relation. 
Concentric and diametric spatial sys-
tems are proposed as background foun-
dational conditions for framing systems 
and meaning with regard to inclusion 
and exclusion in education.
Handling Editor • Alexander Riegler

« 1 »  Fiona Murphy and Hugh Gash’s 
target article offers a challenge to a fixed-
ability paradigm for school contexts of pov-
erty and socio-economic exclusion. It does 
so through expanding a conceptual frame-
work to a radical constructivist one beyond 
simply social learning theory. This challenge 
is timely in a European Union policy con-
text given the 2018 EU Key Competence for 
Lifelong Learning, the Personal, Social and 
Learning to Learn Key Competence.1 The 
authors recognise not only self-reflective 
learning to learn features of the pupils’ re-
sponses; the personal and social dimen-
sions, including emotional dimensions, 
are embedded in their understandings and 
qualitative research accounts.

« 2 »  The concerns with overcoming a 
failure identity are resonant with well-estab-

1 |  https://ec.europa.eu/education/educa-
tion-in-the-eu/council-recommendation-on-
key-competences-for-lifelong-learning_en

lished constructivist themes since William 
Glasser’s (1969) Schools Without Failure. 
Murphy and Gash’s article contributes to the 
research literature on early-school-leaving 
prevention that challenges the internalisa-
tion of a failure identity (Jimerson 1999; 
Kellaghan et al.1995; Downes 2003b), where 
pupils stop trying to learn as they assume or 
at least fear that they will fail. The research 
accounts here offer important approaches to 
treating mistakes as opportunities for learn-
ing to inform initial teacher-education ap-
proaches.

« 3 »  In my commentary, I will argue 
that Murphy and Gash’s broadening of the 
malleability of pupils’ self-perceptions re-
garding ability to a radical constructivist 
framework, beyond social learning theory 
and indeed beyond Piagetian constructivist 
stages of development, requires further ex-
pansion. Their radical constructivist broad-
ening to deconstruct essentialist claims 
and constructions of fixed intelligence is 
pertinent not only to systems theory but 
also to further understandings of space, of 
relational space, as part of a spatial turn for 
education (Ferrare & Apple 2010) and the 
wider social sciences (Massey 2005), though 
one that does not reduce space to mere place 
(Downes 2016, 2020).

« 4 »  The systems concerns of direct 
relevance to Murphy and Gash’s growth-
mindset account in their article include Urie 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) emphasis on pro-
moting growth in systems and challenging 
deficit labels:

“ [A] deficit model of human functioning and 
growth assumes that human inadequacies or dis-
turbance in human behaviour and development 
reflects a deficiency within the person or from a 
more enlightened, but fundamentally unaltered 
perspective, within the person’s immediate envi-
ronment.” (Bronfenbrenner 1979: 290)

« 5 »  While a Bronfenbrennerian con-
cern here would be with the school and 
classroom microsystems in terms of pro-
moting growth, as well as with macrosys-
tem representations of fixed intelligence in 
the wider culture, a further system concern 
requires recognition, though it is largely 
overlooked by both early and later Bronfen-
brenner. This further systems concern is to 
treat the individual herself as a set of differ-
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