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Rationale 

It is worth noting the shift in terminology used when considering how pupil progression has 
been measured over the years in order to contextualise it currently. One journal rightly asks: 
‘What is assessment? To many noneducators, the term is synonymous with “test” or “quiz”’ 
(Brendefur, Strother, Rich and Appleton, 2016, p.174). The Oxford English Dictionary 
(2012) defines assessment as ‘the action of assessing someone or something’, whereas one 
definition of test includes ‘an event or situation that reveals the strength or quality of 
someone or something by putting them under strain’.  

While summative assessment and formative assessment (FA) are both concurrently used 
within the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE), the value placed on FA as a support mechanism 
for teaching and learning seem greater (DiBello & Stout, 2007). Emphasising the appeal of 
FA as a positive and ongoing process, Tovani concludes: ‘summative assessment is like an 
autopsy, formative assessment is the wellness check-up’ (Tovani, as cited by Wilhelm, 2013, 
p.2). The positive effects associated with FA as formative feedback feeds into the analogy by 
Tovani that FA is a ‘wellness check-up’, suggesting that any ‘negative’ behaviours can be 
manipulated and ultimately prevented with frequent FA.  

Similarly, the concept of ‘growth mindset’ is one which promotes or ‘prioritises’ positivity in 
order to challenge a ‘fixed mindset’; one which assumes intelligence, creativity and character 
is predetermined. Carol Dweck, who coined the terms ‘fixed mindset’ and ‘growth mindset’, 
holds the belief that a higher level of achievement can be reached if ‘students believe that 
their intellectual ability is something they can develop through effort and education’ (Dweck, 
2007). Importantly, Dweck notes that one of the successes of growth mindset is that it relies 
on the praise of pupil effort, known as ‘process praise’, as opposed to the praise of pupil 
intelligence. Dweck claims that praising pupils for intelligence leads only to a fixed mindset, 
whereas praising pupils for effort ‘fosters hardy motivation’ (Dweck, 2007).   
  
Ultimately, formative feedback and growth mindset are two educational concepts that 
acknowledge the ‘process’, with both concepts designed to work in the long term. While the 
effectiveness of both can prove a time consuming and often complex process that relies 
heavily on planning and mutual investment from teachers and pupils, Dweck reiterates that it 
is the process itself where progress is made.  
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry was to discover the impact of formative feedback in a growth mindset 
context on pupils’ attitudes and motivation. 
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Methodology  
The enquiry was conducted over a two-week period, concentrating on a top set S3 class with 
28 pupils. This particular class was selected as a focus as these pupils would benefit most 
from this experience, as some can exhibit behavioural issues, causing others to become 
distracted. 
 
The enquiry aimed to show an increased belief in the concept of growth mindset while 
monitoring work and effort levels in response to various types of feedback where effort was 
prioritised and praised, as opposed to the praising of intelligence and ability.   
 
The data collected concentrated on feedback that was given verbally as well as being written 
(using ‘two ticks and a fix’). This data was collected via a series of structured evaluations 
which led to an effective professional judgement on the impact of formative feedback in the 
context of growth mindset. While the whole class received the same quality of formative 
feedback for the purposes of the enquiry, the final examination of data focused on three 
specific pupils, each with distinct and varying levels of attitude and motivation. 
 
Data was also collected from a questionnaire on growth mindset which was distributed at the 
beginning of the enquiry and again at the end in an attempt to gauge if there had been any 
change in the belief of growth mindset over the two weeks. The purpose of the questionnaires 
were to gain specific feedback from the pupil’s perspective where ‘certain information can be 
obtained only by asking’ (Tuckman and Harper, 2012).  
 
Findings  
The findings from the first questionnaire (Fig. 1) illustrated that the majority of the class did 
believe in the concept of growth mindset, albeit perhaps unknowingly, with 61% of pupils 
disagreeing to some extent with the concept of fixed mindset. This first finding established 
the class as one with a largely accepting attitude towards challenge and self-betterment.  
 
Fig. 1 
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The usual methods of praise were in place at the start of the enquiry but four key phrases 
were formulated to be used that specifically related to praise of effort. Pupils were introduced 
to these phrases at the beginning of the enquiry, as well as four phrases which specifically 
praised ability and intelligence (see below). The pupils were then asked to choose from the 
phrases which ones helped them feel motivated towards their work. The results showed 
phrases that praised effort were preferred to phrases that praised ability and intelligence (Fig 
2). These phrases were used consistently in verbal and written feedback over the course of the 
two weeks: 
 
Effort Praising Phrases 
 

v ‘Come on, you can do it!’ 
v ‘You’re putting in so much effort today, well done!’ 
v ‘You’ve worked really hard this period’ 
v ‘You should be proud of yourself’  

 
Ability/Intelligence Praising Phrases 
 

v ‘Well done, you’re so clever’ 
v ‘Wow, you must be really smart’ 
v ‘You learned that so quickly, I wish I was as clever as you’ 
v ‘You’re a natural when it comes to English’ 

 
Fig. 2 

3% 11% 

25% 

11% 

39% 

11% 

We have a certain amount of intelligence and we cannot 
really do much to change that 

Strongly Agree Agree Mostly Agree Mostly Disagree Disagree Strongly Disagree  



4 
	

 
 
The enquiry found that pupils were aware of praise and were able to identify the four 
statements of praise. When pupils were consistently praised in this way, there was a 
newfound willingness for pupils to share their work with the class and to show what they had 
achieved. All three individuals that were focused on all gave positive feedback in their 
evaluations. When asked in the evaluation ‘how does praise make you feel?’ answers 
included: 
 

v ‘Praise makes me feel good about myself and proud of myself’ 
v ‘Praise makes me feel a lot more confident in my work’ 
v ‘Praise makes me feel as if I’m going well or have done well’ 
v ‘Praise makes me feel really great about myself’ 

 
Similarly, the results of the final questionnaire showed a slight increase in the belief of 
growth mindset (Fig 3).  
 
Fig 3. 
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You’re putting in so much effort today, well done! 
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Conclusions  
The evidence gathered was not conclusive due to the small scale of the research, however, 
there was a notable and positive response from pupils when formative feedback related 
specifically to effort and the data gathered acts as a testament to this. The very fact that 
formative feedback is engaged with on a daily basis in schools throughout the country is a 
positive indication that the Scottish education system is one that values the power and 
autonomy of teachers and pupils to take ownership of how we learn, how we can learn more 
effectively and what can be done to support it. 

 
Implications for Future Practice  
The enquiry showed that learners should be praised in terms of effort and not solely on terms 
of academic capability. All learners need to the opportunity to feel valued, motivated and in 
control of their learning. The enquiry has encouraged me to use effort related praise more 
consistently via verbal and written feedback and has acted as an important reminder that all 
pupils should be recognised for effort in order to feel motivated to learn.  
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