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EFFORT
The amount of effort that we put into a task often directly 
relates to our level of success on that task. People with a 
growth mindset recognize this, and often embrace the 
effort it takes to learn something new. 

A person with a fixed mindset will see the need to put in 
effort into their learning as a reflection that they are not 
intelligent enough to learn the material. There is often an 
incorrect assumption that if you are smart, then learning 
is easy. If you have a student that is not putting in the 
effort to be successful in class, it may be a sign of a fixed 
mindset.

You want to help your students who have a fixed mindset 
see that effort is part of all learning for everyone. An in-
class discussion or discussion board for an online class 
is a great place to engage your students on this topic. Ask 
everyone to share how much effort they put into learning 
something new. When fixed mindset students see that 
everyone has to put in effort, it will help them to 
understand they are not any different than their 
classmates. This is one of many steps on the path to a 
growth mindset.

Here are resources you can provide to students that may 
be struggling with:
• Study Habits
• Planning and Scheduling
• Mindset and Motivation

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1suMHCWuPf8esS6BwiXYSX0EyaRyov1C8/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Eq3aY2I-iIEqIoIUAPr_HPXVq4x_-rCo/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1sgBq-9z8TgDXwlrGRPlNThvGH8HAMRYL/view


FOCUS
When we have a growth mindset, we are 
focused on the process of learning. We 
think about what we need to do better and 
what needs to change in order to improve 
our learning. For example, a student with a 
growth mindset might look at their activity 
schedule in order to see where they can 
find additional time to dedicate to 
studying, or they may create a study group 
with their classmates in order to improve 
their study habits.

Students with a fixed mindset are focused 
on how they are perceived by others. This 
is usually because the perception they 
have of themselves is not very good. They 
are always wondering what people are 
thinking about them. If they are struggling 
in class, they usually assume people are 
thinking they are not smart, or that they 
are not capable of being successful. 
Someone with a low-self perception will 
often say some bad things to themselves. 
If we heard someone saying these same 
things to another person, we would tell 
them to stop. But why do we allow that 
behavior when we direct it at ourselves?

Change is a scary word for some people, so 
try to use the word “evolve”, which means 
to develop gradually. There are many ways 
we can evolve our self-perception and it’s 
important to take it one step at a time.  

Developing a positive self-perception starts 
with being positive with yourself. When 
your students are using negative self-talk, 
be sure to address it and help them 
understand they are not stuck with where 
they are at this moment. Showing your 
students that you believe in their abilities 
will help them to recognize their potential. 
Be supportive, and provide them with 
resources they will need in order to be 
successful and develop their growth 
mindset.

Provide guidance to your students to help 
them focus on the process of learning. Make 
sure you are providing clear and easy-to-
follow instructions on assignments, 
projects, and activities in class. Help them to 
develop good study habits by providing 
them with resources for time management, 
study skills, and creating a study space. Let 
them know that focusing on the process 
directly leads to better performance. Your 
positive encouragement and support will go 
a long way in helping them create a growth 
mindset.



MISTAKES
When someone with a growth mindset makes a mistake, 
they see it as part of the learning process and as an 
opportunity to improve. Because of this, they are not 
afraid to try new things or to experiment with different 
techniques and actions. 

A student with a fixed mindset loathes making mistakes. 
They will avoid making mistakes at all costs, even to the 
point of not participating. This is in line with their focus on 
negative self-talk, fear of challenges, and poor self-esteem 
that is also common with individuals with fixed mindsets. 

Encourage your students to try and put in an effort. Let 
them know that almost no one is successful learning new 
information or a new skill on their first attempt. Remind 
them that mistakes are part of the learning process and 
should be seen as a tool that provides a view of how we are 
doing and where we need to make adjustments.



CRITICISM
Someone who has a growth mindset will 
appreciate, and even seek out, criticism 
because they see it as an opportunity 
to improve their performance and 
knowledge. 

Conversely, people with a fixed mindset 
typically take criticism, even well- 
intentioned constructive criticism, as a 
personal attack against them. This results 
in defensive behavior, and makes it 
difficult for faculty to help the student.

When providing constructive criticism 
and feedback, be sure that you start with 
something encouraging before telling the 
student where they can improve. Let the 
student know that you appreciate their 
effort, or that they did a good job with one 
particular area. Starting with a positive 
comment sets a tone that tells the student 
they are doing well, and can do better.

Example of feedback promoting a growth 
mindset:

“Mike, 

Thanks for your submission. You raise some 
very good points about the subject. One 
area where improvements can be made 
would be including examples from your 
own experiences. This would help to show a 
deeper understanding of the material and be 
a good way to apply your knowledge of this 
subject. There were also a few errors in writing 
mechanics which are easy to fix by using spell 
and grammar check in Word.

Keep up the good effort and you will start to 

see it pay off! Please let me know if you have any 

questions.”

In this example, it starts with a positive 
comment letting the student know they 
did something good and they are on the 
right track. The response to the student 
also avoids “you” statements. Using “you” 
makes it more personal, and someone 
with a fixed mindset may see this as a 
personal attack against them, rather than 
taking the feedback as a way to improve. 
Remember that someone with a fixed 
mindset most likely will have self-
confidence issues, and assume you are 
pointing to flaws that they already are 
already aware of.

Example of feedback you want to avoid:
“Mike,

There are several areas where you need to show 
improvement. You need to provide examples in 
order to show that you understand the subject. 
Also your grammar and spelling are not very 
good. You need to use spell and grammar check 
in Word before submitting your work. Not 
addressing these issues will result in failing this 
course. 

Please let me know if you have any questions.”

With this example, we are only telling the 
student that they did things wrong and 
what needs to be fixed. Telling a student 
their work is “not very good” is different 
than saying their work “can be improved”. 
There are also many “you” statements that 
can put the student in a defensive mindset.



SKILLS
Someone with a fixed mindset feels that what they know, 
their ability to learn new things, and the skills that they 
have are static. They do not see a way to change those 
things and so they simply stay “fixed” in their thinking 
patterns and processes. 

A person with a growth mindset recognizes that they have 
the ability to improve, and develop their intelligence and 
skills set. They understand they have the power to change 
their lives and enhance what they know and what they can 
do. Individuals possessing a growth mindset are not afraid 
to take chances, and will push the limits to see just how 
successful they can be.

When you have a student that does not think they can 
learn something new, ask them if they can remember 
when they did not know how to ride a bike, or drive a car? 
Remind them that, at some point, they did not know how 
to do those things, but they were able to learn. Ask them 
to identify what they did to learn. Did they study? 
Practice? Let them know that the strategies that worked 
back then can be used now to learn the material in your 
course.

One of the most powerful words a person can use when 
developing a growth mindset is the word “yet”. When 
someone states, “I can’t do this… yet”, they recognize their 
current limitations, but at the same time, are 
acknowledging they can improve and develop their 
understanding and abilities. When you have a student 
that tells you they cannot do something, or are not good 
at something, respond that they are not good at it… yet.

Carol Dweck’s TED Talk “The Power of Believing That You 
Can Improve” (10:30) emphasizes the way to change fixed 
mindset thinking by adding “YET”.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=video&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiwwqa4stTpAhXoJDQIHb6dAuYQtwIwB3oECAgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ted.com%2Ftalks%2Fcarol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve%3Flanguage%3Den&usg=AOvVaw2zOMVj8murnE4QIZd5WWwE
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=video&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiwwqa4stTpAhXoJDQIHb6dAuYQtwIwB3oECAgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ted.com%2Ftalks%2Fcarol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve%3Flanguage%3Den&usg=AOvVaw2zOMVj8murnE4QIZd5WWwE


CHALLENGES
Students with a growth mindset love to be challenged. 
They will embrace, and even seek out, situations and 
experiences that test their abilities and knowledge.  

Students with a fixed mindset will avoid challenges, similar 
to how they will try to avoid making mistakes. Giving up or 
not completing coursework is a common trait of someone 
with a fixed mindset. They are afraid that they will not be 
able to meet the challenge, and will often resort to self-
destructive behavior, in order to remove themselves from 
the stress of the situation. 

Check out this quick video (4:41) about how persisting 
through challenges helps with maintaining a growth 
mindset. 

https://www.kaltura.com/index.php/extwidget/preview/partner_id/1700302/uiconf_id/45187062/entry_id/0_kn7ihamx/embed/dynamic?



