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FOREWORD

The Role of Mindset  
in Improvement
The last decade has brought student success and completion 
to the forefront of higher education. Where once a tangential 
issue, today’s colleges and universities are increasingly focused 
on undergraduate success. The decade’s work has brought 
significant insights into strategies that improve student success 
at scale. 

This shift has entailed, among other things, a willingness on the 
part of higher education to change a deep-seated paradigm. 
Whilst in the past, as a community, we have held that the 
best way to improve student outcomes was to have better 
students, we now know that a healthy dose of the issue lies 
with us. Student success strategies have shown that much 
can be done to change the way in which learning happens 
and improve learning for all. Indeed, as prototypes have grown 
to scaled initiatives, we have discovered ways to harness 
these phenomena to improve student learning and often level 
historical equity gaps. 

Mindset Is Connected to Many Areas of College 
Improvement
Pathways design. The current focus of success efforts began 
with recognizing the importance of having clear curricular 
pathways. We now know that academic mindset plays an 
important role in several elements of pathway reforms. 
Researchers have identified pathway design principles that 
enhance success. Chief among these design principles has 
been redesigning developmental education, a critical roadblock 
for many students, and co-requisite remediation has emerged 
as a key redesign strategy.

As we studied the reasons why the co-requisite approach to 
remediation is so successful, we found evidence that it was 
because “just-in-time” remediation is more effective than prior 
preparation. Now we see that in no small part the effectiveness 
is enhanced because co-requisite students no longer 
experience the “othering” that is ubiquitous in the traditional 
approach. 

Advising. We saw evidence that beginning college “undecided” 
led students to unnecessarily lengthen their programs of study 
and lessen their success rates. As a result, many colleges 

revamped their advising models. But we now also know that 
appreciating the purpose of what one is studying not only 
improves success rates, but leads to deepened mastery of 
material. Colleges that understand this mindset phenomenon 
can be even more helpful to their students.

Engagement and community. How students interact with 
the learning environment around them is a critical component 
of mindset. A growing body of research demonstrates the 
importance of helping students see themselves as members of 
a learning community.

The Value of Understanding Mindset
These are just a few of the insights provided by an academic 
mindset approach, which are richly explored in this report. 
The structure of higher education plays a large part in shaping 
students’ academic mindset. Once again, it is not a problem 
with the students that has been found but an opportunity that 
by shaping policy, pedagogy, and practice can improve student 
learning and college success.

Part of the challenge of academic mindset research in the 
collegiate setting has been to gather sufficiently large data sets 
that paint an informative picture. Every institution has a wealth 
of historical academic data, but measures of academic mindset 
are harder to obtain. That is why this report is important. 

There is a wealth of research about academic mindset at a 
classroom scale. Some papers involve whole institutions, and 
efforts in Tennessee and Georgia have allowed the study of 
academic mindset at a state-system scale. However, with this 
report, the Center provides the first data set that allows us to 
clearly see the landscape of academic mindset on a national 
scale. These data confirm that the findings from those two 
states and the research findings from specific institutions are 
phenomena that are not limited to those locales but have a 
general and profound significance. These data confirm that 
identifying the strategies at scale that might improve student 
learning through mindset-based interventions is the key to 
unlocking the next great wave of improvements to national 
higher education attainment.

Tristan Denley
Executive Vice Chancellor for Academic  
Affairs and Chief Academic Officer 
University System of Georgia
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Why Mindset Matters
New findings from the Center for Community College Student Engagement indicate that 
mindset may play an important role in student engagement. Students who have more 
productive mindsets are more engaged and have higher GPAs. Thus, understanding 
mindset—and helping students improve their academic mindsets—may open new 
avenues for improving student success.

While there is a great deal of research about mindset 
and its impact on the way people learn, little work 
has been done on mindset in community colleges. 
Yet mindset is beginning to get traction in the field, 
primarily at colleges that are implementing guided 
pathways. 

This report provides results from the first large set of 
data on mindset in community colleges. These data 
suggest that understanding the relationship between 
mindset and success can give colleges new tools to help 
students meet their academic goals. The Center presents 
these findings in the hope that they provide insights at 
this emergent time of mindset work. 

What Is Academic Mindset?
Academic mindset encompasses individuals’ beliefs 
about the ways learning and intelligence work. These 
beliefs frame students’ thinking, influence how they 
interpret events, and ultimately affect their success.

Students with productive academic mindsets believe, for 
example, that they can change their intelligence, and 
they have confidence in their ability to learn challenging 
material and accomplish difficult tasks. “When students 
believe they can get smarter, they understand that effort 
makes them stronger. Therefore they put in extra time 
and effort, and that leads to higher achievement.”1 

By contrast, students with nonproductive academic 
mindsets are more likely to “stop trying when 
confronted with a challenge because they’ve convinced 
themselves that they’re not good at math or writing or 
whatever the subject is.”2

Based on research developed around these concepts, 
a growing number of colleges are incorporating 
mindset—in particular, exploring ways to help students 
move toward a more productive academic mindset—
into their efforts to improve student success. 

2    A Mind at Work



Components of Academic Mindset
The Center identified four components of academic 
mindset and surveyed students about each of them. 
Based on their responses, students were placed along a 
scale from a nonproductive to a productive mindset. For 
example, agreeing or strongly agreeing with statements 
such as “I can become more intelligent by working hard 
on my studies” indicates a productive mindset. 

The four components of academic mindset explored in 
this report are:

1. Growth vs. fixed mindset: students’ perceptions of 
the potential for change in their intelligence.

2. Self-efficacy: students’ confidence in their ability to 
be successful in their coursework.

3. Relevance of academic experience: students’ views 
of whether their college work is preparing them for 
future success.

4. Sense of belonging: students’ perceptions of 
whether they are accepted members of their college 
community.

These four components are interconnected, so colleges’ 
efforts to influence one component may have an impact 
on another. Even with the overlapping nature of these 
components, however, there is value in exploring each 
one individually. 

Most community colleges have not implemented direct 
efforts to influence the first two components, growth vs. 
fixed mindset and self-efficacy, so the steepest learning 

ACADEMIC 
MINDSET

Growth  
vs. Fixed  
Mindset

Self- 
Efficacy

Sense of  
Belonging

Relevance of 
Academic  
Experience

curve may be in these areas. However, existing efforts 
at many colleges already address the third and fourth 
components. 

Making sure students’ academic experiences are relevant 
is central to guided pathways, and maximizing students’ 
sense of belonging is a key part of engagement efforts. 
In fact, more than 15 years of Center data show that 
building relationships is central to student success, 
in part because relationships foster students’ sense of 
belonging at college. But even with a strong head start 
in these areas, looking at these components through 
a mindset lens may help colleges better serve their 
students.

Contradictory Beliefs Point to Opportunities for 
Improvement
Center findings indicate that few students have fully 
productive or fully nonproductive mindsets. Most 
students have at least partially productive or mixed 
mindsets; their responses fall toward the productive end 
of the scale for at least some components of mindset.

It is noteworthy that student responses that indicate 
a nonproductive mindset tend to cluster in two areas: 
testing and math. Students report that in general they 
believe they can learn new things, but their responses 
consistently indicate a less productive mindset when 
responding to survey items specifically about test-taking 
and math. These data mirror statements such as “I don’t 
test well” and “I’m not a math person” that are often 
heard in student focus groups.

These findings indicate that colleges have an 
opportunity to reframe students’ perspectives on 
learning and that the greatest dividends may come from 
focusing on mindsets related to testing and performance 
in math.

Over and over, we see the students say, 
‘Oh, I didn’t think I was good at math. In 
third grade, my teacher told me I couldn’t 
do math. My mom can’t do math. My 
dad can’t do math. I can’t do math.’

—FACULTY MEMBER
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A Productive Mindset Correlates  
With Higher Engagement 
Having a productive mindset correlates with higher 
levels of engagement, and this finding holds true across 
all CCSSE benchmarks. The closer students are to a 
productive mindset, the more likely they are to be 
highly engaged and, thus, more successful.3

As shown in the chart below, the Center divided 
students into seven groups based on their responses to 
15 mindset survey items. (For details, see Methodology 
on page 7.) Students in Group 1 have the strongest 
nonproductive mindset, and students in Group 7 have 
the strongest productive mindset. 

Most students have a mixed mindset. In fact, roughly 
four in 10 students fall in Group 4, while very few 
students are in Groups 1 and 7.

These data highlight an important opportunity for 
colleges. If they can help students move closer to the 
productive mindset end of this continuum, the students 
likely will be more engaged. In addition, given that very 
few students are in Group 7 (the strongest productive 
mindset), colleges have the potential to help most 
students on their campuses.  

Students Closer to a Fully Productive Mindset Have Higher CCSSE Benchmark Scores
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Mindset and the Student Experience 
Understanding the four components of academic 
mindset gives colleges new ways to support their 
students. 

Center data show that many students have at least a 
partially productive mindset, but there is room for 
improvement in all areas. It’s also worth noting that 
students who provide neutral responses (up to 30% 
of students for some of the mindset special survey 
items) can benefit from mindset support. These neutral 
students can be influenced to move toward a more 
productive mindset, which is accompanied by higher 
engagement.

What kinds of actions are colleges taking? In many 
cases, it’s not about doing something new; it’s about 
doing the same things differently. For example, some 
colleges are introducing the concept of mindset in 
discussions about test-taking to help students reframe 
their own thinking about tests. This introduction is 
happening in student success courses, tutoring sessions, 
and other classes across campus. 

The Role of Faculty
As colleges consider introducing the concept of 
a productive academic mindset to their students, 
it’s important to note that faculty will be key to 
implementing this approach. And recognizing 
the power faculty have to influence student 
views is important. Recent research suggests that 
organizational theories of intelligence carry more 
weight than personal theories of intelligence. In 
other words, what faculty members tell students 
about their ability to succeed may matter more 
than what students personally believe.4

Forty-one percent of faculty members have 
confidence that all of their students can change 
their basic intelligence. But nearly a quarter of 
faculty members (24%) believe that only some 
or none of their students can change their basic 
intelligence. Colleges may want to explore this 
area further.

Do you think the students in your selected course 
section can change their basic intelligence? (N=6,595)

Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding.
Source: 2018 CCFSSE data

5% 
None of 

them can

41% 
All of them can

36% 
Most of  

them can19% 
Some of  

them can

Some types of math are just plain 
difficult to understand. . . . I guess it’s 
just the way my brain works. . . . I know 
quite a few friends and my sister even 
is really good at math. I think it’s just 
the way people’s brains are wired 
differently. . . . I just think where I’m at 
with math is as far as I’m going to get.

—STUDENT

[My] classes . . . [are] very focused on the process of learning. . . . What are 
[students] learning during the process of the assignment? How are they 
working together? How are they overcoming the obstacles?

—FACULTY MEMBER

Maximizing the Relationship Between Mindset and Student Success  5FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT WWW.CCCSE.ORG.

http://www.ccsse.org/center


Growth vs. fixed mindset refers to 
students’ perceptions of the potential 
for change in their intelligence. 

The first research on mindset 
focused on growth vs. fixed mindset. 

Individuals with a fixed mindset believe qualities such 
as intelligence are carved in stone. Those with a growth 
mindset, however, believe that “your basic qualities 
are things you can cultivate through your efforts, your 
strategies, and help from others.”5

More students have fixed mindsets for math than for 
either English or overall intelligence. This finding, while 
not surprising, indicates an opportunity for colleges to 
help students change their mindsets regarding math. 
Also worth noting is that many colleges, particularly 
those implementing guided pathways, are aligning 
students’ math courses to their programs of study. 
This approach makes math more accessible and may 
help students develop more of a growth mindset 
regarding math. It also affects other academic mindset 
components including self-efficacy and relevance of 
academic experience. 

I can always greatly change 
how intelligent I am. 
(N=78,318)

I can change my 
intelligence a lot. 
(N=77,725)

No matter how much 
intelligence I have, I can 
always change it quite a lot. 
(N=77,956)

In English (reading and 
writing), I can change 
my intelligence a lot. 
(N=77,917)

In math, I can change 
my intelligence a lot. 
(N=77,655)

76%
Agree

68%
Agree

62%
Agree

68%
Agree

19%
Neutral

26%
Neutral

30%
Neutral

25%
Neutral

5%
Disagree

6%
Disagree

8%
Disagree

7%
Disagree

55%
Agree

31%
Neutral

13%
Disagree

Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Percentages do not total 
100% due to rounding.
Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Growth  
vs. Fixed  
Mindset

If you’re their cheerleader to begin with, you are telling them that, ‘I’m 
not even looking at you with a fixed mindset. You have an A when you 
walk in this door. . . . Let’s build on that.’

—FACULTY MEMBER
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How Colleges Can Inspire a Growth Mindset
To help students develop a growth mindset, colleges can:

 � Teach students the research behind growth 
mindset in student success courses and tutoring 
sessions.

 � Help students connect all coursework, 
particularly math coursework, to their interests 
and long-term goals. 

 � When a student experiences a setback, such as a 
poor test grade, frame the conversation around 
strategies for improvement rather than the 
student’s abilities or attributes. 

 � Provide professional development to faculty 
and staff so they can incorporate discussions of 
mindset in their courses, advising sessions, and 
other interactions with students.

 � Encourage faculty to provide students with 
detailed feedback on projects and give them 
opportunities to revise their work.

 � Encourage faculty to structure their assessments 
and grading system to focus on mastery of 
content by the end of the course. 

Methodology

The Center added a special 20-item set on academic 
mindset to the 2018 Community College Survey of Student 
Engagement (CCSSE) administration. A total of 82,821 
students across 159 colleges responded to these items. 
Fifteen of these special survey items were written in a positive 
manner such that agreement indicated a productive mindset. 
The wording of the remaining five items used the reverse logic 
and were written in a negative manner so that agreement 
indicated a nonproductive mindset. A close analysis of 
responses to the 20 items revealed that the five negatively 
worded items were likely misunderstood by respondents; 
therefore, the analyses of these items are not included in this 
report. 

Using the 15 positively worded items, Center researchers 
created an index of an overall academic mindset continuum. 
(This index is shown on page 4.) The items were constructed 
with a five-point response scale of strongly agree to strongly 
disagree with I neither agree nor disagree as the middle 
response option. To create a single index to represent the 

continuum from a fully nonproductive mindset to a fully 
productive mindset, the items were coded numerically from -2 
(nonproductive) to +2 (productive). The 15 item scores were 
then averaged to create a single index score ranging from 
-2 to +2. Seven academic mindset categories were defined 
based on the standard deviation of the index scores. 

The number of respondents for the individual items varies 
due to missing data. Analyses of student data presented 
throughout this report are weighted by enrollment status.

The Center also added a special five-item set on academic 
mindset to the 2018 Community College Faculty Survey of 
Student Engagement (CCFSSE) administration. A total of 6,761 
faculty across 84 colleges responded to these items.

All analyses used in this report are based on responses to the 
15 CCSSE items and the five CCFSSE items. 

For more information about the methodology used in this 
report, visit www.cccse.org/NR2019.   

I think that it’s not necessarily the content of the class always, but sometimes how 
you approach it.

—STUDENT
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Carnegie Math Pathways

There’s more to math than the numbers. Research shows 
that one of the biggest predictors of a student’s success in 
mathematics is his or her degree of Productive Persistence, 
a combination of learning mindsets and skills. Many students 
enter the mathematics classroom with negative beliefs about 
their ability to learn, others’ acceptance of them, and the value 
of mathematics in their lives. These beliefs can cause students 
to feel anxious, withdraw their efforts, and ultimately not 
succeed. 

Therefore, when the Carnegie Foundation set out in 2010 
to transform students’ learning experience in mathematics, 
the team designed strategies, resources, and training to 
help instructors address these factors. Today, Productive 
Persistence interventions are used by more than 350 faculty 
at 90 institutions teaching the Carnegie Math Pathways’ 
Statway and Quantway courses. The evidence shows that these 
interventions not only improve students’ confidence as learners, 
increase their sense of belonging, and reduce their anxiety, but 
also that doing so translates into significantly higher course 
completion rates.6, 7, 8, 9 

One Productive Persistence intervention is the Growth 
Mindset Writing Activity. Most Math Pathways students enter 
their courses with a fixed mindset about their ability to learn 
mathematics. To improve students’ mindsets, the Carnegie 
Math Pathways team adapted an intervention from a study 
with middle schoolers10 that featured an article about the 
neuroscience of learning and how students can grow their 
brains. Together with its network of researchers and faculty 
members, the Carnegie Math Pathways team iteratively refined 
the language in the article and instructions for how faculty and 
students should use it. The result was a 30-minute intervention 
embedded into the Carnegie Math Pathways curriculum. 

In the intervention, students:

1. Independently read the article in class.

2. Write a summary of the article in their own words.

3. Write about a personal learning experience outside of 
mathematics.

4. Write a letter to a future student sharing the growth 
message of the article.

5. Independently engage in a rich challenging math problem.

In a randomized control study, 20% of the students in the 
control group withdrew from the course, compared to only 9% 
of the students who read the growth mindset article. (Students 
in the control group read an article that featured facts about the 
brain that did not include the growth mindset message.)

After this introductory intervention, Math Pathways students’ 
growth mindsets are supported through engaging pedagogy 
and rigorous curriculum. For example, in Carnegie Math 
Pathways courses, students work together in class to 
understand problems drawn from real contexts, which helps 
them connect mathematics with their interests and long-term 
goals. To prepare students to engage in this collaborative 
problem solving, the program creates a classroom culture that 
reduces students’ doubts about whether they belong. 

For example, educators in the network developed a contract 
activity, which differs from other course contracts in the way 
that it focuses on personal and social commitments. After 
students get to know one another, the instructor gives them a 
starter list of course commitments. Each student reviews the 
list silently and is asked what he or she is prepared to commit 
to and what commitments he or she might need help meeting. 

Next, the students talk in groups about commitments they 
might have trouble fulfilling and brainstorm strategies that 
can help them succeed. Following these group conversations, 
the instructor leads a full-class discussion about the contract. 
Through this discussion, the class acts as a team and develops 
a shared understanding of the course commitments and 
strategies they can use to meet those commitments. Only then 

Productive Persistence Improves 
Course Completion

I definitely do believe I can do well 
because even if the material was kind 
of difficult, I also know that having the 
right mindset going into [the test] just 
makes me feel better.

—STUDENT
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do the students sign the contracts. The class also reviews and 
modifies the contracts halfway through the course. 

These two activities, along with a comprehensive package of 
other interventions, help Carnegie Math Pathways students 
start their coursework from a position of strength. This 
approach introduces students to the idea that they can 
successfully learn math, creates an inclusive environment in 

which each student can identify as a mathematical learner, 
provides opportunities for students to connect math to their 
interests and goals, and teaches them effective learning 
strategies.

The Carnegie Math Pathways, a national network of educators, 
is now a program at WestEd, a nonprofit education research 
and services organization.

Seattle Central College

Based on the Carnegie Foundation’s Math Pathways work, 
Seattle Central College (WA) began offering workshops on 
Productive Persistence to faculty and staff in fall 2013 and 
has continued to offer them annually. Productive Persistence 
focuses on noncognitive aspects of learning such as changing 
students’ beliefs about learning, belonging, and relevance of 
subject matter. A major tenet of the approach is that students 
need a growth mindset so they believe their hard work and 
learning strategies will lead to success. To date, approximately 
one-third of faculty and staff at the college have been trained 
on how to integrate these practices into their courses and/or 
student support areas. 

Faculty began implementing Productive Persistence activities 
into pre-college math courses in fall 2013. Since then, the 
work has expanded and the practices are now included in 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM); English; 
college-level math; and Basic and Transitional Studies classes. 
Seattle Central also incorporated Productive Persistence into its 
new student orientation and TRiO Student Success Program. 
Many of the activities are self-reflective and provide students 
with an understanding that their ability can grow with effort and 

good strategies. Activities also focus on creating strong social 
ties that have been shown to promote retention. 

For example, instructors use Process vs. Person praise and 
feedback. They focus all conversations with students on 
the process of learning, such as improving the strategies 
students use, as opposed to discussing students’ abilities 
or attributes. Instructors also use writing exercises to boost 
students’ mindsets at difficult points in the coursework. In 
these exercises, students write to future students and give 
them advice for overcoming specific challenges, such as loss of 
confidence, studying with others, or a mid-course slump.

As the college was introducing Productive Persistence in fall 
2013, it began offering accelerated math pathways through 
pre-college math. And in 2013, the number of students 
completing the pre-math sequence within one year increased 
18 percentage points over the previous year. Additionally, 
Seattle Central was recognized by the Washington State Board 
for Community and Technical Colleges during the 2014–15 
academic year for having some of the largest math completion 
gains statewide.

I started out really stressed because 
college is much more difficult than high 
school, and it requires a lot more out of 
you. Once . . . we talked about different 
ways to change your mindset, I feel like 
I really do have a better outlook on the 
amount that’s required of me here.

—STUDENT

Maximizing the Relationship Between Mindset and Student Success  9FOR MORE INFORMATION, VISIT WWW.CCCSE.ORG.

http://www.ccsse.org/center


Self- 
Efficacy

Self-efficacy is students’ confidence 
in their ability to be successful in 
their coursework. Most students 
encounter at least one academic 
setback in college. Some students 

dig in and work through the challenge; others are 
completely defeated and even drop out. The difference 

is likely related to whether they attribute the problem 
to something they cannot change (“I’m just not good at 
this”) or something they can change (“I can learn this 
if I get extra help”).11 Having a productive mindset can 
inspire students to put in more effort and move past the 
setback rather than allowing it to define their college 
experience. 

I can learn all of the 
material being presented in 
my courses this academic 
term. (N=78,511)

I can do well on tests, even 
when they are difficult. 
(N=78,047)

I can become more 
intelligent by working hard 
on my studies. (N=78,481)

When facing difficult 
tasks, I am certain that 
I will accomplish them. 
(N=78,010)

I am confident that I will 
be able to keep up with my 
coursework at this college. 
(N=77,695)

83%
Agree

58%
Agree

91%
Agree

77%
Agree

82%
Agree

12%
Neutral

26%
Neutral

7%
Neutral

19%
Neutral

14%
Neutral

5%
Disagree

16%
Disagree

2%
Disagree

4%
Disagree

4%
Disagree

Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Well, we’re going to fail. We’re human beings. . . . You shouldn’t think of 
yourself as being inherently bad because you did. You should just see 
what you can do differently next time.

—STUDENT
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Chippewa Valley Technical College (WI) developed its 
learning module, Start Strong, to introduce and reinforce 
student success principles in the early weeks of the term. Ten 
instructors piloted Start Strong in fall 2017, and the program 
launched college-wide in spring 2018, reaching approximately 
1,000 students. Today, the Start Strong module, which is 
offered in both online and face-to-face versions, is embedded 
in all of the college’s more than 90 degree programs. Each 
program makes it part of a core course that all students take in 
their first term. 

The learning module, which is built within the college’s 
Learning Management System, includes six success strategies 
or units, one of which is growth mindset. Each unit includes 
simple and short activities such as an introductory video, a 
short PowerPoint presentation to review and discuss, or an 

interactive quiz. One of the activities in the growth mindset unit 
is a Think-Pair-Share activity in which students briefly share 
with a partner a situation in which they faced difficulty, worked 
hard, and succeeded. 

Approximately 300 students were part of the Start Strong pilot 
in fall 2017. More than 55% reported positive changes in an 
end-of-course evaluation that asked students if they were doing 
anything differently as a result of the module. One student 
reported “trying to have a better mindset when it comes to 
things that I feel I cannot accomplish . . . yet.” Another said, 
“The growth mindset portion helped me understand how to 
steer thoughts into an optimistic direction.”

The college’s Start Strong task force will continue to meet 
every term to review program outcomes and guide ongoing 
improvements. 

Chippewa Valley: Starting Strong With Mindset

How Colleges Can Influence Students’ Self-Efficacy
To help students develop self-efficacy, colleges can:

 � Set clear expectations. At the outset of 
each course, faculty members can specify 
expectations for coursework, noting that some 
of the work is challenging but they are confident 
that the students can learn it. Current research 
about mindset can provide a framework for that 
discussion.

 � Help students process setbacks. When students 
hit an obstacle, such as a bad grade on a test, 
teach them to understand that stumbling is part 
of learning. In addition, encourage students to 
attribute setbacks to temporary causes, such as 
a transition to a new learning environment or a 
need for more academic support, rather than a 
permanent inability to learn.12

 � Encourage faculty, staff members, and other 
students to share examples of their own learning 
process, including facing challenges, making 

mistakes, and learning from them. At the 
University of Michigan, students in introductory 
physics learn from the students who preceded 
them. They receive testimonials from past 
students that highlight how new approaches to 
study habits can lead to better performance.13

 � Introduce and regularly review the concept 
of a productive mindset. This conversation 
can happen wherever students are learning 
new or challenging content (classes, tutoring 
sessions, and so on), during advising, and during 
discussions of test-taking skills. 

 � Include low-stakes assessments, such as weekly 
quizzes or writing assignments, throughout the 
term rather than basing course grades on only 
midterms and finals.
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The mindset work at Cleveland State Community College 
(TN) grew out of a series of voluntary faculty learning 
communities with a common read: Carol Dweck’s Mindsets. 
Each faculty member identified opportunities to adapt his or 
her teaching practice to move students from fixed to growth 
mindsets. They then shared their strategies with one another. 
The statewide initiative on mindset that was launched in 2015 
further energized the work that was already underway. To 
date, approximately half of the college’s full-time faculty, along 
with some staff members who are also part-time faculty, have 
participated in a Mindset Learning Community. 

Describing the book club learning communities, one faculty 
member said, “I think mindsets became such a big topic on this 
campus because we built it from the bottom up. People heard 
about it, talked about it [and wanted to know] ‘How can I do 
that in my class? How can I grow a growth mindset?’”

Some faculty in gateway courses with high DFW rates (grade 
of D, failure, or withdrawal), such as General Biology and 
Accounting I, have taken this work to heart. They now teach 
with a goal of promoting a growth mindset. Changes to their 
teaching include altering their vocabulary when they speak 
to their students about success and failure. Faculty also help 
students learn to understand failure differently so they can 

see that a poor test grade, for example, can be a pathway to 
improvement. 

As one student recalled, “We discussed how to avoid [failure], 
but we also discussed how it can teach you, how it’s almost 
something that’s required to be able to push yourself and move 
further.”

Additionally, beginning in fall 2017, the college implemented 
a growth mindset module into its First Year Seminar, a course 
required for all degree-seeking students. PERTS, a research 
center at Stanford University, surveyed First Year Seminar 
students and found that 35% identified with a growth mindset 
before completing the module. That percentage increased to 
55% after students completed the module. 

In celebration of Cleveland State’s 50th anniversary three 
years ago, it created a convocation event with new students 
that formally begins the academic year. The high point of the 
ceremony is the Chief Academic Officer’s interactive address to 
students that challenges them to approach their learning with a 
growth mindset. 

The college plans to continue its work to move the needle on 
students’ perceptions of their own ability to learn and grow.

Cleveland State: Faculty Drive Mindset Efforts

I believe that I’m really confident 
in thinking that I can learn all the 
material in my courses because 
my professors are very open, 
and if I’m not understanding a 
concept . . . they’re more than 
happy to . . . show me how it 
applies in my day-to-day life.

—STUDENT

12    A Mind at Work



Relevance of academic experience 
encompasses students’ views of 
whether their college work is 
preparing them for future success. 
When students clearly see a 

connection between their college work and their future 
employment or other life goals, they are more engaged 
in their college experience. 

Relevance of 
Academic  

Experience

Often this connection between where students are 
and where they are going is made for them through 
academic advising. Colleges are beginning to implement 
guided pathways, which makes this type of advising—
along with student supports, applied learning, and 
many other proven strategies—part of every student’s 
college experience. Structured programs such as guided 
pathways can also incorporate mindset strategies that 
focus on the relevance of academic experience. 

This college is preparing me 
for what I plan to do in life. 
(N=78,592)

What I learn in my classes 
is necessary for my success 
in the future.  
(N=78,396)

I understand how my 
academic work is preparing 
me for the career field 
in which I am interested. 
(N=78,002)

81%
Agree

79%
Agree

79%
Agree

14%
Neutral

15%
Neutral

15%
Neutral

4%
Disagree

6%
Disagree

6%
Disagree

Percentages do not total 
100% due to rounding.
Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

How Colleges Can Promote Relevance of Academic Experience
To help ensure that students understand the relevance of their academic experience, colleges can:

 � Require advising, including making an academic 
plan, for all students. 

 � Introduce first-year experiences that help 
students explore career fields and make 
informed choices about their majors.

 � Require applied learning experiences as part of 
every major.

 � Align requirements, such as math requirements, 
to students’ programs of study.

 � Encourage faculty to help students understand 
why their course is relevant to the students’ 
program of study. The reason for taking a class 
should not be “because it is a core requirement.”
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Sense of belonging includes students’ 
perceptions of whether they are 
accepted members of their college 
community.

More than 15 years of Center focus group findings show 
that relationships and having a sense of belonging can 
make the difference between staying in college and 
leaving. When students participating in focus groups 
are asked if they ever have considered dropping out 

Sense of 
Belonging

I feel welcome and 
respected at this college. 
(N=78,657)

I have good relationships 
with others at this college. 
(N=78,527)

89%
Agree

81%
Agree

9%
Neutral

16%
Neutral

2%
Disagree

3%
Disagree

Source: 2018 CCSSE data Source: 2018 CCSSE data

of college, many students say they have. And when 
they are asked what helped them stay in college, 
students’ answers, almost without exception, are about 
relationships. 

Being part of an academic community gives students an 
identity as a learner. Then, if they face setbacks, which 
most students do, they interpret the setbacks as part of 
the learning process rather than as a signal that they do 
not belong.

How Colleges Can Foster 
Students’ Sense of Belonging

To help students develop a sense of belonging, 
colleges can:

 � Require orientation and use it to welcome 
students to the college community.

 � Place students in cohorts whenever 
possible, e.g., through learning 
communities or block scheduling.

 � Require faculty members to learn all of 
their students’ names. And during the first 
meeting of every course, have students 
introduce themselves and encourage 
students to learn one another’s names.

 � Require group projects in all classes. 

 � Create gathering areas with comfortable 
seating.

 � Require faculty members to meet with 
each of their students at least once a 
semester.

If we hadn’t had each other’s backs, 
pushing each other, telling each 
other, ‘Hey, we’ve got this. We can 
do this,’ I don’t think any of us would 
have done it.

—STUDENT

In my experience, the biggest 
contributor to students staying in 
school and succeeding is feeling 
a sense of belonging on campus, 
feeling like they have a place here, 
that our school wants them here, 
that they can find their people on 
this campus.

—FACULTY MEMBER
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Maturity and Mindset 

For two of the four components of academic mindset, the Center found notable differences between nontraditional-age students 
(students who are at least 25 years old) and students who are 18–24 years old. More than a decade of Center data show that 
nontraditional-age students are more engaged than their traditional-age peers, so this finding reinforces the relationships among 
mindset, engagement, and academic success. 

Self- 
Efficacy

I can do well on tests, even when they are difficult.

Nontraditional-age students (n=24,142)

Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding.

Traditional-age students (n=53,128)

Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding. 

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

62%
Agree

55%
Agree

23% 
Neutral

27% 
Neutral

14% 
Disagree

17% 
Disagree

When facing difficult tasks, I am certain that I will accomplish them.

Nontraditional-age students (n=24,128) Traditional-age students (n=53,105)

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

84%
Agree

74%
Agree

13% 
Neutral

22% 
Neutral

3% 
Disagree

4% 
Disagree

I am confident that I will be able to keep up with my coursework at this college. 

Nontraditional-age students (n=23,984) Traditional-age students (n=52,944)

Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding.

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

86%
Agree

80%
Agree

11% 
Neutral

15% 
Neutral

3% 
Disagree

4% 
Disagree
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Relevance of 
Academic  

Experience

What I learn in my classes is necessary for my success in the future.

Nontraditional-age students (n=24,301)

Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding. 

Traditional-age students (n=53,290)

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

I understand how my academic work is preparing me 
 for the career field in which I am interested.

Nontraditional-age students (n=24,128) Traditional-age students (n=53,096)

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

86%
Agree

76%
Agree

11% 
Neutral

17% 
Neutral

4% 
Disagree

7% 
Disagree

85%
Agree

76%
Agree

11% 
Neutral

17% 
Neutral

4% 
Disagree

7% 
Disagree
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Grade

n In English (reading and writing), I can change my intelligence a lot. (N=76,401)

● In math, I can change my intelligence a lot. (N=76,160)
Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Grade

n I am confident that I will be able to keep up with my coursework at this college. (N=76,190)

● I can do well on tests, even when they are difficult. (N=76,516)
Source: 2018 CCSSE data

A Productive Mindset Correlates  
With Higher GPA
In addition to positively correlating with higher levels of engagement, having a productive mindset correlates with 
higher self-reported college GPAs. This finding holds true for all mindset survey items. Results from eight of the 
items are displayed on the next two pages. 

Growth vs. Fixed Mindset

Self-Efficacy

D or lowerCBA

71%

61%

68%

56%

63%

48%

58%

45%

95%

85%

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%

D or lowerCBA

92%

75%

85%

56%

69%

40%

51%

37%

95%

85%

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%
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Grade

n This college is preparing me for what I plan to do in life. (N=77,006)

●  I understand how my academic work is preparing me for the career field in which I am interested. 
(N=76,476)

Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Grade

n I feel welcome and respected at this college. (N=77,070)

● I have good relationships with others at this college. (N=76,950)
Source: 2018 CCSSE data

Relevance of  
Academic Experience

Sense of Belonging

D or lowerCBA

86%

84%

83%

81%
75%

73% 63%

62%

95%

85%

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%

D or lowerCBA

93%

86%
90%

82%

84%

75%

81%

66%

95%

85%

75%

65%

55%

45%

35%

I work almost 30 hours a week, and a lot of my classes don’t have anything to 
do with my major, so . . . I don’t try to understand everything for those. I’m just 
trying to get the grade to get the piece of paper at the end.

—STUDENT
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Is Your College Maximizing the Relationship Between 
Academic Mindset and Student Success? 

Questions to Consider
Colleges can influence academic mindset in ways 
that can increase student success. Doing so requires 
rethinking everyday interactions and using more 
of them to help students strengthen their academic 
mindsets and improve their learning. 

Consider using the following questions to start 
conversations about how your students, faculty, and 
staff can be more intentional about mindset and its role 
in the student experience. It is best to reinforce all four 
components of a productive mindset through different 
experiences—and to do so for everyone on your campus. 

 ò How do you talk to students about success and 
failure? How do you teach students to process failure 
and move toward success?

 ò Where could you incorporate mindset work at 
your college? Orientation? Student success courses? 
Gateway courses? Classes that have high failure and 
withdrawal rates?

 ò Having a productive academic mindset is correlated 
with use of academic advising. Where else can you 
introduce supports that might also lead to more 
productive mindsets? For example, how can you 
bring such supports into the classroom?

 ò What kind of professional development can you 
provide for advisors so they can help students 
develop more productive mindsets?

 ò Do the people staffing your skills labs talk to students 
about how to have a growth mindset, particularly 
with regard to test-taking and math? 

Questions Related to Growth vs. Fixed Mindset

Questions Related to Self-Efficacy

 ò Do faculty members encourage students to put in 
their best effort rather than do the minimum work 
needed?

 ò Do faculty members set clear expectations for their 
coursework? Do they tell students that the work 
may be challenging but they are confident that the 
students can learn it? 

 ò What kind of professional development can you 
provide for faculty members so they can help 
students around their fears of failure with new and 
intimidating content?
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 ò What percentage of your students are required to 
meet with an advisor to set academic goals and 
develop an academic plan? What process does your 
college use to help students track progress toward 
their academic goals? 

 ò What percentage of your students are taking math 
courses that are aligned to their programs of study?

 ò What percentage of your incoming students are 
required to complete career exploration that includes 
interacting with people who work in their field of 
interest?

 ò What percentage of your students are required 
to complete internships or other applied learning 
experiences?

 ò How can the college ensure that faculty and staff 
other than advisors are talking with students about 
their futures and careers?

Questions Related to Relevance of Academic Experience

Questions Related to Sense of Belonging

 ò What percentage of your students are required to 
participate in orientation and first-year experience 
programs? 

 ò How do faculty and staff members build 
relationships with students so that students feel a 
sense of belonging? Are they required to meet with 
each of their students at least once a semester?

 ò Does the college culture engender a sense of 
welcoming and respect? How does the college 
encourage students to build relationships among one 
another?

 ò What percentage of your incoming students are part 
of a learning community or other cohort?

 ò What percentage of your college’s classes include a 
requirement for group projects?

Center Data and Academic Mindset

In addition to the special survey items about academic mindset, the Center’s core surveys 
provide a range of data that colleges can connect to mindset work and to the questions 
presented here. 

The chart below shows CCSSE items that colleges can use to support campus conversations 
about academic mindset. To see relevant Survey of Entering Student Engagement 
(SENSE) and CCFSSE items, visit www.cccse.org/NR2019.

FOR CONVERSATIONS ABOUT SEE CCSSE ITEMS

Growth vs. fixed mindset 12d 12e 17

Self-efficacy 4o 7 9a

Relevance of academic 
experience

8a 11a 11h 11i 12a 12b 20

Sense of belonging 9c 9e 11f 12i 14 15 16 21
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