
Growth Mindset in Real Schools

A national experiment reveals where a growth mind-
set improves achievement

Growth Mindset training can 
nudge up average grades for 

high school freshmen

A team of 25 researchers from 14 universities led by David Yeager did a na-
tionwide experiment with 12,490 9th grade students. They randomly select-
ed schools across the US.  GPAs were collected from the schools before the 
intervention and at the end of the school year.

Students  did two 30-minute online activities about 20 days apart.  Students 
were randomly assigned by computer software to a mindset group which 
learned about mindset, or a control group which  learned about brains. 

The intervention was well researched, taking an existing intervention and 
adapting it to 9th graders, doing interviews, focus groups, and trial runs. 
They used research-backed instructional design in creating the two activ-
ities including rich metaphors, source credibility, self-persuasion, social 
learning principles, and a conceptual framework.

The researchers found that for the lower-half of GPA students, the mindset 
group had an .10 increase in GPA over the control group. This held true for 
math and science grades as well. 

They wondered if more resourced schools would have less room for im-
provement due to mindset. That did happen. The lower half of students in 
well-resourced schools didn’t make as much improvement as lower schools.

They also measured each student’s willingness to take on challenging versus 
easy math problems and created an average “peer norm” score. Peer norms 
on whether they were up for a challenge did affect the results. Schools with 
peer groups open to challenge did better than schools with peer groups who 
chose the easy tasks. If trying hard isn’t “cool” it has an impact.

There was also a 3% increase in registration for higher math classes (alge-
bra 2 and above) in 10th grade for the mindset group (across all students). 
Higher resourced schools had a 4% increase.

They were careful to do all they could to make it a high quality study. They 
preregister their hypotheses, randomly assigned students, had a research 
company randomly assign schools that would represent the nation’s popula-
tion, and did rigorous statistics. 

Even though the effect sizes were small to moderate, it is useful and rare to 
find an intervention that can be done in an hour, for low cost, and nudge 
average grades up for the lower-achieving half of a school. 

Principle

So What - Application
If growth mindset can nudge 

up average grades at school, we 
can do things at both a school 

and individual level. Schools 
can sign up for the interven-

tion for free at perts.net.

Individually we can pay at-
tention to the points in the 
program. Our brains grow 
with use. It’s not just effort 

that matters. It’s also adopting 
new strategies, seeing failure 
as a normal part of learning, 

and asking for help from other 
students and teachers.

In our families, we could teach 
our children this pattern of 

try a challenge, fail, learn, try 
another strategy, fail different, 

learn, ask for help, learn and  
over time slowly learn how to 

conquer the challenge.  
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The Research Story

Quote
“Here we show that a short 

(less than one hour), online 
growth mindset intervention 
- which teaches that intellec-

tual abilities can be developed 
- improved grades among 

lower-achieving students and 
increased overall enrolment to 
advanced mathematics cours-

es” 
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