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An Exemplary Growth-Mindset Classroom

Introduction: Diane Jenkins’s Classroom and Growth 
Mindset

Helping students adopt and strengthen a growth mindset—the belief that intelligence is something 
you can build—is no small task. Sure, just one encouraging remark can go a long way toward boosting a 
student’s confidence and effort. But foster an entire classroom culture that prizes growth, and the impact 
can be tremendous. 

The work of Diane Jenkins, an English teacher at a middle school in the West Bronx, provides a close 
look at just what is possible. Eskolta School Research and Design, in partnership with the New York 
City Department of Education’s Office of Postsecondary Readiness, has worked with Diane and other 
educators across the City since 2013 to pilot and integrate growth-mindset practices in classrooms. 
Across these efforts, Diane’s work stands out. After taking her class, an astounding 78 percent of Diane’s 
students reported an increased belief that they could grow more intelligent with effort. Meanwhile, 
the proportion of her students who viewed intelligence as unchangeable shrank from 44 percent to a 
remarkably low 8 percent. To achieve this took time and growth on Diane’s part, too. “What I’ve come 
to learn,” she explains, “is it’s a growing process, and you cannot incorporate every aspect of growth 
mindset into your classroom at once.”

On the following page we explore Diane’s approach to integrating growth mindset–promoting practices 
into her classes during her second year of this work. A 2013–14 study by Eskolta found that educators 
supporting growth mindset generally met with success when they followed a four-step path: 

1. Introduce the concept through an explicit lesson on how the brain develops through effort.

2. Integrate growth-mindset phrases into everyday language.

3. Create a growth-oriented environment in the classroom to encourage focusing on process, 
learning from mistakes, and taking on challenges.

4. Focus either on strategies (for students who struggle despite effort) or value (for students 
who struggle because they do not see the value of school).

In Diane’s experience, walking this “path of change” led not only to a substantial increase in the 
engagement and effort of her students but also to her own deeper confidence in her ability to promote 
a culture of continuous, authentic learning. “I now see my classroom as somewhere where it’s not just I 
teach it one way and you either get it or don’t, but it’s becoming an environment where you’re expected 
to start off needing to put in a lot of effort and constantly work on improvements, and collaborate 
together, and that the learning process is just that, a process.”

Pre-Reading Question

What are one or two things that seem essential to keep in mind as you begin to integrate growth mindset–
promoting practices into your classroom? 
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1. Introduce the concept

Diane’s introductory lessons are one standout element of her 
work. Diane introduced science readings and videos on the fact 
that, like muscles, neurons grow and form new connections as you 
learn. This science was essential to convincing her students that it’s 
a simple fact: you can do it if you put in the effort. She further built 
their excitement about putting in that effort with a hook: videos of 
LeBron James, Will Smith, and other celebrities talking about how 
hard they have to work to grow strong and get the results they get. 

It was a home movie that seemed to stick with the students most 
of all. In the video, Diane’s nephew is just over a year old. He is in 
his crib, reaching out for a toy, but it is just beyond his reach. He is 
speaking, trying to say he wants it, but he cannot.

The sixth-graders exclaim, “Oh, look at the baby!”

Diane pauses the video and asks her students: “So, would 
you say this person is dumb?”

“No, no! You can’t call the baby dumb!”

“But he can’t do these things. He can’t grab the item; he can’t tell me what he 
wants. These are very basic skills.”

And suddenly the class is deep into a discussion. Diane explains, “It sparked this lively conversation about 
how he’s still learning to do that; you can’t call him dumb. … He’s still building those skills. And then 
we talked about, ‘What do you think goes on in his brain as he develops?’ And it made that connection 
to the neurons, that as he builds more and more skills he’s going to have more and more neurons.” 
Personalizing the lesson made it memorable. “It’s funny because my students remembered that for the 
whole year. My nephew’s name is Alden but I call him Smushy, and so they would be like, ‘Oh yeah, how 
is Smushy? Is he developing more neurons?’”

Reflecting on how she introduced the growth-mindset concept to her students, Diane recommends 
three steps: “[1] Introduce the science for the buy-in; [2] use something to hook their attention or inspire 
them, whether it’s a celebrity or a cool story that you think they will relate to; and [3] then make it really 
relatable and grounded in their reality.”

2. Integrate growth-mindset phrases

Teachers involved in this work across the City made various efforts to integrate new language to support 
growth mindset. Like her colleagues, Diane began, for example, to avoid praising students for their ability 
(e.g., “You’re smart!”) and instead focused on praising their effort and use of strategies (e.g., “You put 
some hard work into figuring that out!”). 

Diane’s introductory 

lessons are one standout 

element of her work. See 

Appendix A for readings 

and a discussion 

organizer and Appendix 

B for a mindset-phrases 

sorting game, all of 

which she developed for 

her students by drawing 

from academic mindsets 

research.
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In this step of the work, Diane stood out for the ongoing dialogue 
that she drew her students into. Indeed, Diane began to structure 
entire units using growth-mindset framing and feedback. She 
explains:

When we’re introducing a new skill ... I’ll say, “Who’s 
worked on this before? Okay, everyone here, whether 
you’ve had experience with it or not, this is going to be 
a new skill for all of us to learn, and nobody’s expected 
to master it immediately. This is going to be challenging, 
but we’re going to work through it together, and we’ll 
come up with good information to help us understand 
the skill, and then some strategies to help support you 
as you develop it.” So I’ll try and preface a lot of our new 
material with the idea that this is new, it’ll take time to 
master, and that’s okay.

Throughout this process, Diane notes the importance of ensuring 
that the growth-mindset guidance and feedback she gives 
students are authentic:

The students will one hundred percent feel it—if you 
don’t feel comfortable saying it, if it’s not natural for you to 
say it, it will come across as disingenuous to them. So, just finding what works best 
for you and that matches your personality and style … helps you hone what you 
would be doing anyway but in a more concrete, strategic way. 

3. Emphasize metacognition to create a growth-oriented environment

In her second year of growth-mindset work, Diane saw that she could help her students develop and 
benefit from a growth mindset not only through active discussion of brain science and the use of growth-
oriented phrasing but also by redesigning her classes’ individual and peer work routines based on 
growth-mindset principles. This was perhaps most evident in her approach to individual and group work 
on writing.

Before Diane’s students undertake a writing task, they hold a group discussion regarding the skills that 
the task is meant to develop and the strategies that could be helpful during the work. For guidance, they 
refer to strategy boards posted in the room, which highlight a series of writing strategies that the class 
has identified and used during the year (e.g., using sentence starters when one is unsure of the right 
word to use).

As students undertake the work, Diane differentiates support for them using a combination of individual 
work time and collaboration, all while maintaining an emphasis on identifying and employing the 
best strategies for the task. Notably, Diane usually lets students decide how they want to proceed: 
“I give them the option if they want to [work with a partner or small group] or if they want to work 
independently. And students are very good about picking the choice that is right for them.”  

“The students will one 

hundred percent feel 

it—if you don’t feel 

comfortable saying it, if 

it’s not natural for you 

to say it, it will come 

across as disingenuous 

to them. So, just finding 

what works best for you 

and that matches your 

personality and style … 

helps you hone what you 

would be doing anyway 

but in a more concrete, 

strategic way.”
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Diane prompts students to consider what strategies they might use as they begin a task, which later 
enables her to hold substantive feedback and reflection discussions with students as they complete their 
work. She asks both students having success with a task and students having difficulty, “What strategy 
did you pick, and why?” In class discussion she asks, “Who chose a different strategy?” to help students 
guide each other. This emphasis on articulating approaches to work helps underscore the idea that 
everyone can learn with the right strategy—that one’s ability is not static. She finds that by engaging 
students in considering which strategies are working for them and what they might try next, they 
respond by taking their work more seriously.

Still, students need redirection at times, and Diane uses these moments flexibly: she asks a student 
struggling to focus in a group to work individually until they are ready for more group work, or she will 
ask a student working independently but struggling with a certain strategy to join others working on the 
same strategy. Meanwhile, she circulates to follow up with students who need help and maintains a sign-
up list for students who want to set up longer, one-on-one reflection and feedback discussions.

The approach marks a change from her first year of growth-mindset work, when she more often had 
students work independently while she held one-on-one conferences. “It was a big shift … because there 
are so many more students who can get help or can move forward without having this huge long list 
of students who are waiting to work just with you.” Throughout, her approach engages students in the 
metacognition that is fundamental to growth mindset–promoting work: students reflect to determine 
which strategies and support they should use, and they are repeatedly prompted to evaluate how their 
chosen approach is working.

4. Focus either on strategies or value

Inevitably, even when they have developed a belief in their ability to grow with effort, some students 
continue to struggle. There are two prime examples of such students: those who struggle despite effort 
and need help using strategies, and those who believe that effort pays off but do not value the learning 
opportunities provided. Eskolta’s study found that the most effective work moved from growth mindset 
to one of two areas of focus: strategies for the former group of students and value mindset for the latter. 
Diane’s approach to this work allows her to specialize support for each of these categories of students. 

First, she emphasizes challenges as a necessary part of learning. This helps those students who struggle 
despite effort to feel more comfortable with the inherent uneasiness of engaging in something new. 
Meanwhile, this same point underscores for those students who are more willing to fade into the 
background, and for Diane herself, that these students must be engaged at a level that will challenge 
them.

Second, Diane’s approach to student collaboration illustrates how each category of students facing 
difficulty receives the support they need. Diane explains: 

A lot of times some of those struggling students seem to feel more comfortable 
and willing to put in more effort on revising their work when they’re having a peer 
help them. To have an opportunity to sit with your friend and have somebody 
who’s more your peer than your teacher help you through the process, and know 
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that they’re not judging you; they just worked on the same exact thing—I saw a lot 
more effort when students were advising other students.

The experience of Diane’s student Natalie (a pseudonym) illustrates how this approach can benefit 
those who are disengaged despite understanding the material. Diane explains: “It became evident to me 
after a little while of working with her that she was somebody who just needed to be challenged and 
engaged on a higher level in order to stay focused.” Diane decided to let Natalie help her classmates who 
were English Language Learners as a peer translator. “This kept her more focused and engaged,” Diane 
recalls, “and then she was one of those students who, when we would be working on something, would 
be volunteering and asking, ‘Oh can I explain it to them?’ Then it would extend to other members of 
the class, you know, ‘Can I work with them? Can I help them with the strategy?’” Later, Diane explains, 
Natalie “came up to [Diane] on her own and said, ‘Oh, Ms. Jenkins, I was helping them with it, and now 
I’m looking back at my work, and I understand it so much better now that I think I could even—can I 
revise it again? Can I submit it again?’”

* * *

Discussion Questions

1. What stands out about Diane’s approach to introducing the concept of malleable intelligence? Why?

2. What are one or two key lessons to draw from Diane’s use of growth-mindset language? 

3. How could you adopt and adapt Diane’s approach to prompting strategic thinking and peer 
collaboration? What would be important to keep in mind about your own context?
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Grand Discussion Preparation Directions 

We will be using this graphic organizer in preparation for our Grand Discussion focusing on fixed and growth mindsets. 
Record your findings in the space provided.

TEXT: “Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset: Which One Are You?” by Michael Graham Richard
DISCUSSION QUESTION #1: How would you describe the beliefs and behaviors of someone with a fixed mindset?

MY THOUGHTS MY TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  NEW IDEAS

Name

Class   Date  

TEXT: “Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset: Which One Are You?” by Michael Graham Richard
DISCUSSION QUESTION #2: How would you describe the beliefs and behaviors of someone with a growth mindset?

MY THOUGHTS MY TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  NEW IDEAS

Appendix A: Grand Discussion Preparation
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Appendix A: Grand Discussion Preparation 

TEXTS: “Twins in Almost Every Way” by Elizabeth Doyle and “Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset: Which One Are You?” by 
Michael Graham Richard

DISCUSSION QUESTION #3: What connections can you make between the characters in the story, “Twins in Almost Every 
Way” and Carol Dweck’s ideas about fixed and growth mindsets?

MY THOUGHTS MY TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  NEW IDEAS

Name

Class   Date  

EXIT SLIP REFLECTION QUESTION:

Did the Grand Discussion help you better understand Carol Dweck’s ideas about fixed and growth mindsets?  
Using complete sentences, explain why or why not.

CHALLENGE QUESTION:

If your friend wanted to develop a growth mindset, what specific advice would you give them?
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Name: _______________________________   Class: _____          Date: ________ 
 

Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset: Which One Are You? 
by Michael Graham Richard 

 
At Stanford University, it’s nearly impossible to get a seat in any class taught by Carol Dweck.  

Psychology students are eager to learn from Carol Dweck, who is being called “the mindset expert” 
Through years of research, Dweck has learned why some people achieve their potential and others 
don’t; why some people become successful and some people do not.  She found that the key to 
success isn’t talent or ability; it’s whether or not you view ability as something that can be developed 
and built over time.  Dweck said that someone’s mindset is what can determine their level of success. 
Mindset, is someone’s beliefs and attitude about their ability to learn and develop intelligence.   

Dweck determined that there are two kinds of mindset, a fixed mindset and a growth mindset.
 

 
 

 

 

FIXED MINDSET 
People who have a fixed mindset 

believe that people are born with a 
certain level of intelligence that cannot 
be changed over time.  They think “that 
are the way they are” They believe they 
have some natural abilities, and some 
areas that they will just simply never be 
successful.  This does not mean that they 
don’t want to be successful, but they care 
more about performing and looking smart 
than actually challenging themselves.  By 
definition, a challenge is hard and there is 
always the risk of failing.  Individuals with a 
fixed mindset fear failure and think that 
they will “look dumb if they fail” As a result, 
they will often avoid challenges and stick to 
what they know they can do well.  

When a fixed mindset individual face obstacles, instead of figuring out effective strategies to use for 
support, they tend to give up.  Someone with a fixed mindset may procrastinate or even avoid 
attempting challenging work, simply because they do not want to fail or they become frustrated when 
mastery does not come easily.
 
    Dweck says that people with a fixed mindset react negatively to making mistakes or getting 
feedback.  They view mistakes and criticism as negative, instead of what they truly are; an 
opportunity to learn and grow.  When you make continually put in effort and make mistakes, you are 
actively problem solving and using new strategies.  This promotes brain growth, and in addition, helps 
people develop an stronger work ethic and higher level skills.  Because people with a fixed mindset 
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avoid challenges and lack a high level of effort, they often miss out on opportunities to develop their 
brain and new skills. 
 

GROWTH MINDSET 
In contrast, people with a growth mindset believe that intelligence can be developed, that 

the brain is like a muscle that can be trained.  People with a growth mindset desire to improve and 
develop their abilities over time.  How do they improve?  They welcome challenges and seek out new 
strategies to help them master difficult skills.  They view mistakes as an opportunity to learn, an 
opportunity to use a new strategy or technique on their next attempt.  Growth mindset individuals 
know that they can change and improve, so they tend to respond to feedback more appropriately than 
those with a fixed mindset.  When a growth mindset individual receives negative feedback, they 
understand that it is not about them as a person, but about their current skill level.  They seek out 
information on how they can improve and work hard to set themselves up for success.  When they 
finally succeed, a growth mindset individual views it as the result of hard work and effort, not just 
natural talent.   
 

It is clear that Dweck has determined that they way someone views their intelligence and 
ability to learn has a clear connection to their potential for success in life.  Fixed mindset individuals 
and growth mindset individuals may have different views and attitudes, but the good news is that this 
can be changed!  According to Dweck, we can all grow and develop.  Therefore, someone with a 
fixed mindset can change their views and become someone who demonstrates a growth mindset, if 
they are up to the challenge. 
 

 

WHAT CAN I SAY TO MYSELF? 
     Instead of…                   Try Thinking… 

I’m not good at this! What am I missing? 

I give up! I’ll try using some of the 
strategies I’ve learned. 

This is too hard! This may take some time and 
effort. 

I can’t do math. I’m going to train my brain in 
math. 

I keep making mistakes. Mistakes help me improve. 

It’s good enough. Is this really my best work? 
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Name: __________________________  Class: _____                   Date: ________ 
Twins In Almost Every Way 

by Elizabeth Doyle 
 

“Hey twins!” was a common phrase heard in Ms. Johnson’s sixth 
grade English Language Arts classroom.  Oddly enough, Ms. 
Johnson didn’t have any twins registered in her class.  On the 
first day of school, the students had laughed at Ms. Johnson’s 
confusion and explained to that everyone called Anna 
Rodriguez and Destiny Smith “the twins” Anna and Destiny met 
in first grade and quickly become best friends.  The girls loved 
the same clothes, music, and practically finished each other’s 
sentences!  Anna and Destiny were similar in almost every way!      Best friends, Anna and Destiny

Later in the school year, Ms. Johnson introduced a unit on 
writing an expository essay.  She announced to the class, “This 
is going to be a challenging unit for us and I’m excited to see 
how you all grow as writers!”  As the class began working on 
their essays, Ms. Johnson noticed Destiny’s quality of work 
and level of effort was low.  Destiny did not complete her 
homework, and she didn’t even try to make it up.  When Ms. 
Johnson would give her feedback on how she could improve, 
Destiny would shrug and say that she just wasn’t a good 
writer.  Ms. Johnson pushed Destiny to work harder.  In 
response, Destiny became disrespectful and cut class. 
 

 
             Destiny avoiding work

Unlike Destiny, Anna was eager to participate in class and 
develop her skills as a writer.  In the fifth grade, she had 
been a level 1 writer, but she was determined to improve.  
Anna frequently asked questions in class and completed her 
homework every night.  When she made mistakes, she asked 
Ms. Johnson to work with her and show her a strategy to 
improve.  If she mastered one part of the essay writing 
process, Anna would ask for something new or more 
challenging.  In a conference with Ms. Johnson, Anna received 
feedback on her drafts and was proud to see she close to 
scoring a level 3 on the rubric. She hadn’t mastered sixth 
grade skills yet, but she was certainly growing as a writer.   

 

          Anna asking for help 
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Appendix B: Mindset Phrases for Sorting Game

Mindset Phrases

Sort the phrases below into two categories: fixed mindset and 
growth mindset.

1. See, I knew you would get it! You’re so smart!

2. Just try—we can always fix mistakes once I see where you are struggling.

3. You did so well today! You’re such a great writer.

4. No one is good at everything. Science just isn’t your area of strength.

5. Great work!  You’ve been using some really good strategies!

6. Ok, so you didn’t do as well as you wanted to. Let’s look at this as an 
opportunity to learn.

7. Overall, you’re really smart, but you’re not really a math person.

8. Wow, I can tell you put in a lot of effort here! Keep up the good work!


