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Instructors as Meaning-Makers: How Belief Systems Shape Growth-
Mindset Culture

Imagine a student receives a disappointing grade on an exam—their “belief system” about what that exam grade
means about their intelligence is likely to shape their response. Extensive research has illustrated how mindset
beliefs (i.e., people’s beliefs about the fixedness or malleability of intelligence) operate as a “meaning system” that
influences the types of goals students set, how they attribute, interpret, and respond to struggles, and whether they
seek or avoid challenging tasks and learning opportunities. A student who holds a fixed mindset believes
intelligence is a stable, unchangeable trait. Thus, they are likely to interpret their disappointing grade as a reflection
of weak ability that they can't do much to change, which may lead them to expend less effort and underperform. A
student who holds a growth mindset believes that intelligence is malleable and can be developed over time. Thus,
they are likely to interpret their disappointing grade as a sign that they need to put in more effort, seek help, and
use different strategies when preparing for the next exam.

Most of the research in this area focuses exclusively on students and their belief systems, without considering the
institutional, cultural, and contextual environment that either corroborates or negates these belief systems. This
proposed project considers mindset beliefs as a philosophy or meaning system that is embedded in the culture of a
classroom environment and shaped by the instructor. Classroom cultures provide a coherent meaning system that
students use for understanding and responding to academic events. During my time at the Wissenschaftskolleg, |
will work on synthesizing several mixed-methods data sources to provide empirical support for a theoretical model
of growth-mindset classroom culture that includes (a) teachers’ beliefs and intentions for the culture they plan to
create; (b) teachers’ implementation of the culture, communicated by what they do and say in the classroom; and
(c) students’ interpretation of the classroom culture—including their perceptions and experiences. My project will
form a unified model of how teachers’ and students’ belief systems interact to either facilitate or inhibit curiosity,
learning, effort, motivation, and performance.
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