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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

 
This session focused on how to transform learning by creating a classroom culture where 

mistakes are valued and struggle is perceived as worthy and necessary.   This type of classroom 
culture doesn’t happen by chance.  Rather, it is something we must work at every day.  So how do 
we make it happen?  The first step lies in supporting growth mindset.  The research of Dweck 
(2016) and Boaler (2016) helps us more deeply understand the impact of growth and fixed 
mindsets on student learning.   Students with a fixed mindset are less likely to persevere in the 
presence of mistakes or challenge while those with a growth mindset are likely to persist and turn 
those mistakes into learning opportunities.   Equally important is the role of instructors who must 
explore student thinking to uncover what students know and what their misconceptions may be.  
We must not be content with right answers for wrong reasons all of which can be uncovered 
through formative assessment opportunities (Keely and Tobey, 2011).   
 

During this discussion-based session, we explored strategies and best practice useful to the 
higher education classroom:  

1) The dialogue focused on brain research as described by both Dweck (2016) and Boaler 
(2016) and how these findings help us know more about how to support growth mindset 
within ourselves and then in our students.  

2) When growth mindset is in place, students will be more willing to struggle.  Attendees 
examined what productive struggle looks like in the classroom and how to support students 
as they move through the struggle.  How we handle student mistakes will either contribute 
to or take away from their willingness to persevere and struggle over time.   

3) Formative assessment has a positive impact on student learning, yet in many classrooms, 
formative assessment is a missed opportunity. Formative assessment can help us uncover 
student thinking so that we can plan intentionally for intervention appropriate to the 
mistakes and error patterns our students make during or beyond the class hour (Keely and 
Tobey, 2011).  Examples of low-cost and no-cost formative assessment strategies guided 
the discussion.   

4) To make this a shared experience, attendees collaboratively discussed their own teaching 
experiences related to struggle, mistakes, and how they uncover student thinking through 
cost-effective formative assessment.   

Building a classroom culture where mistakes are valued is linked to mindset, productive 
struggle, and on-going formative assessment.    It is what we do with student mistakes that matters 



most.  Taken together, these become the attributes which promise to transform student mindset 
and learning in ways that will prepare students for all that is possible.   
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