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The Research-Practice Divide Is Not Only an Issue of Communication, but of Values:
The Case of Growth Mindset

BRENDAN A. SCHUETZE
The University of Texas at Austin

Thousands of educational research papers are published each year and many of them do not have
much impact outside of a small circle of academic readers (Hurd, 1986; Tucker, 20106). Yet, there are
a few, select findings from social science that gain outsized influence among teachers, administra-
tors, and policymakers alike (Hess, 2020). Different explanations have been proposed for how and
why this academic research successfully crosses the research-practice divide. Many social scientists
(at least implicitly) argue that the issue preventing research from crossing the divide is a lack of com-
munication—that scientists need to simply communicate more clearly and more frequently to rele-
vant educational stakeholders (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009). However, this does not explain why some
ideas capture the attention of educators more than others in cases when the science communication
is comparable. Rather, as will be discussed in this paper, values-alignment is an important predictor
of whether research crosses into mainstream practice. That is, when an idea aligns with the existing
values of educators, the research will feel more intuitive, because it fits their existing classroom prac-
tices and beliefs about pedagogy (Luong et al., 2019). This values-alignment helps bring ideas from
research into practice, but it is a double-edged sword: it also comes with the risk of (a) proliferating
research ideas before they have been sufficiently demonstrated to be effective or fully understood,
and (b) leading to the adoption of select parts of the research that happen to fit pre-existing beliefs.

Growth mindset research (and the accompanying misunderstandings concerning this theory often
termed false growth mindse?) is one example of a research idea that has been quickly adopted into edu-
cational language and can be used as a case study to provide insight into the unique issues associated
with the translation of social scientific research into K-12 settings. This case study will explore how
alignment of values between existing K-12 pedagogical practice and growth mindset theory partially
explain why this theory so readily crossed the research-practice gap, though empirical evidence fails
to find large effects of growth mindset interventions (Sisk et al., 2018) and academic researchers only
endorse a relatively narrow conception of growth mindset (e.g., Dweck, 2017). The lesson for social
scientists and educational researchers from this case study, then, is that how educational theories are
framed might work for or against their popularization and broader impact (Bryan et al., 2019; Mans-
field & Volet, 2010). To believe that education research is value-free (Kuhn, 2012/1962) or that the-
oties succeed purely on the merit of their evidence base is to misunderstand how educational re-
search becomes pedagogical practice (Fendler, 2012; Kahan, 2010; Schneider, 2014).

The Academic History of Growth Mindset as a Motivational Theory

Growing out of educational psychology in the 1980s and 1990s (Dweck 1986; Dweck & Leggett,
1988; Mueller & Dweck, 1998), the fundamental claim of growth mindset research (also known as
mindset theory) is the following: students who endorse a stronger belief in the ability to change
one’s intelligence will be motivated to study more strategically and achieve higher grades (Dweck &
Yeager, 2019). That is, if a student agrees with statements such as “No matter who you are, you can
significantly change your intelligence level” they exhibit a growth mindset (Midkiff et al., 2017, p.
169) and will be more likely to be motivated to put effort into their schoolwork (Blackwell et al.,
2007). Crucially, growth mindset is not the same as self-esteem theory, which posited that students’
achievement was boosted when they felt confident about themselves (Humphrey, 2004).
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Despite a large body of growth mindset research (Sisk et al., 2018), mindset theory continues to be
described by most, if not all, researchers in this field as a theory of achievement motivation (Dweck
& Yeager, 2019). That is, growth mindset attempts to narrowly explain why students are driven to
engage with academic material; it does not prescribe broad recommendations about pedagogy or ed-
ucation. Additionally, most mindset researchers, themselves, do not see growth mindset as a totaliz-
ing theory of motivation, but rather one component of a larger approach to student motivation cen-
tered around implicit theories, meaning systems, and action-tendencies (Dweck, 2017).

Rigorous large-scale studies have either shown statistically significant, yet small, effects of growth
mindset (e.g., Yeager et al., 2019) or null results (e.g., Ganimian, 2020; Li & Bates, 2019), indicating
the effects of growth mindset are limited and variable across contexts. Meta-analytic evidence sup-
ports this notion of the limited scope of the growth mindset construct, with Sisk et al.’s (2018) syn-
thesis of 273 studies across a wide array of K-12 and post-secondary contexts (Total N = 365,915
students) estimating that the correlation between growth mindset and achievement was small (r =
0.10, p <.001). Put otherwise, even when not controlling for potential confounders, growth mindset
only explains approximately one percent of the variance in educational outcomes (R* = 0.01). Alto-
gether, mindset theory occupies a position in educational psychology as a relatively constrained the-
ory of student motivation. Furthermore, the empirical evidence does not support the use of growth
mindset as an overarching theory of education or pedagogy (Burgoyne et al., 2020; Moreau et al.,
2019).

Views of Growth Mindset in Educational Settings

Although growth mindset began as an academic theory, its public influence far exceeds many other
similar research agendas in motivation science and educational research writ large. Its originator,
Carol Dweck, frequently ranks as one of the most eminent education researchers of the twenty-first
century (Hess, 2020). Dweck’s (2006) popular press book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success boasts
more than two million copies in print; one of her keynote speeches has been translated into 43 lan-
guages and viewed over 13 million times (Dweck, 2014). With widespread popular interest in growth
mindset, however, comes a cost, that being the increasingly high chance of losing control of the
message and being misinterpreted by the popular audiences reached by these efforts. Witness the lit-

any of results that show up in a Google search of “false growth mindset” (currently numbering over
12,000 as of November 2021).

Acknowledging the proliferation of misunderstandings related to growth mindset, Dweck and other
mindset researchers have attempted to reconcile the mixed narratives of growth mindset through a
series of blog posts aimed at popular audiences (e.g., Bricenio, 2015; Dweck, 20106) and journal arti-
cles aimed at motivational researchers (e.g., Dweck & Yeager, 2019). In Dweck’s (2015) own words,
“my fear is] that the mindset concepts, which grew up to counter the failed self-esteem movement,
will be used to perpetuate that movement. In other words, if you want to make students feel good,
even if they’re not learning, just praise their effort!” (n.p., emphasis in original).

Expansive and overly positive notions of growth mindset were also reflected in a recent qualitative
survey, administered to K-12 teachers in a school district in the southwestern United States, with
one teacher defining growth mindset simply as: “To think as positively as possible.” Others saying:
“Growth mindset is a state of mind [where]| one feels positive about learning new material and feels
encouraged to do so;” “having an open mind and willingness to go out of our comfort zone;” and
“we can accomplish ANYTHING, we just have to believe that we can” (Schuetze & Yan, 2021).
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Similarly, Patrick and Joshi’s (2019) interviews of teachers in a large urban school district in Pennsyl-
vania found that growth mindset is frequently associated with “relentless positivity” (p. 161). Jour-
nalists, too, have misinterpreted growth mindset, with a headline in The Guardian, stating: “New test
for ‘growth mindset’, the theory that anyone who tries can succeed” (Rustin, 2010).

The prevalence of misunderstandings associated with growth mindset has been further supported by
Rissanen et al.’s (2018, 2019) qualitative research on teacher interpretations of mindset theory in
Finnish elementary schools, which shows that growth mindset is often construed as a totalizing the-
ory of pedagogy, rather than a relatively constrained theory prescribing one of many ways to increase
student motivation. Totalizing understandings of growth mindset can also be seen in teacher devel-
opment materials, such as Brock and Hundley’s (2016) The Growth Mindset Coach: A Teacher’s Month-
by-Month Handbook for Empowering Students to Achieve. This book instructs teachers on a variety of top-
ics, not traditionally associated with the motivational theory of growth mindset, ranging from goal
setting to relationship-building. Perhaps not the fault of the authors, themselves, a larger indictment
of the overbroad interpretations of growth mindset stems from their book’s back cover, which
claims that a growth mindset will allow teachers to “motivate students to believe in themselves and
achieve anything.”

This qualitative evidence showing the divergence between teacher and researcher conceptions of
growth mindset has been corroborated by recent quantitative evidence from surveys of teacher un-
derstandings of growth mindset. Buttrick (2020) found that 38 percent of teachers surveyed in a na-
tionally representative sample of American schools endorsed a “false” growth mindset, whereas 39
percent endorsed a “true” growth mindset, and 22 percent endorsed a fixed mindset (p. 2). Inter-
preted differently, this data reveals that, of the teachers who endorse a growth mindset, nearly fifty
percent of these teachers endorse an unduly optimistic understanding of the phenomenon.

Despite Dweck’s (2015, 20106) efforts to raise alarms about false mindsets half a decade ago, this evi-
dence further confirms Dweck and Yeager’s (2019) reflection on the contemporary state of growth
mindset showing that the popular and academic conceptions of growth mindset have yet to be uni-
fied: ““we have learned that it is too easy for people to implement a growth mindset poorly” (p. 482;
see also Yeager, 2019). Taken together, it is clear that growth mindset is often seen as an all-encom-
passing fuzzy “open-minded or positive outlook” (Hattie, 2017, n.p.), largely unconnected to the
narrow claims of the original academic work of Dweck and colleagues.

Why are misunderstandings about growth mindset so pervasive?

Given that there are clear and widespread misconceptions concerning growth mindset (Dweck &
Yeager, 2019), the intuitive follow-up questions are “why do these misconceptions exist?” and “why
are they so widespread?” Previous answers to these questions have mostly surrounded the need for
increased communication between researchers and teachers. Nevertheless, the present paper draws
on research concerning other instances of science communication failures to assess potential other
reasons for the gap between research and practice.

Social scientists see growth mindset misunderstandings as an information deficit
Social scientists researching growth mindset tend to interpret these incorrect or “false” understand-

ing of mindset theory primarily as a result of a lack of information on the part of teachers (e.g,,
Briceno, 2015; Denworth, 2019; Dweck & Yeager, 2019). For example, Yeager (2019), writes “If
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scientists want to break the hype cycle and help students in a lasting way, we need to change our
practices. The most important thing we can do is to conduct studies showing where our ideas don’t
work, as well as where they do. And then we need to spread the word responsibly about how to
make our ideas work reliably” (n.p.). Here, social scientists’ message is that with enough research and
responsible communication to the public, the misunderstandings related to growth mindset can be
resolved.

However, such a view misses out on the larger social environment within which the communication
of scientific findings occurs. Work in the academic field of science communication—which focuses
on the best ways to communicate scientific findings to non-scientists—has identified issues associ-
ated with so-called deficit theories of science communication (deficit theories of science communica-
tion should not be confused with broader deficit theories in education), which are commonly held
by social scientists. Under deficit theories, discordance between the scientific evidence base and (ed-
ucational) practice are explained by a lack of knowledge (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009; Reincke et al.,
2020). That is, to improve science communication, scientists simply need to communicate their find-
ings more frequently and more clearly to the public. Then, scientific theories can be translated into
practice based on the strength of their scientific evidence.

Such deficit theories of science communication have been found to be insufficient to explain the gap
between scientific findings and popular understandings of science (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009; Wash-
burn & Skitka, 2018). Though factors, such as access to information, undoubtedly influence the
adoption of educational research in schools and other applied settings, a deficit-based conception of
science communication leaves out equally important factors: values and social context (Bucchi, 2008;
Feinstein & Waddington, 2020; Lewis & Wai, 2021; Zengilowski et al., 2021). Recent work has
shown that values and social context often determine which information is integrated into an indi-
vidual’s or community’s belief system (Brossard et al., 2009; Luong et al., 2019). That is, information
that is incongruent with a community’s belief systems will be filtered out before it can lead to mean-
ingful change in behavior (Mansfield & Volet, 2010; Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009).

One classic example of this phenomenon relates to the difficulties in convincing people of the im-
portance of climate change due to the perceived effects mitigation measures will have on the econ-
omy (Thagard & Findlay, 2010). Similar trends have been seen with vaccine hesitancy (Amin et al.,
2017) and evolution (Dunk et al., 2019). In the case of evolution, Weisberg et al. (2018) showed that
religious beliefs and values accounted for 38 percent of the variance in the endorsement of the sci-
entific understanding of evolution, while scientific knowledge only predicted an additional five pet-
cent.

In cases, such as climate change mitigation, vaccination, and evolution, the scientific evidence has
been clearly and repeatedly conveyed, but resistance to the scientific evidence remains staunch (in at
least some groups of people). When science communication fails, lack of information may be part of
why people resist the scientific consensus, however, values and politics are clearly modulating the
uptake of scientific information (Brossard et al., 2009). Indeed, it seems most high-profile conflicts
between scientific consensus and popular opinion rest at least partially on some other foundational
conflict between communities that hold different values (Washburn & Skitka, 2018). For this reason,
scientists cannot rely on a mere increase in communication frequency to improve the uptake of sci-
entific knowledge, rather they must understand the underlying values that are causing divides be-
tween scientific and popular understandings.
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Perceived alignment with existing educational values hastened the adoption of growth
mindset

Misunderstandings related to growth mindset may appear relatively benign compared to those asso-
ciated with political issues such as climate change. Nevertheless, educational researchers can still
learn lessons from the failure of information deficit models in these high-profile instances of science
communication failure. Indeed, these science communication failures have made it clear that re-
searchers in the social sciences must avoid an information deficit-based approach to the communi-
cation of their science. Rather, social scientists must understand the values and views of the educa-
tional professionals they are trying to reach when they share their results of their studies.

Therefore, to understand the issues associated with false interpretations of growth mindset outside
of the domain of motivation research, one must begin with the complex, murky, and contradictory
sets of values underlying teaching and learning. Indeed, there is a chronic under-conceptualization
and lack of agreement concerning the purpose of schooling and education (Bass, 1997). What is it,
then, that teachers believe the purpose of pedagogy and education? Given that, as Kincheloe (2004)
acknowledges, teachers and teacher education programs are far from a monolith in and of them-
selves, it is almost easier to answer the converse question: “What do teachers and teacher education
programs disavowr”

If a generalization can be made, Hansen (2008) argues teacher education programs tend to endorse
transformative constructivist pedagogy (as opposed to more traditionalist pedagogy), where social
justice and the socio-emotional needs of students are increasingly seen as legitimate educational con-
cerns (see Bursztyn, 2004; Krahenbuhl, 20106). In a similar vein, Hey and Leathwood (2009) note the
existence of a general movement to a student-centered social justice orientation and the associated
“affective turn” towards creating supportive learning environments starting in the latter half of the
twentieth century (see Noddings, 1992).

In line with this affective turn, teachers are encouraged to be concerned not only with intellectual
development, but also with molding, inspiring, and caring for their students (Clegg & Rowland,
2010) — or what might summarize in one word as the “growth” of students (cf. Sockett, 2008).
Given this increasing emphasis on creating a positive classroom environment where students feel
valued, the present paper argues growth mindset transferred so readily across the research-practice
gap, not because it challenged or innovated upon prevalent teacher philosophies or practices, but
because it meshed with and reinforced existing understandings of the purpose of education.

Empirical data supports this notion, with Mansfield and Volet (2010) finding generally that teachers
adopt pedagogical strategies that reinforce existing views of education. More specifically to growth
mindset, Nestor’s (2017) study of elementary school teachers in Pittsburgh found that 75 percent of
teachers reporting strong integration of growth mindset into their classtoom practice. Interestingly,
both Yettick et al. (2016) and Nestor (2017) found that teachers did not see a strong link between
growth mindset and students’ grades, suggesting they were incorporating these practices into their
pedagogy for largely non-achievement-related (i.e., socio-emotional) reasons. A similar focus on the
perceived socio-emotional and inclusion benefits of growth mindset-infused pedagogy, even when
admitting only small effects on course grades, can be seen in Burgasser’s (2019) meditation on the
use of growth mindset pedagogy in undergraduate astronomy courses.
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It may also be helpful to think about the success of growth mindset in terms of a counterfactual: Im-
agine in an alternate world, Dweck had discovered that inducing fixed mindsets, that is coldly re-
minding students of their innate ability, was the best way to encourage students to persist, particu-
larly high achieving students. Imagine that meta-analytically derived average effect sizes were twice
as large (4 = 0.20, p <.001). Would such an idea have caught on in the same manner as growth
mindset? Under the present framework, it would not have. The alternative theory of fixed mindset
does not mesh well with the teaching profession’s social justice and affect-oriented ethos. This coun-
terfactual suggests that it is not the strength of scientific evidence behind the growth mindset that
makes it broadly popular. Rather, it is the high degree to which growth mindset matches and rein-
forces the existing pedagogical practice that makes this theory broadly popular with educational
practitioners. In short, growth mindset has become synonymous with “good teaching” as defined by
the teacher-endorsed pedagogical theories discussed above.

Growth mindset has become a new label for pre-existing practices

One might argue that the pedagogical theory of growth mindset even preexisted the motivation the-
ory of growth mindset. In fact, Patrick and Joshi’s (2019) interviews of schoolteachers in a large
southwestern urban school district found that “[m]ultiple teachers explained that learning about
growth and fixed mindsets merely gave them a new language to talk about something they already
believed or supported” (p. 162). Broader survey evidence also backs this notion of growth mindset-
supportive practices existing prior to the adoption of “growth mindset” as a pedagogical label.
Yettick et al. (20106) surveyed 600 teachers across the United States, finding that a strong majority of
teachers wanted to learn more about the academic theory of growth mindset (85%, p. 20).

Yet simultaneously, these same teachers reported already using five queried growth mindset support-
ive practices (e.g., “Encouraging students who are already doing well to keep trying to improve”)
much more frequently than the four queried non-growth mindset supported practices (e.g., “Praising
students for their intelligence”). The average growth mindset supportive practice was employed
“every day” by 56 percent of teachers, while average non-growth mindset supportive practice was
only reported to be used every day by 27 percent of teachers. Similar results were found by Nestor’s
(2017) survey of elementary school teachers in Pittsburgh. Though more research needs to be done
on representative samples of teachers concerning their pedagogical beliefs, this initial evidence sug-
gests that the adoption of growth mindset did not greatly change pre-existing practice.

In terms of students’ beliefs, evidence from McPartlan et al.’s (2020) study of first-generation and
low-income students at UC Irvine reveals that even the most disadvantaged first-year undergraduate
students reported relatively high growth mindsets. Sun et al.’s (2021) analysis of 2018 PISA data
found that most (68%) United States students report a growth mindset, and that this rate was signifi-
cantly and substantially higher than that of comparison students in China (d = 1.07).

Thus, it seems there is evidence to believe that the United States school system, in terms of both
students (McPartlan et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2021) and teachers (Patrick & Joshi, 2019; Yettick et al.,
2016), may already be defined by high levels of growth mindset, even if teachers, themselves, may
not always recognize this to be the case. This is to say, when an educator adopts “growth mindset”
into their pedagogy, this terminology functions as a pithy phrase referring to a pre-existing affect-
oriented and student-centered pedagogy; this pedagogy shares some overlap with the academic the-
oty of growth mindset, but is simultaneously much more expansive and optimistic than is warranted
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by the social scientific evidence underlying mindset theory (i.e., growth mindset does not mean that
anyone can achieve anything just because they believe their intelligence is malleable).

Conclusion

As has been argued throughout this paper, the issues associated with translating growth mindset
(and educational research broadly) into schools stem not just from a lack of information on the part
of educators and contextualized science on the part of the researchers (cf. Yeager, 2019). Rather, the
potency of growth mindset language stems from a superficial overlap and values alignhment between
commonly held views of teaching and public understandings of growth mindset. This has led to a
situation where certain psychological theories are almost 700 amenable to pre-existing views of peda-
gogy commonly found in schools. These research-practice-philosophical gaps and overlaps between
educational stakeholders help explain why some psychological theories and constructs are readily
(vet superficially) integrated into the professional vocabulary of K-12 education (Brossard et al.,
2009; Mansfield & Volet, 2010). For example, theories, such as self-esteem theory (Humphrey,
2004), the theory of multiple intelligences (Gardner & Hatch, 1989; Schneider, 2014; Warne & Bur-
ton, 2020), and growth mindset have all been integrated into educational practice; while other (po-
tentially more robust) strands of educational research fail to find the same level of popularity in ap-
plied settings, such as effective study strategies (Agarwal et al., 2012; Dempster, 1988; Morehead et
al., 2016) and cognitive load theory (Zhang et al., 2021).

This case study of the complexities associated with translating psychological research into the class-
room should amplify existing calls for educational researchers not only to clarify their constructs,
theories, and philosophies, but also to attend to the complexities of teacher experience (Chase,
1998), schooling contexts (Hattie et al., 2020; Murphy & Alexander, 2000), and the “webs of mean-
ing” (Berliner, 1992, p. 143) pedagogical practices inhabit (Fendler, 2012). Acknowledging that scien-
tific knowledge and interventions are not value-free (Kuhn, 2012/1962; Prinzing, 2020), deficit theo-
ries of scientific communication must be avoided; rather science communication must be conceptu-
alized as an ongoing and reciprocal dialogue where both values and access to information matter.

If researchers assume that teachers’ professional commitments, meaning systems, and school con-
texts do not predispose them towards or against certain pedagogical stances, educational researchers
are destined to continue making similar mistakes. Though the current paper may appear critical on
the surface, the intention is to enable educational researchers to think with, learn from, and com-
municate more clearly with educators about the use of research in educational settings. Particularly,
researchers and educators must be attentive to when and why they might be talking past one another
due to differences in values and educational perspectives.

Brendan A. Schuetze is a Ph.D. student at the University of Texas at Austin in the Educational
Psychology department, specializing in Human Development, Culture, and Learning Sciences. As a
member of the Science of Learning and Metacognition Lab, he uses both the tools of cognitive sci-
ence and motivational research to understand why and how students learn. Recent research has fo-
cused on category learning, human memory, and belief revision (i.e., how people change their minds,
particulatly in socio-politically complex situations).
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