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Students’ belief that their abilities and capabilities can improve over time, known as a growth mindset, 
positively impacts their achievement. Teachers can provide an environment that promotes a growth mindset 
by emphasizing praise of learner effort, assisting learners in utilizing effective self-regulation skills, and by 
encouraging students to adopt a mastery-orientation toward goals.

What is a growth mindset?

A growth mindset is the belief that one can develop his or her academic success over time; that one’s abili-
ties and skills are not fixed, unable to be improved upon (Blackwell Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 
1999, 2007). Students with a growth mindset value effort; they realize that even geniuses have to work hard 
to develop their abilities and make their contributions. They are more likely to respond to initial obstacles by 
remaining involved, trying new strategies, and using all the resources at their disposal for learning (Dweck, 
2010). A substantial body of evidence indicates that students’ academic and lifelong success is a function of 
both their actual achievement and their attitudes, or mindsets, about achievement (Borghans, Duckworth, 
Heckman & Ter Weel, 2008).

How can teachers help student develop a growth mindset?

In order to help students develop a growth mindset, teachers must focus on approaches to learning that assist 
students in improving incrementally and recognizing those improvements.

Learner Effort. Teachers should focus praise on a learner’s particular work product or process (e.g., “What a 
wonderful essay”; “I can see you worked on this very carefully”) instead of praising the person (e.g., “You are 
such a smart girl) (e.g., Ginott, 1965; Good & Brophy, 1984; Kanouse, Gumpert, & Canavan-Gumpert,1981; 
Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998). Behavior-specific praise is more motivating because it pro-
vides detailed feedback to students about competence and effective problem-solving strategies that they may 
apply in the future (O’Leary & O’Leary, 1977). In addition, praise for effort leads to more effort and student 
attribution of success to strategies (Mueller and Dweck, 1998).

Self-Regulation Strategies. Self-regulation strategies, such as goal-setting, strategy use, self-monitoring and 
modification of approach, have been shown to be effective techniques that impact student performance and 
achievement (see Koegel, Koegel, Harrower & Carter). Learners with a growth mindset tend to set more 
challenging goals, develop more adaptive strategies for learning, persist longer, and ultimately perform better 
(Locke & Latham, 2002; Sitzmann & Ely, 2011; Zimmerman, 2002). Self-regulation skills can be taught to all 
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learners in order to improve their ability to effectively assess a situation, monitor their performance, and adjust their behav-
iors accordingly (Axelrod, Zhe, Haugen & Klein, 2009), thereby increasing their growth mindset as well.

Mastery-orientation. Central for mastery goal-oriented individuals is the focus on learning, developing new skills, im-
proving the level of competence to a mastery level and trying to understand new learning subjects. Research indicates that 
students show the most beneficial achievement patterns and motivational patterns when they focus on a mastery goal ori-
entation (see Meece, Anderman, & Anderman, 2006). Students with a growth mindset are more likely to focus on a mastery 
goal orientation, responding to academic challenges with sustained effort (e.g., Cury et al., 2006; Dweck & Sorich, 1999; 
Henderson & Dweck, 1990; Law, 2009). This sustained effort, or mastery-orientation, promotes achievement and improved 
learning outcomes (Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986). Teachers of mastery-oriented classrooms should provide 
1) appropriate learner tasks (including a focus on learning, curiosity, and active student involvement) and enough time for 
students to complete those tasks at their own pace; 2) opportunities for students to participate actively in making decisions 
pertaining to instruction and rules in classroom; 3) meaningful and specific feedback to the learners; and 4) 
opportunities for students to work in groups collaboratively where self-evaluation and self-monitoring (including adjust-
ment following errors) is encouraged (Lüftenegger, van de Schoot, Schober, Finsterwald, Spiel, 2014).
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