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“It’s heartbreaking; she has no confidence whatsoever…”

“We keep telling him he has to ____, but it’s like we’re talking to a wall.”

“She keeps a positive attitude in school but I’m afraid she’s really feeling bad about her reading compared to her friends’…”

Intervention for most of my students starts with a few key understandings, described below:

________________________________________________________________________

The cultivation of a growth mindset
 is at the core of both successful early education and successful intervention with struggling individuals in all walks of life. Yet, to my mind, the key to successfully opening a mind to the possibility of growth is two-fold:

1) We must acknowledge that students’ fixed ideas are honestly come by—that such beliefs are, in fact, logical, reasonable, intelligent responses to their life experience. We all have fixed ideas regarding certain things—e.g. touching a glowing burner on the stove will produce a bad outcome—and anyone would be hard pressed to convince us to reconsider. In fact, the stove analogy is particularly fitting because it reflects the fact that both the intensity of a negative experience and the frequency of its repetition serve to establish and then anchor beliefs that later inhibit risk-taking and learning, because the stakes are simply too high. Further, I think it is easy for adults to underestimate the intensity of the suffering for a young person who is first shocked and blind-sided in early school years by unforeseen, unimagined experiences of incapability, wrongness and/or 'dumb'-ness. And that shock then resonates, day after day, year after year, in countless tiny ways for many students who do not learn the way their peers and teachers do. This kind of ‘fixed mindset,’ then, is an intelligent, self-protective structure, shaped by negative experience to shield an individual from further suffering. Thus, if we approach a child with the stance that her thinking is "wrong," that she needs to look at things a different way, that she has "the wrong attitude"—this is tantamount to calling her crazy, which is yet another way to be wrong. This is not a convincing opener. 

Think about how many times someone would have to put your hand on that burner—and how hard it would be to convince you to let them, initially!—even leading directly to a positive outcome, before you would believe it was safe, let alone a good idea! And for that matter, when kids actually do try to self-advocate, how often do they actually feel, in the midst of it, any positive result at all? The adult help students need at this point is to assure that they experience and recognize a positive result for each risk they take which requires dedicated cooperation within their circle of-care (teachers, parents, administrators and the student as well).
(
An independent specialist keenly focused on the individual needs of just a few students at a time is uniquely positioned to foster and maintain this cooperation in a manner that feels like a resource to the other—often overwhelmed—players in the circle-of-care, rather than a burden or needy interruption.
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2) Thus, if the gateway to transforming firmly held fixed ideas into belief in a ‘growth mindset’ is acknowledging the legitimacy and intelligence of the fixed ideas (explicitly, immediately affirming both the child's experience and his wise response to that experience), then the nitty-gritty work of belief-system change thereafter has to be the systematic presentation to the child not of concepts or ideas but experiences of success. And one should be prepared to do this relentlessly—as the child's negative experiences have been relentless—in a manner that the child can understand and internalize. This again is a two-fold process: first, we must change the focus from what the child does not do well to what he does do well. The child is already succeeding, all day, every day, in ways he takes for granted but that others wish-for mightily. In fact, whenever learning struggles arise for a student, the struggle areas become white-hot in school discussion, and the successes, often dismissed as "fine" ('his math is fine'), fade into the background. We must foreground the successes and then 'chunk' the struggles in such a way that even the tiniest success is acknowledged. That 'chunking' is the second part of the two-fold process. One wise parent at a recent LD support meeting mentioned "scaffolding"—which is an excellent guiding principle for educators, reminding us to seek ways in which a child's work can be supported toward a successful outcome and also completed in such a way that the work is clearly the student's and she owns it, unequivocally. However, if success is the key to maintaining motivation, one cannot expect struggling students to have the academic endurance to keep eyes-on-the-prize interminably while an elaborate structure of habits and understandings is built. The teaching and learning must be divided into discrete, complete chunks... so that multiple successes are chalked-up within the psyche, each as a done-deal, in such a way that the volume of undeniable, experiential successes can rapidly increase to begin to reveal an undeniable new truth about that student's abilities.
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Approached this way, a magical thing can happen:

…rather than having to actually provide the veritable mountain of positive evidence that might be required to overcome that fixed, enormous mountain of negative experiences, the experience of repeated success is so novel, shocking and wondrous that it can provide the willing student with a powerful hope which vastly expands the power of each successive success to change the way the student sees himself as a student and as a person. As educators and parents, we must strive to carefully note and vigilantly protect this hope when it arises, helping the student weather set-backs and maintain the new focus day-by-day, always acknowledging the courage it takes for a student to cut a new groove, especially when it still feels dangerous every step of the way. Again, the circle of care and communication between student, parents, teachers and educators must be as strong and closed as humanly possible at this stage, so that identified successes can be echoed between areas of the student’s life, lending a novel legitimacy to the message as realms formerly disconnected (school, home, activities, etc.) confirm and reconfirm the child’s potential and progress with one consonant voice. 

There is no magic bullet for achievement, of course, for any student or any person, but these supports are a powerful prescription for creating real, positive change, at depth, in a child’s psyche, habits and report card—and they form the core of my practice.
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� Please note that my description of “mindsets” is in response not directly to the work of Carol Dweck, but to what I have seen as the popular over-simplification and misunderstanding of that work. Dweck’s “fixed mindset” idea refers specifically to the mistaken notion that intelligence comes in “quotients” which cannot change. A growth mindset, then, is one that sees intelligence as a (potentially) ever-developing human trait. In educational circles, however, I have heard these terms used more broadly to refer to a general feeling of resignation about one’s potential versus a general feeling of hopefulness. In fact, her work and my notions are quite compatible (see � HYPERLINK "http://www.mindsetonline.com/" ��http://www.mindsetonline.com/� ) but the application of the broader, popular conception of mindsets—an undeniably useful conception for adults and so-called ‘gifted’ students—to so-called LD students needs to be made carefully in order to be similarly useful.





