5 SIMPLE WAYS TO DEVELOP A
MATHEMATICAL GROWTH MINDSET
Growth Mindset is a hot topic, but what is it exactly and how does it relate
to math?

What is Growth Mindset?
Growth mindset is the belief that you can develop abilities through effort
and hard work. In relation to education there are certain key characteristics
of a growth mindset.
Teachers or students with a growth mindset:
•

believe that intelligence can be developed

•

focus on learning vs. getting the “right” answer

•

don’t give up and try new strategies if something doesn’t work

•

reflect and learn from mistakes

Math teachers, does any of this sound familiar to you? If not, let’s check
out the Standards for Mathematical Practice.
These standards are a part of the Common Core Standards. However,
instead of a content focus they highlight what good mathematicians do.
Good mathematicians:
•

persevere through problem solving (SMP 1)

•

check their answers using different methods (SMP 1)

•

plan how to solve a problem vs. jumping into a solution (SMP 1)

•

justify their answers and communicate with others (SMP 2)

To sum it up neatly, both growth mindset and the Standards for
Mathematical Practice favor process over getting the answer. The real
question on a lot of teachers minds is: HOW do you get kids to persevere?

In my experience, you can’t just say “PERSEVERE” and be done. In order
to be successful, students need tools and strategies to pull from and work
through a challenging problem.
So let’s talk about 5 tips that you can use in your classroom to support a
math growth mindset.

TIP #1: USE THINK-ALOUDS TO MODEL HOW TO SOLVE
PROBLEMS
Think-alouds are so important and are oftentimes overlooked. If we want
our kids to develop a growth mindset we must model what that looks like.
Make a habit of showing your students how you would solve a problem and
add in growth mindset principles of effort and perseverance.
Example – “Guys this problem looks really tough, but I am going to try my
best. First I need to create a plan. Hmmm. I think I am going to draw a
visual here. I’ll try an area model.”

TIP #2: ASK QUESTIONS THAT PROMOTE A CHALLENGE
Select problems or questions that have multiple solution paths and/or
multiple solutions.
•

Open-Routed Problem – There are different paths to solve the
problem, but only one solution. (i.e. Alicia’s bedroom is 20 feet long and
24 feet wide. What is the area?)

•

Open-Ended Problem – There are multiple solution paths and multiple
solutions. (i.e. Alicia’s bedroom is 480 square feet. Record all the
possible dimensions.)

Open-ended questions or problems are especially good for encouraging a
growth mindset because the process becomes more important than the
answer.

TIP #3: ALLOW FOR OPPORTUNITIES WHEN STUDENTS
WORK TOGETHER

Giving your kids the time to work with others will build their problem-solving
arsenal of strategies because they will be learning new ways to solve
problems from each other.
I don’t know about you, but on more than one occasion one of my students
was able to explain their problem solving strategy to another student better
than I could.
You can also give team points for things such as effort and accountable
talk, in addition to getting the correct answer.

TIP #4: PROVIDE TIME FOR STUDENTS TO SHARE OUT HOW
THEY SOLVED THE PROBLEM
After students work with a partner, spread the love!
Call on selected students to share out and justify their answers to entire
class. The key for rich discussion is creating a safe environment where
your kids will want to share, even if they are unsure of their answers.
Ask things like “What did you do to persevere through the problem?” “What
was your plan of attack?” “What strategy did you use?”

TIP #5: TAKE TIME TO REFLECT (INCLUDING ERRORS)
Celebrate the process, even mistakes.
Celebrate mistakes?
YES! In fact, mistakes are valuable because we learn from them.
Example – “Thanks for sharing! I see where you were going with this. I
think many other students may have the same misconception, so you are
helping us. How could you have done this part differently?”

