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AN INTRODUCTION  
TO GROWTH MINDSET
Michael Jordan, one of the most  
successful basketball players of all  
time, was once quoted in a 1997 Nike  
commercial, saying: “I’ve missed more 
than 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve lost 
almost 300 games. 26 times, I’ve been 
trusted to take the game-winning shot 
and missed. I’ve failed over and over 
and over again in my life. And that is 
why I succeed.” 

What Jordan understood, and what 
lies at the very heart of nurturing  
empowered and resilient learners, is 
the idea that our abilities are not set  
in stone, but can be developed over 
time and failure can be our ally. This 
concept is called a “growth mindset.” 

It’s not just a buzzword; it’s the very 
essence of fostering student success, 
especially in the dynamic landscape of 
AP® classrooms where open enrollment 
is inviting a diverse range of students 
who may not traditionally have taken  
on advanced coursework. 

In this guide, we’ll explore the idea of 
growth mindset, a concept that has  
redefined how educators approach  
learning and student development.  
We’ll delve into its foundational  
principles and how it differs from a 
fixed mindset. By encouraging students 
to embrace challenges and view them 
as opportunities for growth, you’ll 
guide them towards a future where 
they view obstacles as necessary 
stepping stones to success. This will 
not only help students who are new to 
the demands of AP courses, but will 
also support high-performing students 
who grapple with perfectionism.

Cultivating a growth mindset in students 
has never been more critical. Together, 
we’ll uncover the fundamental principles 
of this transformative concept and 
provide you with practical strategies to 
integrate it into your teaching practices. 
Most importantly, this transformation 
in your teaching approach will foster a 
generation of resilient, motivated, and 
growth-oriented AP learners. 
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I’ve missed more 
than 9,000 shots in 
my career. I’ve lost 
almost 300 games. 
26 times, I’ve been 
trusted to take the 
game-winning shot 
and missed. I’ve 
failed over and over 
and over again in 
my life. And that is 
why I succeed.”
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UNDERSTANDING 
GROWTH MINDSET
The Foundation of AP Student Success

What is a Growth Mindset?
A growth mindset, as coined by psychologist Carol Dweck, is the  
belief that one’s abilities, intelligence, and talents can be developed 
over time through dedication, hard work, and effective strategies.  
In essence, it’s the idea that our potential is not static but a realm  
we can continuously expand through our efforts. This concept stands 
in stark contrast to the fixed mindset, where individuals believe their 
abilities are fixed traits, leading to a perception that success is solely 
dependent on innate talents, leaving little room for personal growth.

Growth vs. Fixed Mindsets
To truly comprehend the power of a growth mindset, it’s essential  
to contrast it with its counterpart, the fixed mindset. AP students with  
a fixed mindset often avoid challenges to protect their self-image,  
shy away from effort, ignore constructive criticism, and view  
setbacks as insurmountable obstacles. On the contrary, a growth 
mindset equips AP learners with the resilience and motivation to 
embrace challenges, persist through difficulties, learn from mistakes, 
and ultimately flourish as they understand that their abilities can be 
cultivated. Understanding these key differences is the foundation 
upon which we build our strategies for fostering growth mindsets  
in our AP students.

Benefits of a Growth Mindset
The benefits of cultivating a growth mindset in the AP classroom 
are profound and far-reaching. As educators, we hold the keys to 
unlocking these advantages for our students. By instilling a growth 
mindset, we empower learners with increased motivation, resilience 
in the face of adversity, and a deeper appreciation for the learning 
process itself. It’s not just about achieving AP academic success;  
it’s about nuturing the mindset that fuels a lifelong journey of  
personal growth and development. In the following sections, we’ll 
delve into practical strategies to turn this understanding into tangible 
results in your AP classroom, setting your students on a path to  
success driven by the power of their own potential.
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of personal growth  
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FIXED MINDSET VS 
GROWTH MINDSET

Fixed Mindset Growth Mindset

INTELLIGENCE 
IS STATIC

INTELLIGENCE CAN  
BE DEVELOPED

The desire is to learn,  
so the tendency is to...

The desire is to appear “smart,” 
so the tendency is to...

Avoid challenges Embrace challenges

Persist through setbacksGive up easily

See effort as pointless
View effort as a  

means to mastery

Learn from feedbackAvoid constructive feedback

Feel intimidated by 
others’ success

Learn from and find  
inspiration in others' success

The result is higher  
levels of achievement &  

greater confidence

The result is achieving less  
than a student’s full potential



EMBRACING  
PRODUCTIVE STRUGGLE
Nurturing Resilience Through Challenges

The Power of Productive Struggle
In the effort to build a growth mindset in your students, 
one of the most transformative concepts is the idea of 
productive struggle. This is not about pushing your AP 
students into the deep end of difficulty without a lifeline; 
instead, it’s about providing them with the tools and 
mindset to navigate those challenges effectively.  
When students embrace productive struggle, they are 
more likely to view challenges not as insurmountable  
obstacles, but as opportunities for growth. Just as  
a muscle becomes stronger through resistance, a 
student’s intellect and character can flourish when 
faced with thoughtful, purposeful challenges.

Turning Challenges into Stepping Stones
The key to nurturing resilience and a growth-oriented 
mindset is helping AP students understand that 
challenges are not roadblocks but stepping stones  
on the path to mastery. Productive struggle teaches 
them that setbacks are not indicative of failure but 
valuable experiences that contribute to their growth. 
Encourage your students to adopt the mantra that 
every challenge they face is an opportunity to become 
better equipped for future endeavors, and every 
incorrect practice question is an opportunity to 
overcome a learning misconception. Next, we’ll  
explore practical strategies for creating a classroom 
culture that promotes and celebrates productive 
struggle, setting the stage for your AP students to 
thrive in their educational journey.

The Growth Mindset Response to Challenges
The extent to which AP students can rebound from 
error hinges on their perspectives on learning and 
intelligence. Those with a growth mindset, who hold 
that intelligence is cultivated through effort, view 
mistakes as chances to learn and enhance themselves. 
Conversely, those with a fixed mindset, who believe 
intelligence is a static trait, interpret mistakes as 
indicators of limited ability. Additionally, how educators 
react to student errors also greatly affects how students 
view learning and challenges. Growth mindset is 
something that must be strengthened and reinforced 
with proper guidance. Think of the brain as a muscle. 
The more you challenge it, the more robust it becomes. 
Neural pathways grow and solidify through repetition, 
shaping our behavioral tendencies in the process.
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Every time you step out 
of your comfort zone to 
tackle something new and 
challenging, your neurons 
forge fresh connections, 
ultimately enhancing 
your cognitive prowess.

–Carol Dweck

Praising students for their ability or intelligence 
leads to a “fixed mindset,” where students  
fear risking their talents, so their brain  
neurons do not fire in order to build new 
learning connections (as seen in the left two 
brain scans.) 

In contrast, praising students for their hard 
work and resilience leads to a “growth 
mindset,” where the brain is able to fire its 
neurons and form new learning connections 
(as seen in the right two brain scans).
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Why Self-Reflection Matters
Self-reflection is the compass that guides students on their journey 
toward a growth mindset in the challenging world of AP courses. 
It empowers them to delve deep into their thoughts, actions, and 
attitudes toward learning, creating a profound understanding of their 
strengths and areas for improvement. Rather than merely looking 
back on past experiences, self-reflection enables students to actively 
shape their educational path. It equips them to recognize challenges, 
set ambitious goals, and monitor their progress. In the context of the 
AP classroom, self-reflection is an invaluable tool for personal growth 
and development.

Creating a Self-Reflective Environment
As educators in the AP classroom, you have a unique opportunity to 
cultivate an environment that fosters self-reflection. Begin by setting 
an example through your own journey, sharing how you’ve navigated 
setbacks and grown through challenges. Encourage open dialogue 
and establish a safe space for students to express their thoughts and 
experiences without fear of judgement. Integrate regular check-ins, 
journaling exercises, or group discussions that prompt self-reflection 
into your teaching practices. By weaving self-reflection into the very 
fabric of your classroom culture, you provide AP students with the 
scaffolding necessary to develop this vital skill.

The Role of Struggle in AP Learning
Self-reflection becomes paticularly potent when applied to students’ 
struggles, a common occurrence in the demanding AP classroom. 
When AP students engage in thoughtful self-reflection about their 
struggles, they gain invaluable insights into their learning processes, 
pinpoint areas where improvements are needed, and develop 
strategies to conquer obstacles. Emphasize to your students that 
through self-reflection, they can extract profound lessons from their 
challenges, ultimately embracing the growth mindset as a source  
of strength in their academic journey.

THE POWER OF 
SELF-REFLECTION
Empowering AP Students to 
Grow Through Introspection

UWORLD COLLEGE READINESS Fostering a Growth Mindset in AP Students |  07

Through 
self-reflection,  
students can extract 
profound lessons 
from their challenges.



TEACHERS AS ROLE MODELS
Leading by Example

Believing in Every Student
In the challenging realm of AP courses, teachers 
hold a key role in unlocking the immense potential of 
their students. When educators genuinely believe in 
the capabilities of each student, it sends a powerful 
message that resonates profoundly. This belief  
fosters a sense of self-worth and serves as a potent  
motivator, driving students to strive for excellence.  
By recognizing and nurturing their unique talents and 
potential, educators empower students to embrace the 
formidable challenges of AP courses with confidence.  
It’s the knowledge that their teacher is firmly in their 
corner that instills courage and determination in 
students as they navigate the demanding AP landscape.

Focusing on the Learning Process
Shifting the emphasis from final grades to the learning 
journey itself is essential for success in AP courses. 
When the process of acquiring knowledge becomes 
the primary focus, students learn that sustained 
effort and unwavering perseverance are the true 
determinants of success. Encourage students to 
value incremental progress, showing that learning 
is an ongoing and evolving process. This shift in 
perspective is fundamental in fostering a growth 
mindset, where the pursuit of knowledge is as 
significant as reaching the final destination. In the 
rigorous context of AP courses, this perspective 
empowers students to tackle challenges with 
resilience and determination.

Embracing Mistakes
Teachers play a crucial role in shaping students’ 
attitudes towards mistakes. Creating an environment 
where mistakes are not feared but celebrated is 
essential. When teachers openly acknowledge their  
own errors and demonstrate resilience in the face  
of setbacks, they send a clear message: mistakes 
are the path to growth. Educators should incorporate 
discussions about mistakes into the classroom, 
highlighting the learning opportunities they provide. 
This approach fosters a classroom culture where 
students are unafraid to take risks and view mistakes  
as valuable learning experiences. UWorld's Online 
Courses for AP can provide invaluable support in  
this process by offering a platform where AP  
students can engage with challenging material and 
learn through mistakes, all within a nurturing and  
growth-oriented enviornment.
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EFFECTIVE PRAISE  
& ENCOURAGEMENT
Motivating Students to Grow

Recognizing Effort in the AP Classroom
In cultivating a growth mindset within the rigor of 
AP courses, it’s vital for educators to recognize 
and celebrate students’ efforts. When AP teachers 
acknowledge the hard work and dedication students  
put into their learning, it reinforces the idea that 
progress comes from persistence and commitment. 
Educators should provide specific feedback that 
highlights the effort students have invested, such  
as, “I can see how much time and effort you put  
into this project.” This kind of praise reinforces the 
message that dedication and perseverance are 
imperative to success.

Combining Effort & Strategy in AP Courses
In the AP classroom, effective learning isn’t just about 
working hard; it’s also about working smart. Educators 
should strive to guide students in understanding the 
importance of combining effort with effective learning 
strategies. AP students should be taught how to set 

goals, plan their work, and adapt their strategies as 
needed. There should be an emphasiss on the idea  
that while effort is crucial, it becomes even more  
potent when combined with strategic thinking.  
This approach helps students become more efficient 
learners and instills the belief that they have control  
over their own growth and development.

The Role of Persistence  
& Adaptability in AP Classes
While effort is undeniably essential, students in AP 
courses must also grasp the equilibrium between 
unwavering persistence and adaptability. Educators 
must help students recognize when to persist 
steadfastly in the face of challenges and when to 
flexibly seek alternative strategies. It’s a fundamental 
lesson in the AP classroom that persistence alone may 
not always lead to success. Students who understand 
this principle approach obstacles with critical thinking 
and a growth mindset. They view these hurdles  
as opportunities to refine their strategies and propel 
their own growth. This balanced perspective nurtures 
the development of resilient, agile learners who 
seamlessly blend hard work with strategic acumen  
in their pursuit of exellence.
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SIMPLE TIPS FOR  
GROWTH MINDSET SHIFTS

Instead of saying “You’re so smart,” try saying  
“I can see you’ve put in a lot of effort.”

When students say “I can’t do this,” encourage them to say  
“I can’t do this YET, but I’ll keep trying.”

When students say “I’m not as smart as others,” encourage them to say  
“I have my own unique strengths and can improve in different ways.”

Instead of saying “You’re a natural at this,” try saying  
“Your practice and dedication are paying off.”

When students say “I’m giving up,” encourage them to say  
“This is challenging, but I won’t give up; I’ll persevere.”

When students say “I always struggle with this,” encourage them to say 
“I’ve overcome challenges before, and I can do it again.”

Instead of saying “You’re a genius,” try saying  
“Your hard work and determination are truly inspiring.”

When students say “I’m afraid of failing,” encourage them to say  
“Failure is part of learning and can lead to growth.”

When students say “I’m just not a math person,” encourage them to say  
“I may find math difficult now, but I can improve with practice.”

When students say “I’m not good at this subject,” encourage them to say 
“I’m still learning, and I’ll get better with time.”

10
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CONTINUING THE JOURNEY 
TOWARD GROWTH MINDSET
In the dynamic landscape of AP  
education, cultivating a growth mindset 
is not just an aspiration but a necessity. 
As dedicated AP educators, you have 
embarked on a transformative journey 
to empower your students with the 
mindset and tools they need to thrive 
in this challenging academic terrain.
Throughout this guide, you’ve explored 
the essence of growth mindset,  
differentiating it from its fixed  
counterpart, and have learned to  
communicate its profound benefits  
to your students.

You’ve looked closely at the pivotal 
roles of productive struggle and  
student self-reflection, recognizing 
their fundamental significance in  
nurturing a growth mindset in the  
AP classroom. You’ve understood that 
as educators, you are more than just 
teachers; you are role models, with the 
vital task of believing in the boundless 
potential of each student. By shifting 
your focus from end results to the  
learning process, you’ve paved the  
way for students to discover the value 
of perseverance and the journey of 
learning itself. Moreover, you’ve learned 

to celebrate mistakes as opportunities 
for growth in your classroom.

You’ve also learned the importance of 
praising students for their dedication 
and effort, guiding them to merge 
their hard work with effective learning 
strategies, and imparting the wisdom 
of when to persist and when to adapt. 
Your journey toward a growth mindset 
with your students is far from over;  
it’s a continuous commitment. By  
embracing this path, you’ll not only 
empower your students to face  
challenges with confidence but will 
also inspire them to cultivate resilience 
and a profound love for learning.

Discover how UWorld’s Courses for  
AP offer valuable support and  
interactive resources to enrich the 
growth mindset journey for both you 
and your students.Your role in their 
pursuit of a brighter, growth-oriented 
future remains indispensable.

Visit collegereadiness.uworld.com
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