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Beyond 
“Smart”: 
Creating a 
Growth-Mindset 
Culture in our 
Classrooms
LIndSay LaRSon CaLL

Last semester one of my students, Rebecca, shared  
a poignant story of her journey to higher education.  
She explained, “As a child I was told I was slow and  
I could never go any further. But I know better now. It’s 
very hard for me, it takes me three times longer to do 
my assignments, but I can do it. It just takes time and 
endurance on my part.” As appalling as it is to tell  
a student they are slow or dumb, through decades of 
research Stanford psychologist Dr. Carol Dweck has 
concluded that telling students they’re smart can also 
have negative consequences because it can create a “fixed 
mindset” (Dweck, 2007).

In the fixed mindset, intelligence and talent are 
considered static and unchanging – one was born with  
a certain amount and no degree of effort will change it 
very much. People with a fixed mindset spend their  
energy “documenting” their intelligence and talent, rather 
than working to develop it. Because appearing smart is 
most important, a fixed-mindset individual tends to  
avoid challenges, give up easily when an obstacle arises, 
bristle at constructive criticism, and feel threatened by 
others’ success.

In the “growth mindset,” on the other hand, individuals 
believe their innate intelligence and talent are just  
a starting point -- they can always be further developed 
through hard work and dedication. The growth 
mindset allows people to see opportunities for learning 
everywhere: challenges and obstacles teach persistence 
and resilience; constructive criticism elevates work; and 
the success of others provides inspiration.

While identifying these psychological constructs 
has been groundbreaking in the field of educational 
achievement and motivation, the most exciting finding 
has been just how malleable these mindsets are. Through 
dozens of experimental studies, Dweck and her associates 
have shown that based on the type of feedback given 
to students, teachers can temporarily induce a fixed or 
growth mindset (Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Mueller & 
Dweck, 1998). Likewise, through explicit teaching over 
time, instructors can help students permanently move 
from a fixed mindset to a growth one. So how do teachers 
foster a growth mindset in their students? I will briefly 
suggest four domains through which we can create a 
growth-mindset culture in our classrooms.

EmbEd thE grow th mindsEt in thE 
coursE architEcturE

As teachers at BYU-Idaho, we have the privilege of 
teaching within a strongly growth-minded Learning 
Model. From the emphasis on hard work and agency 
to explicit teaching that by acting in faith students can 
transcend their natural talents, the Learning Model 
teaches students that their capabilities are never fixed. 
Requiring our students to study and learn the principles of 
the model will provide a strong foundation for developing 
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the growth mindset. Other assignments that implicitly 
support growth-mindset principles include learning 
plans in which students set their own goals for learning 
and must check in with them throughout the semester; 
student-choice activities which ask students to evaluate 
their own developmental needs and weaknesses; and 
semester-long projects that prompt students to create habits, 
overcome obstacles, and persist over a period of time.

insErt grow th-mindsEt principlEs 
in instructor intEractions and 
fEEdback

While supporting the growth mindset through our choice 
of assignments is useful, even more important are the 
specific messages we send students through grading 
feedback and praise. In a number of seminal studies 
starting in the late 1990s, Dweck and her colleagues 
compared students who were given “person praise,” like 

“You’re so smart,” with those who were given “process 

praise,” such as “You worked really hard at that.” While 
90% of those who received process praise were willing 
to try a harder task, only a small fraction of those who 
received person praise were willing. In addition, those 
who received process praise displayed greater persistence, 
more positive attitudes toward challenges, greater ability 
to cope with difficult experiences, and greater ability 
to identify problem-solving strategies. The underlying 
message from these studies is that when we praise 
students, we should do so in moderation and by focusing 
on things directly within their control: effort, habits, 
strategies, and choices.

In my own efforts to give effective feedback, I have 
a few rules I try to follow: never use the word perfect; 
never praise their speed; never compare their work to the 
work of other students (fixed-mindset thinkers are often 
preoccupied with perfection, speed, and competition); and 
always couple praise with at least one piece of constructive 
criticism. Constructive criticism turns out to be essential 

The growth mindset allows people to see 
opportunities for learning everywhere
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because children as young as seven years old scrutinize 
praise for hidden agendas. Once they reach the teen years, 
students often discount “praise to such an extent that they 
believed it’s a teacher’s criticism . . . that really conveys 
a positive belief in a student’s aptitude” (Bronson & 
Merryman, 2009, p. 20). After beginning my feedback on 
a positive note, I generally add my particular catchphrase, 

“To make your paper even better . . . ,” followed by one or 
two specific things that could be improved.

Beyond grading feedback, we can insert growth-
mindset messages in our interactions in both small and 
large ways. I mention my passion for the growth mindset 
in my welcome email, explain more in my initial notes 
(or syllabus), and rotate growth-mindset quotes in my 
email signature, all in order to plant seeds of the concept 
that I will later teach more explicitly. When working 
with struggling students, I avoid discussions of grades 
and instead ask them to focus on process-oriented goals: 
When and how long will you commit to study? What 
study strategies will you use? I also emphasize questions, 
requiring my students to include a specific question for 
which they are seeking an answer in every discussion 
board or paper assignment in order to receive full credit. 
I share a tutorial on how to ask good questions and why 
they’re so important, especially emphasizing the fact that 
much of the modern revelation we have was in direct 
response to earnest questions. My hope is that this breaks 
down the fixed-mindset illusion that “smart” people 
already know things, and don’t need to ask questions or 
put effort into seeking answers.

Sharing my own personal stories of fear, failure, 
struggle, and persistence has also been critical to creating 
this growth-mindset culture. I remember the first time 
I gave a 45-minute lecture about the growth mindset 
and how it could impact our parenting. I off-handedly 
mentioned that it was intimidating for me to use Adobe 
Connect because I am not technologically savvy but 

that I decided to face my fears anyway. Afterward I 
asked students to write a brief response about what they 
took away from the lecture, and I was more than a little 
surprised to find that about half the students specifically 
mentioned how comforting it was to know that their 
instructor was also nervous about technology and was 
learning right alongside them.

tEach thE grow th mindsEt 
Explicitly

In addition to trying to cultivate a growth mindset culture 
through my feedback and interactions, I also teach some 
specific lectures and tutorials on the growth mindset. The 
biggest hit with my students is when I share the concept 
of neuroplasticity and give examples of how the brain 
can develop new neural pathways throughout life. This 
is more than just interesting information; studies have 
shown that learning about the brain’s capacity for growth 
increased the motivation and grade point averages of both 
adolescents and college students (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 
2002; Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007).

Along with formal lecturing, I reinforce the concept 
of neuroplasticity when working with students who are 
already excelling in my classes by encouraging them to 
challenge themselves. When developing their semester 
projects or picking student-choice assignments, I often 
ask, “What type of project would challenge you the most?” 
I remind them that novel activities literally grow our 
brains! I also share tutorials on study strategies that can 
tap into the brain’s inherent capacity.

strEngthEn our own grow th 
mindsEt

Well into her research, Dweck realized that students’ 
mindsets are only one half of the equation. During 
studies of how teachers’ mindsets affect their responses 
to students, she found that teachers in the fixed mindset 

Sharing my own personal stories of fear, failure, 
struggle, and persistence has also been critical to 
creating this growth-mindset culture.



were more likely to quickly jump to conclusions about 
student capabilities, even based on a single test score 
(Dweck, 2007). Again, this is when I am grateful to work 
in an environment that is influenced by the Learning 
Model; whenever I am struggling to recognize a student’s 
capacity, I reread part of the first principle (and share 
it with them): “The power we access through faith in 
the Savior allows us to exceed our natural limits and 
learn beyond our natural capabilities” (Learning Model, 
2007, p. 2). Not only are students not bound by their (or 
my) preconceived ideas about how “smart” they are, but 
through faith they can actually exceed their innate abilities.

One of the things that I love most about teaching is that 
when I encounter students like Rebecca, who struggles 
through her learning disabilities one class at a time, my 
own growth mindset is strengthened. I ask myself, “When 
have I given up because something didn’t come easily and 
how can her example motivate me to persist in the future?” 
Rebecca is just one of the BYU Idaho students  
that have reinforced the truth of my favorite growth-
mindset quote from sociologist Benjamin Barber: “I 
don’t divide the world into the weak and the strong, or 
the successes and the failures . . .  I divide the world into 
learners and non-learners.”

References

Aronson, J., Fried, C., & Good, C. “Reducing the effects of stereotype threat on 
African American college students by shaping theories of intelligence.” Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology. 2002.

Blackwell, L., Trzesniewski, K., & Dweck, C.S. “Implicit theories of intelligence 
predict achievement across an adolescent transition: A longitudinal study and an 
intervention.” Child Development. 2007.

Bronson, P. & Merryman, A. NurtureShock.  2009.

BYU Idaho Learning Model. 2007.<http://emp.byui.edu/rigginsw/BYUIlearning-
model.pdf>

Dweck, C. S. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. 2007.

Kamins, M., & Dweck, C. S.“Person vs. process praise and criticism: Implications 
for contingent self-worth and coping.”Developmental Psychology. 1999.

Mueller, C. M., & Dweck, C. S. “Intelligence praise can undermine motivation and 
performance.”Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 1998.


