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FIXED VS. 
GROWTH 
MINDSET

What happens when we have a fixed 
mindset about student capacities?
We believe success or failure is 

largely the result of (innate or 
immutable) student capacity 

We don’t see as much need to 
provide formative feedback, 
scaffold learning experiences, or 
provide other resources to support 
success 



INSTITUTIONAL GROWTH MINDSET
Def: The extent to which an 
institution believes, and conveys 
the belief, that students are 
capable of growing their 
abilities if they put in the time 
and effort, use effective 
strategies, and reach out to us 
for help when they are 
struggling

•When an instructor has a more fixed mindset 
about students’ capacities to succeed:
• Overall course grades are lower
• Racial achievement gaps are twice as high
• Students report more negative experiences in class, 

and more negative impact of instructor on 
motivation to succeed

•Instructor mindset is a stronger predictor of 
student achievement than instructor: level of 
teaching experience, tenure status, age, gender, 
race/ethnicity

Source: Canning, Muenks, Green & Murphy, 2019

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6377274/
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THE IMPACT
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RIGOR VS. GROWTH MINDSET
Rigor (def.) – “harsh inflexibility in opinion, temper, or judgment”… “acts of 
cruelty”…”rigor mortis”

Difficulty should never be the end goal. When it is, you’ve designed a learning experience 
around exclusion/gatekeeping/sorting students – the goal is to “keep out” the students 
“not capable” of ____.
 This kind of environment minimizes learning bc it leads us to design learning experiences that 
don’t support growth
 It also suppresses students’ abilities to learn and grow, bc it sends messages that we don’t 
believe all students are capable of being successful with the right kinds of effort and support

And these messages are particularly harmful for historically marginalized students, who 
are more attuned to signals about whether they belong in college and are capable of 
succeeding due to the cumulative impact of systemic bias and discrimination in our society 

Source: The Redefinition of Rigor, CHE March 2022

https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-redefinition-of-rigor?utm_source=Iterable&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=campaign_3977123_nl_Daily-Briefing_date_20220330&cid=db&source=ams&sourceid=&cid2=gen_login_refresh


KEY INGREDIENTS FOR A GROWTH MINDSET 
CULTURE

Communicate that ability is 
something students develop, 
and is not the result of innate 
or immutable qualities

Provide assurance that ability 
can be improved over time by 
applying effort, seeking 
feedback and using resources, 
and developing effective 
strategies to succeed 

Structure the student 
experience so that students can 
make mistakes without 
irreparable damage to their 
progress and can learn from 
their mistakes by:
Providing specific, constructive 
feedback on how they can 
improve 
Connecting students to the 
resources they need to be 
successful



WHAT CAN WE DO?

Identify one message, communication, 
policy, or practice where you might be 
conveying a fixed mindset about 
student capacities

Sketch out how you might revise it to 
convey a growth mindset, using the key 
ingredients
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