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Key problems for mentors

• How can we provide critical feedback that promotes 
rather than saps our students’ motivation?

• How can we instill a resilient mindset that keeps 
students motivated in the face of adversity?



Goals of this presentation

• Give practical, actionable recommendations in two 
ways:

• Demonstrate how to effectively give feedback in ways that build 
trust and persistence, even across demographic lines. 

• Demonstrate how a specific classroom intervention can 
promote belonging  and persistence 



Two parts of the presentation

• Part I: When providing critical feedback, building trust is 
paramount. We want to communicate

• HIGH EXPECTATIONS, high standards, a high bar for 
performance  

• Provide ASSURANCES and support that the student can meet 
these standards.

• Part II: To instill a resilient mindset, we need to teach 
students to perceive their academic adversity as both

• NORMAL, typical, and expected  

• SURMOUNTABLE with time and effort



Part I: The Mentor’s Dilemma 
(Cohen et al., 1999; Yeager et al., 2013) 

• Scenario: Your mentee, a member of a minoritized 
group, has written a terrible first draft.

• How can you provide feedback in ways that build trust, 
motivation, and persistence?

• Temptations:
• 1. Go easy on them. Offer praise where appropriate and sugarcoat the 

areas for improvement. Protect mentee’s self-esteem.

• 2. Go hard on them. Scare or shame them into working harder, longer, 
with more intensity. Toughen them up.



Advising across racial/gender 
divides
• Stereotypes about intellectual ability make these 

mentoring relationships especially fraught. 
• Sugarcoated: “Why are they going so easy on me? They must not 

think I’m very capable.”

• Get tough: “These expectations are not realistic for someone with my
experience. I don’t think I can meet them.”



What should we do?

• Set high expectations (e.g., “I just want you to know that I 
have really high standards. I’m not looking for something that is 
just OK or ‘good enough’.”)

• AND provide assurances that students can reach those 
expectations (“I see a lot of potential in you, and I wouldn’t be 
giving you this feedback if I didn’t know you could do it”)



Part I: High expectations and 
assurance
• Praise and assurances without high standards → Can 

set expectations too low, overly positive reactions can 
betray stereotypes and low expectations

• High standards without assurance and support → Can 
make the mountain seem insurmountable, making 
doubts about ability linger in the air.

• High standards + Assurance: Communicates that while 
the student is not there yet, you know they can do it.



Example: mentoring students to 
improve their essay
(Yeager et al., 2013)

• Student essays were graded and randomly assigned to receive 
different post-it notes on their assignments.



Yeager et al. 2013



Results



How else do we communicate our 
expectations and assurances?

• We do it all the time!

• Faculty mindsets are hidden in the subtext of our 
words. 

• High standards are often assumed. Faculty growth 
mindsets communicate assurances (Canning et al., 2021)



Canning et al., 2021 (Experimental manipulation)



Canning et al. (2021)



Part II: Instilling a resilient 
mindset
• Adversity is normal and surmountable

• Adversity is normal: “This is difficult. It is normal to struggle at times.” 

• Adversity is surmountable: “If you stick with it, you will be successful.”

• Classroom-based intervention to teach this mindset

• Scripts available online https://osf.io/cjqs6/



Fostering a resilient mindset
(Binning et al., 2020; also see Walton & Cohen, 2007; 2011; Yeager et al., 2016)

• Physics (N = 607) and Biology (N = 1215)

• Social contexts raise different threats and concerns for students



StereotypesMaybe 

you

don’t 

belong 

here

Maybe I 

don’t 

belong 

here



Establish a new classroom norm

• Teach students that adversity is NORMAL and 
SURMOUNTABLE



Stereotypes
It’s normal 

to struggle, 

I’m sure 

she’ll get it

It’s normal 

to struggle, 

and I can 

do this



Classroom-level random assignment 

Experimental classrooms 
undergo intervention

Control classrooms do business as usual 
group activities

Introduction: “It can be easy to feel overwhelmed or to 
sometimes wonder to yourself ‘do I really belong here?’”



Intervention message

• …It can be easy to feel overwhelmed and to ask yourself, “Do I really 
belong here?” and “Am I smart enough to make it?” These kinds of 
experiences are normal in the transition to college. Everyone goes 
through them, and they get better with time as you adjust to college.



Classroom-level random assignment 

Experimental classrooms 
undergo intervention

Control classrooms do business as usual 
group activities

Introduction: “It can be easy to feel overwhelmed or to 
sometimes wonder to yourself ‘do I really belong here?’”

Independent reflective writing activity.



Writing exercise

• Write about concerns you have about college, e.g., the 
challenges in the transition to college, worries about your 
coursework, or thoughts about taking a college (physics or 
biology) course? How do you think these concerns will 
change over time.  Please don’t put your name on it. It will 
not be graded. 











Classroom-level random assignment 

Experimental classrooms 
undergo intervention

Control classrooms do business as usual 
group activities

Introduction: “It can be easy to feel overwhelmed or to 
sometimes wonder to yourself ‘do I really belong here?’”

Independent reflective writing activity.

Students listen to quotes from graduating seniors designed to 
highlight overcoming challenges and initial loneliness.



Provide narratives to scaffold 
experiences with adversity
• Students’ path to success if a journey with a beginning, middle, 

and an end. Along that path, some struggles will be 
encountered but they will be overcome. 



Physics Customization



Biology Customization

• “I didn’t go to a very good high school, and I worried that 
my high school courses had not prepared me well for 
college…Around my sophomore year I felt more 
comfortable – I began to enjoy my classes more and I 
found some close friends who I trusted. I also became 
more comfortable speaking in class, and sometimes I 
asked my friends to edit my papers for me. And I saw that 
even when professors are critical, or their grading harsh, it 
didn’t mean they looked down on me or that I didn’t belong. 
It was just their way of motivating high achieving students.”

--- Senior, White male



Classroom-level random assignment 

Experimental classrooms 
undergo intervention

Control classrooms do business as usual

Introduction: “It can be easy to feel overwhelmed or to 
sometimes wonder to yourself ‘do I really belong here?’”

Independent reflective writing activity.

Students listen to quotes from graduating seniors designed to 
highlight overcoming challenges and initial loneliness.

Discuss essay and quotes with teammates.



Brief group discussion

• Saying is believing (Higgins & Rholes, 1978)

• Discussion generates social proof of intervention message:
• Why do you think so many students don’t realize other students are 

struggling?

• How do you think your life will be different when you are a Junior or 
Senior?



Classroom-level random assignment 

Experimental classrooms 
undergo intervention

Control classrooms do business as usual

Introduction: “It can be easy to feel overwhelmed or to 
sometimes wonder to yourself ‘do I really belong here?’”

Independent reflective writing activity.

Students listen to quotes from graduating seniors designed to 
highlight overcoming challenges and initial loneliness.

Discuss essay and quotes with teammates.

Recitation-wide discussion and sharing by 
undergraduate teaching assistants and students



No other differences between 
conditions
• All analyses control for a number of variables (race, 

gender, instructor, SAT math, SAT verbal, and HS GPA)
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Practical tips for building 
resiliency

• Balance the positive and negative

• Real barriers do exist. 

• They are surmountable and not determinative



Summary and Discussion: “Difficult 
but doable”

• Part I: Communicate high expectations and provide assurances 
that students can meet those expectations

• Part II: Communicate the normalcy of adversity  - it is expected -
and provide assurances that students can surmount it.

• Both approaches have a latent subtext: “This thing you are 
doing is difficult – it’s supposed to be difficult, I expect it to be 
difficult and challenging. But it is also doable. You have what it 
takes to be successful, even if you don’t know it yet.”



Conclusion

• We have more power than we realize to empower students and 
shape students’ “meaning-making” (Walton & Wilson, 2018)

• In how we give feedback

• In how our actions tell our students what is normative, 
expected, and doable

• By using this power wisely, we can help students thrive



Thank you!

• Kevin Binning

• kbinning@pitt.edu

• Scripts available online https://osf.io/cjqs6/

mailto:kbinning@pitt.edu

