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Zusammenfassung

Introduction

Based on different responses to challenge and
failure experiences, Dweck and Leggett (1988)
proposed a theory that attributes people’s
motivations to learn and develop to their beliefs
about the fixed or alternatively mutable nature of
intelligence. In these terms, a “growth mindset”
primarily centers on the belief that everyone can
increase their abilities given the appropriate effort
and guidance. In this context, a willingness to face
and overcome challenges is an important predictor
of achievement (Burgoyne et al., 2018).
Accordingly, a perception of setbacks as learning
opportunities and adherence to adaptive beliefs
about failure constitute integral components of a
growth mindset. In the school context, researchers
have emphasized the importance of motivational
beliefs to long-term academic improvement
(Blackwell et al., 2007). A growth mindset culture in
a school, promoted by its leaders (Guidera, 2014),
appears to have implications for students’
academic performance (Murphy & Dweck, 2010).

This paper will explore ways in which principals
and leadership teams in highly effective and
improving English schools working in difficult
circumstances develop cultures of individual and
collective growth at various stakeholder levels
(leadership, teachers, students, work with parents).

Method 

The work presented here draws on face-to-face
interviews with 18 leaders (44% female) conducted
in eight schools, taken from a larger sample of
interviews with 43 headteachers and other 

senior leaders conducted by Roland Bernhard
within a funded mixed-methods project in 17
organizationally diverse schools located in various
areas of England. The schools from the sample
selected for this paper are those showing highest
effectiveness and marked improvements and
simultaneously facing notably severe socio-
economic and cultural challenges in deprived local
authorities in London and in areas of England with
a very low Social Mobility Index. Specifically,
inclusion criteria were: (a) improvement in the
rating awarded by England’s national schools
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Zusammenfassung
inspection agency (OFSTED) from “inadequate” or
“requires improvement” to the best rating,
“outstanding,” since 2003; (b) marked improvement
as shown in standardized school performance data
measuring progress of students; and (c) a very
high proportion of disadvantaged students as
indicated by the school’s Free School Meal Score. 

Interview questions revolved around interviewees’
approaches to school quality development.
Interviews were audio recorded and fully
transcribed (average interview time 43 minutes,
SD = 16 minutes). The study received approval
from the Central University Research Ethics
Committee (CUREC) of the University of Oxford.
All participants gave informed consent. Interview
transcripts underwent content analysis using
MAXQDA (2020). Our approach was twofold,
combining theory-driven (using categories based
on growth mindset literature and instruments) and
inductive, data-driven elements. 

The analysis identified indicators of a growth
mindset in interviewees’ narratives around their
approaches to school improvement and focused
specifically on adaptive beliefs about and
responses to failure. Coding simultaneously
assigned statements into one of four
supercategories (a) school leadership level; (b)
teacher level; (c) student level; and (d) work with
parents. In total, this procedure yielded 1,685
codings. The range of interrater agreement—
based on 10.2% (83,653 characters) of the data—
was .85 < Kappa < .96 (separately for each 

supercategory). 

Findings 

We found indicators of growth mindset within four
dimensions of school-level values: (a)
collaboration, collective responsibility and mutual
trust; (b) continuous learning/striving for
improvement; (c) setting high expectations and
aims; and (d) adaptive attitudes toward failure and
a positive culture surrounding mistakes and errors.
It is this final dimension on which this paper
focuses, Table 1 provides an overview of the
codings/categories, their frequencies and example
quotations from the data relating to each level of
the school community. The interviewees expressed
their orientation towards learning from failure on
each level. In terms of school leadership and
teachers, an “open classroom door” policy appears
particularly important; the data contained frequent
descriptions of practices involving short lesson
observations in classrooms and subsequent
feedback on weak points supplied by principals or
peers. At student level, numerous interviewees
cited the importance of developing young people’s
resilience and thus enabling them to cope with and
learn from failure. With respect to work with
parents, interviewees mentioned the explicit
addressing of challenges. 

Discussion 

Although the overall project did not explicitly set
out to measure school leaders’ growth mindset
beliefs, our analyses indicate that an
organizational culture centered on a growth
mindset showed a clear association with
improvements in school performance. We
identified several indcators of adaptive responses
to failure and positive cultures around
mistakes/error-climate, such as open
communication and high emphasis on feedback.
This links to earlier findings on growth mindsets
and openness to critical feedback (Mangels et al.,
2006). Our study further contributes to the
literature as it emphazises adaptive beliefs about
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failure as an important element of growth mindset.
Notwithstanding the study’s limitations
(retrospective data, self-serving bias and data
consisting in principals’ personal views rather than
specific measures of growth mindset in all
subgroups), our findings provide initial exploratory
insights into the potential impact of growth
mindsets on long-term school improvement,
particularly in schools with large proportions of
disadvantaged students.
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Category/Code Description Sample quotation Number 
times 
mentioned 

Number 
participants who 
mentioned 

Leadership level 

Open classroom door 
policy 

Senior leadership team 
members regularly going into 
lessons to observe teaching 
and identify potential 
improvements 
 

“[…] we observe a lot of lessons, but we do not grade them. We 
do not say, ‘That lesson was outstanding, that lesson was poor’. 
We just say, ‘Thank you. You need to work on this’ […] and then 
we go back and see them again and then we support them.” 
(S6_L_H11_m: 154) 

15 11 (61 %) 

Data-driven 
identification of 
deficits and their 
causes (to enable 
tailored interventions) 

Data-driven systematic analysis 
of shortcomings/deficits, e.g. 
via  small-scale research 
projects within a school  
 

“My role is also responding to the data I get from the lead 
teachers about stuff about quality of marking, the quality of 
teaching and learning that’s going on, student data and then to 
kind of analyze that data and then decide what training I wanted 
the team to place and how to deploy the resources I have to 
support the staff I need.” (S9_Op_H18_f: 49) 
 

18 9 (50 %) 

Challenging current 
standards 

Critically looking at current 
standards to identify potential 
for improvement 
 

“I would say, ‘You were late to briefing, is everything okay? 
Briefing, anything if they are late to school, straight away 
because the standards have to be as the headteacher I think my 
main job day to day is just maintaining high standards of 
everyone and challenging things that are not good enough. I 
think that is my main job. I think.” (S6_L_H11_m: 162) 
 

26 11 (61 %) 

Creating a culture of 
proactively addressing 
problems 

Proactively looking for 
problems/shortcomings and 
focusing on possible solutions  
rather than blaming and 
shaming 
 

“And we […] constantly reinvent and find new creative solutions 
to problems. So it is the sense of we are never going to set back 
and just allow things to be a problem, but we are using different 
levers and vehicles in the school […].“ (S3_L_H3_m: 53) 
 

12 7 (39 %) 

Dismantling barriers to 
learning 

Changing the way things have 
been done before to correct 
previous mistakes; principals 
perceive themselves as 

“[…] and he [the principal who was the leading figure of the 
school improvement] stripped all the kind of (...) all this stuff that 
was not really necessary, he stripped that away and said: ‘This is 
our core purpose. So, if you are doing anything that’s not directly 

7 7 (39 %) 



responsible for getting rid of 
practices that are ineffective 
 

related to, I don’t want to know about it’, and so his leadership, I 
think, made a big difference.” (S9_Op_H18_f: 15) 

Staff level/teachers 

Encouraging teachers 
to collaboratively 
discuss their own 
mistakes with peers 

Mentoring, peer feedback and 
other ways to talk about 
mistakes and issues 
 

“And we just told the staff that it was not about failing, they 
must open their doors, they must share their problems and then 
work together as a team […].” (S13_O_H26_m_H27_w: 192) 
 

“Well they will peer observe, they will share resources, ah, […] 
where people can walk in and see them. They will deliver 
continuous professional development, and they will observe 
lessons of each other to give, and then give feedback.” 
(S5_L_H10_m: 121) 
 

23 12 (67 %) 

Individual analysis and 
addressing of 
shortcomings 

Identifying and addressing 
mistakes in teaching practices 
through individual reflection  

“And checking that constantly through the lesson, checking that 
learning is happening and if it’s not happening intervening […].” 
(S9_Op_H18_f: 43) 
 

15 8 (44 %) 

Focus on improvement 
rather than 
judgment/blame 

Feedback for teachers with an 
emphasis on development or 
on how they can improve, 
rather than in a judgmental 
tone 

“Then we will come back as a team and discuss what we saw, will 
feedback to staff and then there will steps for further 
improvement.” (S4_L_H8_f: 79) 

17 8 (44 %) 

Resilience and coping 
with failure 

Supporting teachers’ resilience 
and providing them with the 
confidence to deal with issues  
 

“But I do think there are things that they [teacher trainees] need 
to learn in terms of they need to be resilient. Because the first 
couple of years of teaching, you know, it is hard work.“ 
(S4_L_H7_f: 47) 
 
“So, it is making sure that staff feel supported and confident that 
they can deal with any wide range of issues that a student may 
have.“ (S4_L_H8_f: 29) 
 

3 4 (22 %) 

Student level 

Resilience and coping 
with failure 

Supporting students’ personal 
development to build 

“[…] but we also like to try and work much more on developing 
them as a person so that they leave so they are better people in 

11 10 (56 %) 



resilience and skills for coping 
with failure 
 

the community; they learn how to fail, they learn resilience, and 
they have much more skills that are either applicable to the 
workplace and/or academic aspirations.” (S2_L_H2_f: 18) 
 

Interventions to 
overcome personal 
shortcomings and 
areas for improvement  

Providing students with 
opportunities to learn from 
wrongdoing and mistakes (e.g. 
warnings, reconciliation 
meetings) 
 

“When I talked earlier about behavior and how we are quite 
strict, every student that gets on called, is called once you are 
removed from a lesson, they must do a detention that day. But 
during that detention for one hour, the teacher must go and 
reconcile. Have a restorative meeting. So, the students will be 
punished. But the teacher must also go and talk to the student 
and say, ‘You know it went wrong today. Why did it go wrong? 
How can I help you next time so it does not go wrong?’ And so, it 
is developing that relationship. So, it works.” (S6_L_H11_m: 60) 
 

25 11 (61 %) 

Analysis and correction 
of mistakes 

Identifying and addressing 
mistakes in academic work as 
learning opportunities 

“I think personally assessment for learning, to really measure a 
pupil's progress, so you know, if, within a Maths session, I mean 
as a Maths teacher I am a bit biased but you know, to really 
analyse the mistakes that students make, and then try to address 
that within your teaching, and you know, when you are marking 
a set of books or you are marking a set of exam papers, I think 
what's crucial is that um, you know, you are marking that and 
you are really looking about what sort of mistakes they are 
making so then you can really maximise progress in that to make 
sure that when you come back you say look that's what you need 
to do better next time, which is really important.” (S5_L_H10_m: 
172) 
 

18 13 (72 %) 

Work with parents 

Overcoming barriers to 
parental engagement 

Adaptive responses to parental 
failure to engage with the 
school or to support their 
children's learning  
 

“[…] but barriers to that could be parental preference. So on the 
whole, our parents are very good and very supportive but 
sometimes, and it can be for a variety of reasons, you know, if 
we, if we wanted to put some support in because we think that 
student might need it, some of it needs parental consent. So if the 
parent doesn’t give consent then that is a barrier, but it just 

7 8 (44 %) 



means that we won't, we don't necessarily just stop, we will see if 
there's something else we can do, but generally, it’s, everything is 
taken on-board including some of the parenting classes and 
family support. So they're not just working with the child, they 
also work with the whole family which is good.” (S2_L_H2_f: 84) 
 

Analyzing and 
addressing 
shortcomings in the 
school’s relationships 
with parents 

Identifying problems in the 
school’s work with parents and 
initiating improvements 
 

“Sometimes I think we as a school can be better at 
communicating how parents can support the school and I think 
that’s difficult because they’ve got high academic performance 
skill. So, that’s probably where we can go next really, looking at 
better ways to communicate but generally parents also support, 
helps us.” (S10_Op_H20_m: 138) 
 

10 9 (50 %) 

 

Note. In brackets: Relative number (of all interview participants) who made a statement on this category. The interviewee abbreviations contain participant ID, 

school’s location (L = London, Op = Opportunity Area, i.e. deprived area outside London characterized by severe social, economic and cultural challenges), 

gender (m = male, f = female), and the location of the coded text passage. 

 

 
 
 


