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‘Learning Mindsets’ is a broad term used to 
describe different beliefs and attitudes that 
shape motivation and learning (Farrington et 
al., 2012). Mindsets act as “lenses” that shape 
how students interpret the meaning of 
everyday events: for example, interpreting a 
disappointing grade as evidence of low innate 
ability versus as evidence that new strategies 
and increased effort are needed, or 
interpreting tedious school work as pointless 
versus useful for reaching purposeful lifetime 
goals. These interpretations, in turn, influence 
the degree to which students engage in 
opportunities to learn and grow (Dweck & 
Leggett, 1988; Mangels, Butterfield, Lamb, 
Good, & Dweck, 2006; Yeager & Walton, 
2011). 

The 64% of American adults who hold no postsecondary degree or certificate face harsh economic 
prospects (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). They are unemployed at two times the rate of college graduates 
and earn $21,000 less in median earnings per year (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013). 
 
Community colleges serve as critical entry-points to higher education and to higher-paying jobs, especially 
for low income, first-generation, and minority students, who are more likely to attend such programs than 
four-year colleges (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010; Horn & Nevill, 2006; Kolesnikova, 
2009; Mullin, 2012). However, only 23% of students who start at community college earn an associate’s 
degree or transfer to a 4-year college within 6 years (ACT, 2012).  Many of these students have 
experienced a history of academic failure (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Grubb, 2010; Levin & Calcagno, 
2008; Silva & White, 2013). Consequently, while they may start hopeful, they often shut down when they 
encounter challenging classes because they conclude they don’t have what it takes to succeed (Adelman, 
2006; Lesgold & Welch-Ross, 2012; Mery, 2011; Yeager et al., 2013). 
 
This executive summary provides an introduction to our work with community college partners and leading 
mindset researchers to address this problem by helping students adopt more positive beliefs. We provide 
a brief introduction to what learning mindsets are and evidence for why they matter. We conclude with 
research results from our work with community colleges and describe how you can find out more about 
bringing scientifically validated mindset programs to your campuses. 

Overview 

 About PERTS  
PERTS, which stands for the Project for Education 
Research That Scales, is an applied research center at 
Stanford University. We work with education 
organizations and researchers around the country to 
identify, evaluate, and propagate scalable practices 
that support students to engage fully in learning so 
that they can develop into successful young adults. 
 
Our mission is to improve the equity of learning 
outcomes by bridging the gap between cutting-edge 
research and effective implementation practices. We 
accomplish this through three integrated core 
activities: 1) translating research into practice, 2) 
collaborating with education partners to enable 
continuous improvement of practices designed to 
improve student outcomes, and 3) driving large-scale 
adoption of effective practices. We believe that 
properly scaling educational research can empower 
schools and colleges to reduce inequity and create 
better experiences for both students and educators. 

Learning Mindsets: A Brief 
Introduction 
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One of the most exciting areas of our research is in helping students adopt a growth mindset. People 
sometimes think of intelligence as being like eye color—something fixed that can’t really be changed. We 
call this belief a “fixed mindset.” Research shows that when students think in a fixed mindset, they tend to 
respond to academic challenges and setbacks by saying “I’m not smart enough to do this,” or “this subject 
just isn’t for me” (Dweck, 2000). After all, if intelligence can’t really be changed, what’s the point of working 
hard in a subject that doesn’t come naturally? 
 
The opposite of a fixed mindset is a growth mindset. A growth mindset means understanding that 
intelligence is more like muscle strength—you can increase it through effort, good study strategies, and 
seeking out challenges. When students think in a growth mindset, they tend to be motivated and engaged 
learners who respond to challenges and setbacks with increased interest and effort, and they tend to do 
better academically over time. They know their hard work will pay off, even in subjects that may not come 
easily at first (Dweck, 2000; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  
 
A recent study that examined the entire 10th grade population of Chile (N = 168,000) showed that having 
a growth mindset may even buffer against the negative effects of poverty (Claro, Paunesku, & Dweck, 
2016):  

1. Students with a fixed mindset were 4x more likely to score in the bottom 5th of standardized test 
scores, while students with a growth mindset were 3x more likely to score in the top 5th. 

2. Students in the bottom 10% of family income with a growth mindset were performing as well as 
students in the 80th-95th percentile of family income with a fixed mindset. 

Growth Mindset and Achievement  
 

Figure  1. Average standardized mathematics and language test scores for students with growth and fixed mindsets by 

family income decile. (a) shows language scores, and (b) shows mathematics scores. Dashed lines represent students 

with growth mindset, and solid lines represent students with fixed mindset. For clarity, only fixed mindset and growth 

mindset (not mixed mindset) students are included. However, we note that mixed mindset students consistently fell in 

between the two other groups. The green arrows indicate equivalence in performance between growth mindset 

students in the bottom decile and fixed mindset students above the 9th decile in language, and fixed mindset 

students above the 7th decile in math. Figure from Claro, Paunesku & Dweck, 2016, Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences. 
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Negative beliefs about their intellectual abilities can be especially pervasive among Community College 
students, who often have a history of struggling academically (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Grubb, 2010; 
Levin & Calcagno, 2008; Silva & White, 2013). Such students are especially vulnerable to the negative 
effects of thinking in a fixed mindset.  

The good news is that beliefs about intelligence are, themselves, malleable. We can teach students to 
adopt a growth mindset by educating them about the neuroscience of learning (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 
2002; Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Paunesku et 
al., 2015). To help students develop a growth mindset we 
brought together experts in motivation research Carol 
Dweck and Greg Walton to create a brief, online program 
that teaches students the truth about intelligence: that the 
brain is actually quite malleable, and that anyone can get 
smarter. This program has been tested extensively in 
multiple randomized controlled trials and shown to 
improve student outcomes (Paunesku et al., 2015). 

Growth Mindset Program Results 

This program has led to: 

• 4% point increase in continuous full-time 
enrollment after a semester among minority and first-
generation college students when tested in a 4-year 
college. 

• 5% point increase in students who transferred, 
graduated, or remained enrolled after 2 years when tested in community colleges. 

Teaching Community College Students a Growth Mindset  

Figure 2. Percent of students who graduated, 

transferred, or remained enrolled in the two years 

following their participation in a control activity or the 

growth mindset program.  

Figure 3. A sample page from the PERTS online growth mindset program for college students. On this page, 

students learn about the neuroscience of what happens in the brain when you learn new things – that your neurons 

form new connections that get stronger and faster the more you practices. 
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Since 2010, we have been studying how postsecondary institutions can implement this growth mindset 
program effectively. Now we are working with administrators at access-oriented colleges around the 
United States who want to put this program into action on their own campuses. Our goal since the 
beginning has been to develop systems for more effective collaborations between practitioners and 
researchers. We work tirelessly to simplify 
implementation, gather input from educators on 
how to improve our programs so that they are 
meeting educators’ needs, and to share results 
that are timely, useful, and context specific. 
 
In the fall of 2017 the most recent version of this 
program—currently free of charge— will be 
available to community colleges across the 
country. Below is a brief description of what 
participation involves: 
 

● One online module that takes students 
less than 30 minutes to complete. The 
module includes survey questions, short 
reading passages, and brief writing 
reflection exercises. 

● The program is administered in a new 
student orientation or first year experience 
course. 

● Colleges will receive reports to see how 
many students completed the program 
and what impact it had on their mindsets. 

 
Read More About the Research 

● Read published research articles about our work to advance mindset science at perts.net/research. 

● Read about PERTS and mindset programs in the New York Times article Conquering the Freshman 

Fear of Failure. 

● Get more background about mindsets from the Mindset Scholars Network website. 

 

 

How Colleges Can Get Involved 

“Ivy Tech Community College’s relationship with the 
PERTS started with our frustrations over the 
underlying challenges our students face. We had 
offered students active learning strategies inside 
the classroom and extensive academic support 
outside of it. Still we experienced too many capable 
students failing to attend class or not completing 
their assignments. When we learned about PERTS 
and their online program to help students learn 
more positive beliefs, it seemed like maybe that 
would help. From the beginning, PERTS listened to 
us and helped us design a way to fit the program 
perfectly within our student success course.  All we 
had to do was follow directions and send student 
data to PERTS.  The result was an quantifiable jump 
in student success, likely benefiting impacted 
students for a lifetime.” 
 

Ronald Sloan 
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs 
Richmond and East-Central Regions 
Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana 
 

More information on participating will be available in early 2017 
 

Sign up to receive updates by visiting 
perts.net/enrolling_colleges 

https://www.perts.net/research
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/21/opinion/sunday/conquering-the-freshman-fear-of-failure.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/21/opinion/sunday/conquering-the-freshman-fear-of-failure.html
http://mindsetscholarsnetwork.org/learning-mindsets/
https://www.perts.net/enrolling_colleges
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