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Abstract
Many aspects of North American education systems are under scrutiny in reform efforts.
One of the areas that must be addressed to meet the needs of students in today’s society is
the outdated and dysfunctional mindsets ingrained into education and society more
generally. This study looked at four mindset factors: fear of failure, characteristics in
professors that inspire trust and respect, over-competitiveness and the valuing of quantity
over quality. This will be one of the first qualitative studies to examine any of these
mindset factors, and the first to examine the potential interrelationships between them
directly in respect to learning in the higher education system. In-depth qualitative
interviews were completed with a small group of students at the University of Prince
Edward Island to gain an understanding of how their experiences of these mindsets relate
to previous quantitative research and to start developing a more comprehensive and
phenomenological understanding of how these factors develop, how they impact
students’ experience as learners, and how students cope with any negative effects of these
factors. The findings supported previous research on the problematic aspects of the four
mindset factors as well as contributing some nuanced understanding to these concepts.
Underlying each of these issues, however, it was found that growth mindsets, taking
ownership of one’s learning process, and the ability to engage in metacognition were
especially important attributes for students to develop. Based on these findings, several
suggestions were put forward as ways to support students’ development of valuable
mindsets and abilities.
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OVERCOMING FEAR, COMPETITIVENESS, MISTRUST & QUANTITY
Chapter 1: Introduction
The Role of Mindsets in Education Reform
Many people believe that the current education systems in North American are outdated and need
to be updated to better serve the needs of today’s students and the demands of society (Cook-Sather,
2002; Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Dunleavy, Willms, Milton, & Friesen, 2012; Grolnick, Ryan, &
Deci, 1991; Hattie, 2015; Michou, Vansteenkiste, Mouratidis, & Lens, 2014; Pope, 2001; Robinson &
Aronica, 2015; Walker, 2014). Many teachers, educational experts, and researchers have contributed
significant amounts of time and effort to education reform which has led to many exceptional approaches
being implemented. Unfortunately, many of these approaches have been isolated to individual schools or
focus on particular groups of students (i.e., those with learning disorders, those in schools affluent enough
to buy iPads for entire classes) and have proven hard to generalize to the broader school system.
However, there are also greater underlying problems in the education system that affect the majority of
students, no matter what their socioeconomic class or geographical area.
One of the biggest issues facing education reform is the dysfunctional or outdated mindsets that
are ingrained into education (Dweck, Walton, & Cohen, 2014; Robinson & Aronica, 2015). There are
many factors involved, but research suggests that there are four main mindset factors that are the most
deeply ingrained and are the most powerful. These four factors are over-competitiveness, the choice of
quantity over quality, attitudes about failure, and the lack of trust and respect surrounding individuals or
parties involved in education. Without first addressing these mindsets, all the recently developed
pedagogy and technology will not be able to make significant changes to the education system. The
dysfunctional mindsets around education can be seen on an individual, system-wide, and societal level,
and often operate below conscious awareness.
While reading through these issues, one must be aware that each of these problems is present at
an individual level (parents, teachers, students), a systematic level (school administration, policy makers),
and a sociocultural level. The issues involve interactions between individuals and between different levels
as well which further complicates the picture. It is important to keep in mind that any change made to
1

OVERCOMING FEAR, COMPETITIVENESS, MISTRUST & QUANTITY
these mindsets will cause changes and disruptions at multiple levels because of the mutually reinforcing
interactions between everyone involved in education. Thus, changing these mindsets will not be a quick
and easy fix, but rather one that will require effort, time, and patience on the part of many. In return, it has
the potential to make ground-breaking changes to education as we know it.
The purpose of this study is to develop a better understanding of how the mindsets of overcompetitiveness, choosing quantity over quality, attitudes about failure, and classroom trust and mistrust
form, how the presence of these mindsets affect student learning, and how students cope with them.

Chapter 2: Literature Review
Over-competitiveness
In certain scenarios, competition can be a positive thing. For instance, competition between
groups has been shown to improve performance (Johnson, 1970; Tauer & Harackiewicz, 2004). However,
research has shown that competition often has negative effects (Nicholls, 1984; Roberts, 1992). Van de
Vliert and Janssen (2002) found that societies in which both the men and women are competitive have
lower levels of happiness in comparison with less competitive cultures. When individuals find themselves
in over-competitive situations, they are more likely to become anxious, and their performance will
decrease (Johnson, Johnson, & Bryant, 1973; Posselt & Lipson, 2016).
Unfortunately, over-competitiveness has become common in North America. According to The
World Values Survey, Americans’ approval of competition is significantly higher than any other major
industrialized country. Fewer Canadians share this positive view of competition, but the number is still
higher than in any other major industrialized country (as cited in Duina, 2011). As a society, we are
fixated on winning. Duina states that “nothing represents our … mentality better, perhaps, than our great
love of ‘winning’ and deep fear of ‘losing’” (2011, p. 5). Parents pressure their children to win at sports,
television shows revolve around singing competitions, beauty competitions, and cooking competitions,
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and everything from universities to pillows are ranked. In North America, success is not thought of as
doing your best, but rather being the best.
This is especially true in education, where students are told that they must get into top universities
to achieve their hopes of financial success and happiness (Schwartz, 2012). To get into top universities,
they must do better than all their peers, both academically and by filling their schedules with
extracurriculars (Pope, 2001). Even as young children, students are pressured to get good grades and
praised most when they are at the top of their class. One dad recalled how, at a parent-teacher event,
another father pressed the teacher to explain what was being done to make sure their two-year-old
children would be competitive (Magary, 2014). Other parents hire a preschool admissions coach to help
with the preschool application process to ensure their child gets into one of the "Baby Ivies" a collection
of competitive elite private preschools (Moody, 2013). In some places, parents may even apply to preschools as soon as their child is born (Carey, 2015). Over time, many students learn that rewards and
praise only come when they win, and they learn not to enjoy winning, but to fear losing (Dweck, 1999).
Psychologists have long been aware that intrinsic motivation—being motivated to participate in
an activity because of a personal desire to do it, rather than extrinsic motivation—being motivated
because of some external pressure, leads to much more positive results (Aronson, Wilson, Fehr, & Akert,
2010; Durik & Harackiewicz, 2007; Lee, McInerney, Liem, & Ortiga, 2010; Lepper, Corpus, & Iyengar,
2005; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Students who are motivated by their curiosity do better in school than students
who only put effort in because their parents think school is important or because they receive external
rewards (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Garn, Matthews, & Jolly, 2010). Likewise, students who initially
show intrinsic motivation can lose that motivation if given extrinsic rewards. (Aronson et al., 2010;
Harackiewicz, 1979).
Luckily, there are cases where external rewards can be given without diminishing intrinsic
motivation. These rewards are called performance-contingent rewards and are based on how well a task is
performed rather than just on the completion of the task (Aronson et al., 2010). Performance-contingent
rewards can in some cases even increase interest in an activity because they draw attention to an
3
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individual’s success (Deci & Ryan, 1985). However, performance-contingent rewards can do more
damage than other types of rewards if they are taken away for poor performance (Muraven, Rosman, &
Gagné, 2007). For example, a child who receives extra computer time when they do well on a test is
more likely to put effort into studying. However, if that same child loses their computer time for doing
poorly, they will become more anxious about their performance and likely perform worse in the future.
Ideally, grades are supposed to work as a helpful performance-contingent reward. When you do well, you
get a "B," when you do really well you can be proud of your "A" or "A+." Unfortunately, because of the
pressure many students feel to win, they are more likely to interpret an "A" as a success (depending on a
student's standards and how their results compare to their classmates' results) and anything less as a
failure.
Thus, in the competitive North American culture, grades often do more damage than good.
According to Michou, Vansteenkiste, Mouratidis, & Lens (2014) when students learn to fear failure, they
develop educational goals based on the assumption that success is necessary for them to feel proud of
themselves or for others to reward them. In contrast, students who focus on achievement are much more
likely to be motivated by wanting a challenge or out of personal interest (Michou et al., 2014). An
educational culture has been created where winning can easily become an obsession and students are
motivated by fear rather than interest. Some students are controlled by this mindset and develop high
levels of anxiety in their quest for high achievement (Pope, 2001). Many others become disillusioned by
the system and lose sight of any value in working for good grades or learning for the sake of learning.
Sadly, a study done by the Canadian Education Association in 2012 found that 63% of students are not
meaningfully engaged (both emotionally and intellectually) in their education (Dunleavy, Willms, Milton,
& Friesen, 2012).
Due to the over-competition and pressure to win, students are taught to only value things that will
contribute to their success. According to Ken Robinson, “every education system on Earth has the same
hierarchy of subjects. … At the top are mathematics and languages, then the humanities, and the bottom
are the arts” (TED Conferences, 2006, min. 8:27). This hierarchy exists because those subjects at the top
4
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are believed to be what children need to be competitive in the job market and get top-paying jobs. To be a
healthy person curiosity, creativity, emotional regulation, and interpersonal skills are also important
(Robinson & Aronica, 2015). However, activities that increase these skills are not valued, and when
people's schedules or schools' curricula get overcrowded, they are the first to be discarded. Likewise, as
children grow up, they are steered away from art, music, drama or other creative outlets because these
skills will not likely lead to a job that matches the North American idea of success—the idea of prestige,
wealth, and self-advancement (TED Conferences, 2006).

Students are not the only individuals affected by the over-competitive mindset
surrounding education. Teachers are regularly pressured because of the high demands placed on
them by parents, school administrators, and education policy makers (Greenberg, Brown, &
Abenavoli, 2016; Smol, 2009). In some cases, this is a general pressure applied by parents and
administration that causes teachers to carefully stick to the curriculum and school policies, and
avoid experimenting with new approaches that may affect their students’ performance. In “Why
Teachers Quit,” Alex Thomas (2017) discussed the pressure many teachers face:
Teachers are often hesitant to try new approaches because the consequences of failure are so high.
Rather than being praised and encouraged for creativity, they’re more likely to be called on the
carpet for veering away from accepted methods if the new ways don’t work.
In other cases, such as teachers under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in the United States,
the pressure is a much more concrete and present issue that has caused teachers to start teaching to
standardized tests and spending time on test preparation that has no broader value in an effort to avoid
losing their job or having their salary reduced. According to Dee and Jacob (2011), some schools have
implemented more rigid curriculums in response to the NCLB Act and other school accountability
programs that give teachers even less choice in what or how they teach. Time spent on the test subjects
has also been increased in schools causing a reduction in the amount of time spent on less obvious, but
5
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equally important subjects like gym, recess, art, and music (Dee & Jacob, 2011). In a survey conducted by
the Center on Education Policy, it was found that between 2001 and 2007 about 62% of state elementary
schools increased the time spent on math or English language arts in response to NCLB (Dee & Jacob,
2011, p. 180). This partiality shows a lack of consideration for the broader development of students and a
narrow focus only on skills that give an obvious competitive edge in the job market.
Parents also feel pressured by teachers, other parents, and society to play a role in their child’s
education. Research has shown that parental involvement is linked to higher student achievement
(Deslandes, Royer, Potvin, & Leclerc, 1999; Fan & Chen, 1999; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994;
Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hill & Craft, 2003; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Okagaki & Frensch, 1998;
Shaver & Walls, 1998) and psychological attributes that support student achievement (Grolnick, Ryan, &
Deci, 1991; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001; Steinberg, Elmen, & Mounts, 1989). This research has led to
higher expectations of parents on the part of schools and society in general. Similar to teacher evaluations,
children are seen as a result of the amount and type of effort parents put in. Knowing this, many parents
feel like they must maintain a certain level of involvement in their children’s education (Schiffrin et al.,
2015). As well, according to Erikson, self-evaluation based on child success is an important step for
parents in achieving the generativity stage in midlife (Ruff & Seltzer, 1996). Thus, when children
succeed, their parents “win” as well.
Focusing so much on winning means that understanding the importance of the learning process
has been replaced by a need for immediate results. Rather than having initiatives that will lead to a deeper
exploration and long-term understanding of topics, the chosen programs are ones that require the least
amount of time to produce good test scores. As a result, homework, schoolwork, and tests focus more on
memorization than problem-solving (Pope, 2001). Pope explained in her book, Doing School: How we
are creating a generation of stressed out, materialistic, and miseducated students, how measuring student
achievement using tests and grades leads “to outcome-oriented teaching and learning, memorization and
regurgitation of material, and a lack of deep understanding of the concepts being taught” (2001, p.165).
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This kind of shallow learning naturally fits with the competitive, outcome-based mindset that
currently runs the education system but is not supported by a mindset more concerned with the learning
process and long-term results (Dunleavy, Willms, Milton, & Friesen, 2012; Pope, 2001).
The need for immediate results encourages the development of fixed mindsets rather than growth
mindsets. According to Dweck (2006), fixed mindsets revolve around the belief that everyone is born
with a certain level of basic abilities such as intelligence and talent that cannot be changed. In contrast,
growth mindsets emphasize the ability to improve on talents, intelligence, and other qualities through
dedication and hard work. (Dweck, 2006). Immediate results are popular among schools and education
officials because they quickly sort students based on achievement. It is a type of labelling that allows for
easy reporting and monitoring, but unfortunately it also commonly results in students feeling represented
by their grades. If grades were seen as an indication of effort or development of understanding, this would
be much less problematic. But grades are viewed by many as only a measure of intelligence (Dweck,
2006). A student at the top of their class is assumed to be there because they are naturally good at the
subject, not because they put a lot of work into learning the material. Natural ability tends to impress
people more than hard work—simply because it is flashier. Dweck (2006) drew attention to the same
tendency in how people like to think of sports champions as "superheroes." We forget about the grueling
work they put in to become champions and credit it all to natural ability. Similarly, when we think about
inventors, we picture "the lone, brilliant person suddenly producing amazing things" not an intelligent
person collaborating with a team of other scientists and inventors (Dweck, 2006, p. 56). The emphasis on
immediate results continues to entrench this view, whereas a type of assessment that followed and
evaluated the process of student learning would organically lead to more praise and valuing of student
effort.
Whether an emphasis is placed on intelligence or effort may not seem like an important detail, but
Dweck's research (1999) has shown that when students are praised for their intelligence they become
fixated on that label and on maintaining it. If they fail at a task, they feel dumb. If they succeed at a task,
they feel smart. This causes students to avoid more challenging tasks that might put their intelligence in
7
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question. The obsession with maintaining labels becomes more important to students than learning and
has been shown to lead to poorer performance, difficulty dealing with setbacks, and less enjoyment of
harder tasks. Students may even become more likely to lie about grades or cheat to avoid looking dumb
(Dweck, 1999).
As a result of the need for immediate results and the presence of fixed mindsets, not much
emphasis is placed on using feedback for improvement. Traditionally, in education, students hand in their
work to be graded and then receive it back with a numerical or alphabetical grade and at most a few
comments as to where marks were lost. Teachers rarely have enough time to give detailed feedback to
students and no time to spend on reviewing or editing the students' work so that feedback can be used for
improvement. The lack of a meaningful role that the feedback plays discourages students from taking it to
heart and discourages teachers from taking the time to give it. Instead, the small amount of feedback is
frustrating for students wanting to improve and is ignored by students who do not see the point in it.
Grades, rather than improvement feedback, become the primary way of identifying student progress.
Unfortunately, this pattern just further cements fixed mindsets in both students and teachers. Grades
promote fixed mindsets by identifying what a student was capable of achieving; feedback identifies how
students can improve, which more readily encourages a growth mindset.
Quantity over Quality
The desire for “more” is deeply entwined with the over-competitiveness of North American
society. The standards of success are dominated by attaining more: more responsibility at a job, more
status, a higher salary, or more prestigious possessions. More is also used as a method for success—
usually working more. Here, once again, the culture of the education system mirrors the broader North
American culture. The most commonly suggested method of improvement in education is adding more.
Curriculums are packed with more topics (McMahon, 2014), more advanced material is required to be
covered in each topic, and more tests are scheduled to gauge how well students understand the material
(Dee & Jacob, 2011). When results show that the students are unable to grasp all the material or a teacher
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is unable to fit all the curriculum's lessons into a semester, the inevitably suggested solution is always
"more." Teachers add more homework; school systems propose adding more hours to the school day or
extending the school year (National Education Commission on Time and Learning, 1994/2005; OECD,
2014).
Rarely is the alternative considered—that perhaps students would develop an improved
understanding and retain more if fewer topics were covered. Education administrators and policy makers
assume that by increasing quantity, the quality will be improved as well. However, curriculums have
passed a point where this is true (Pope, 2001; Robinson & Aronica, 2015). Instead, the curriculums reflect
a choice of quantity over quality—not unlike other decisions made across North America—in dating
partners, televisions shows, and restaurants.
In the rush to find the fastest methods of improvement, education administrators and policy
makers regularly focus on adding more material and tests instead of looking for techniques that could
improve efficiency and result in more successful outcomes without thicker curriculums (Canadian
Council on Learning, 2009; National Education Commission on Time and Learning, 1994/2005;
Robinson & Aronica, 2015). It may seem strange that so little effort has been put into this avenue of
education reform; however, it is a testimony to how closely the culture of education reflects the broader
culture. It would require a conscious effort and purposeful disengagement from cultural pressures for
North American education to move towards a more minimalistic approach. Research and results coming
from schools around the world show that this may be worth the effort (OECD, 2014; OCED, 2017).
Andreas Schleicher, the deputy director of education for the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), said, “You can improve your results by adding more time. But you can make a
quantum leap by actually focusing more on quality, and that’s clearly what we see from international
comparisons” (as cited in McMahon, 2014).
The cultural choice of quantity over quality causes many issues in education. Current curriculum
design sets schools, teachers, and students up for failure by requiring impractical or even impossible
amounts of material to be covered. This pressure causes unending stress for both students and teachers
9
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and a constant feeling of being behind. Teachers are unable to do more than teach the essentials of each
topic and hope that their class can keep up. There is no time for teachers to explain why certain concepts
are useful or talk about real-world applications. They do not have time to slow down in areas that cause
more difficulty for students or on topics that their class is especially interested in. Teachers cannot set
aside time to encourage students to reflect on material and come up with questions they are truly curious
about or make connections between newly learned material and other topics or personal interests. If
teachers make time for any of these "nonessential" things, they are taking time away from other topics
that "must" be covered. For many teachers, "too much time on any one task or with any particular student
could throw off the schedule for an entire week” (Pope, 2001, p. 162). In this way, teaching overfilled
curriculums becomes a balancing act of importance between topics—which are most important to be
covered and which are most important for students to understand well.
The “nonessential” techniques of teaching mentioned above have been shown to lead to increased
long-term retention (Rinne, Gregory, Yarmolinskaya, & Hardiman, 2011), better understanding, and
higher student motivation (Newmann, 1992; Pintrich, 2003). Coming up with questions about the
meaning of material or making connections with other known topics requires students to reflect on the
material more deeply. This promotes a deeper level of processing called "elaborative rehearsal."
Elaborative rehearsal has been shown to lead to longer lasting memories than more shallow methods of
processing such as role rehearsal—a repetition of information—do (Radvansky, 2011). Coming up with
questions about material will also give the learner the benefit of the generation effect—the phenomenon
that a person will remember information they generated themselves better than information they have
seen or heard (Radvansky, 2011, pp. 41). Research also shows that concrete concepts are remembered
better than more abstract ones (Radvansky, 2011). By explaining the usefulness of a new topic or taking
the time to discuss real-world applications of the topic, a teacher can help their students develop a more
concrete understanding of the topic, and thus better retention of it as well.

10
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Most, if not all, of the abovementioned techniques for improving memory can also increase
student engagement. Encouraging students to ask questions they are truly curious about (not forcing them
to come up with contrived questions), making connections with other subjects that interest them, and
explaining why a topic is of potential interest by discussing its usefulness and real-world applications, are
all things that can spark students’ interest (Newmann, 1992; Pintrich, 2003). As an added bonus, while
improving memory and interest, these techniques can strengthen students’ critical thinking and problemsolving abilities as well (Gokhale, 1995; King, 1995).
These are just a few of the benefits students receive when the learning process is slowed down,
and while they may not always be viewed as essential to learning, it would be hard to argue that these
skills are not valuable in the real world.
In contrast, content-heavy curriculum results in shallow learning and stressed, unmotivated
students. An extreme version of this quantity over quality approach can be found in the South Korean and
other Asian education systems. In South Korea, students start school at 8 am, spend their day in classes
followed by test preparation and self-study until they finally leave at 9 pm. Most then go to private
tutoring academies until 11 pm (Ripley, 2013). It is true that Korean students have been shown to be top
in the world for achievement on PISA, but they also have one of the highest levels of stress, lowest levels
of life satisfaction (OECD, 2017), and one of the highest teenage suicide rates in the world (Chakrabarti,
2013).
In contrast, schools that cover fewer topics and give less work can produce just as well-educated,
and much less stressed students. For example, Finland’s students cover fewer topics and spend few hours
in school than their North American counterparts (Day, 2015; OECD, 2014), but rank high on PISA for
achievement, high in life satisfaction and low in stress. Interestingly, Finland’s students beat American
students in achievement scores, life satisfaction, and have lower stress levels (OECD, 2017).
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Attitudes about Failure
Making mistakes and failing are concepts that have unarguably negative connotations. However,
the current values of North American society further ingrain the unpleasantness of failure. For instance,
the more winning is desired, the more negative the opposite outcome becomes. The more we expect
immediate results, the less value is seen in learning from mistakes. On top of this, fixed mindsets are
incredibly potent at leading people to personalize failure—rather than seeing the immediate task they had
difficulty with as not going well, a person sees themself as a failure (Dweck, 2006).
North American society is often criticized for its throw-away culture that encourages people to
buy new things instead of fixing old ones. While this has harmful implications for the environment, it also
demonstrations how human failures are treated. When someone fails a course, they do not take the time
to examine how they might be able to improve or “fix” their efforts. Instead, most walk away from that
scenario blaming others or feeling bad about themselves and assuming they are bad at the subject.
Unsurprisingly, these views lead people to do everything they can to avoid failure. Three common
methods used in education to evade failure are protection, avoidance, and blame.
In trying to boost children’s self-esteem, parents and schools do their best to protect children from
failure. Unfortunately, these good intentions can go too far and end up sheltering children from
experiences they need to gain autonomy and resilience. “Helicopter parents,” those known to hover over
their children and help with any project or task the child might have, have become a common occurrence
in today’s society. Children with helicopter parents are known to receive a lack of autonomy (PadillaWalker & Nelson, 2012) while being shielded from challenging tasks and making mistakes (Coburn,
2006; van Ingen et al., 2015). These features of helicopter parenting can impede children from developing
necessary skills they will need as independent adults and have been positively linked with anxiety and
depression (LeMoyne & Buchanan, 2011). So, while being overprotective may seem beneficial in the
short term, in the end it is likely to cause more harm than good.
According to several studies, including one by van Ingen et al. (2015), when children are not
given enough space to develop their sense of self (autonomy) they do not learn to think and act for
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themselves. They make choices based on what their parents think is good for them and do not learn to
evaluate what they want. Rather than developing skills they will need to be self-reliant, they rely on the
guidance their parents are all too eager to give them (Padilla-Walker & Nelson, 2012; van Ingen et al.,
2015). However, at some point, everyone must start making choices for themselves, and this can be a
difficult adjustment for individuals who did not get a chance to develop this skill during childhood.
Shielding children from making or dealing with their mistakes can also have dangerous
consequences (Coburn, 2006; van Ingen et al., 2015). Childhood is a time of learning, experimenting, and
building skills. Mistakes made in childhood rarely have serious consequences, so by learning how to
handle mistakes when the stakes are lower, children build up resilience, a set of coping skills, and ability
to evaluate potential consequences (Biem, 2013; Sitkin, 1992). Children whose parents protect them from
making mistakes will not have a chance to develop the necessary coping skills (Coburn, 2006;
Odenweller, Booth-Butterfield, & Weber, 2014). Once an individual has reached adulthood, there are
many more high-stake choices to make and fewer forgiving opportunities to safely experiment with
making mistakes and learning how to handle them.
Helicopter parents also tend to shelter their children from challenging tasks (Coburn, 2006). Once
again, they are trying to make their children's lives easier, but this can backfire. Challenges play an
essential role in building character. Overcoming difficulties builds self-confidence and perseverance
which are important qualities to have in life. Letting a child try something difficult shows that child that
you believe in them whereas protecting them from challenges inadvertently sends the message that you do
not think they are capable (Dweck, 1999).
A second common reaction to failure or fear of failure is avoidance. When students are aware
they are not skilled at something or are afraid they might have difficulty with it, a natural response is to
avoid it (Sitkin, 1992). By avoiding the entire situation, those negative feelings never have to be felt.
Unfortunately, the instinct to avoid challenges and failure plays a similar role to parents protecting their
children from challenges. Confidence and self-esteem are built through overcoming obstacles, not
avoiding them (Dweck, 2006).
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Blame is also a technique readily relied upon to dodge failure. While protection is used by parents
or teachers and avoidance is usually a strategy implemented by the individual facing failure, blame is
commonly used by all everyone involved in education. When something goes wrong, it is hard for an
individual to take responsibility and look at what they could have done differently. Once someone has
admitted their part in a failure, it gives everyone else the opportunity to throw complete responsibility on
that person and not acknowledge their own role. However, blaming others takes away the opportunity for
growth provided by admitting to a mistake. A startlingly high number of issues are created or exacerbated
in education because of individuals' choice to blame others. Students and parents alike blame teachers for
unfair tests; teachers blame parents for not modelling proper attitudes towards academic achievement and
blame students for not putting effort into their studies; and education officials have blamed a long list of
reasons for why schools are doing badly. While many of these accusations may carry elements of truth,
throwing blame is likely to lead to defensive and blameful attitudes in others and rarely contributes to
constructive solutions.
Trust and Respect in the Classroom
This fourth issue is more complex and harder to clearly define than the last three, but just as
necessary to discuss. There is a deficiency of respect and trust of competency throughout the levels of
individuals involved in education. There are parents who hover over teachers’ shoulders, teachers who do
not respect their colleagues, students who do not respect the education system to teach them important
things, and education officials who do not trust the competency of the teachers carrying out their policies.
Most worrisome though is the lack of trust and respect found in the classroom.
In counselling, it has been found that the therapeutic alliance—the therapist-client relationship is
one of the strongest predictors of success (Horvath, Del Re, Fluckiger, & Symonds, 2011; Martin, Garske,
& Davis, 2000; Shirk, Karver, & Brown, 2011). In business, the employer’s leadership model has been
shown to have a significant impact on employees’ well-being (Arnold et al., 2007; Kuoppala et al., 2008;
Skakon et al., 2010).
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One leadership model that has been shown to be successful in improving the employer-employee
relationship is Transformational Leadership Theory. Employers who use this type of leadership are able
to “uplift the morale, motivation, and morals of their followers” (Bass, 1999, pg. 9). These leaders lead by
example and set high standards (Arnold et al., 2007; Bass, 1999). They also encourage creativity and pay
attention to the needs of their followers and support their growth (Arnold et al., 2007; Bass, 1999). These
types of techniques help individuals' trust and respect their leaders and motivate them to care about their
leader's goals. Bass (1999) explains that "Trust in the leadership is required for willingness to identify
with the organization and to internalize its values" (pg. 10). Similarly, for students to see more value in
the material they are learning, they must trust in and respect their teacher's leadership. These findings
suggest that the importance of the relationship between teachers and their students and the characteristics
of good leaders in the classroom should not be overlooked.
Unfortunately, there is a distrust of students built into the education system that makes teachers
less likely to believe in their students’ abilities to live up to expectations and thus reduces the likelihood
that they will engage in this type of leadership (Cook-Sather, 2002). Cook-Sather stated that current
educational institutions and practices “reflect a basic lack of trust in students and have evolved to keep
students under control and in their place as the largely passive recipients of what others determine is
education” (2002, p. 4). Behavioral management is an important topic that both teacher education
programs and education researchers focus on (Emmer & Stough, 2010; Evertson & Weinstein, 2013;
Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers, & Sugai, 2008). While it is absolutely true that students will
misbehave at times and teachers must know how to handle these occasions, teachers must be careful not
to place too great of an emphasis on control and discipline in the classroom. An overemphasis on
management will lead teachers to expect an unrealistically high level of misbehavior from students and
pathologize normal behaviour.
The more teachers distrust their students and expect them to misbehave, the greater their focus on
maintaining control will be. Gregory and Ripski's findings (2008) suggest that teachers' beliefs about
discipline (i.e., how much they feel the need to control students) may be noticeable in their interactions
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with students. Their study also suggested that adolescents' decisions about obedience may depend on the
quality of their relationship with the teacher. Thus, teachers who make an effort to develop relationships
with their students, rather than focusing on control as a method of discipline, may have to deal with fewer
behavioural problems (Gregory & Ripski, 2008).
When teachers feel a need to concentrate on maintaining control over their class, the students are
given fewer opportunities for independence and responsibility in the classroom (Cook-Sather, 2002;
Reeve & Jang, 2006). Students hear the message that they are not trusted enough to be given an important
role in their education and that their ideas do not matter (Dweck, 2006). This is a discouraging message
for anyone to receive, but for children who spend at least six hours in school every day and who naturally
have a hard time focusing, it is detrimental. Students will live up or down to expectations of them, and in
this case, they are not being given a very high bar (Froiland & Davison, 2014; Gregory & Ripski, 2008).
Students do not feel valued and see no reason to put in a greater amount of effort and good behaviour. In
this way, behaviour management becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy that supports both teachers' and
students' low expectations. Education officials see the number of students misbehaving and logically
increase the amount of time future teachers spend learning behaviour management.
To end the dysfunctional cycle, teachers will have to change their expectations of students.
Teachers must take the first step because they have the most power. They must make an effort to trust
students to behave and give them opportunities to live up to that trust. As a way to show their trust in
students, teachers should give their students responsibility and important tasks whenever possible. At
first, students will likely misbehave, but over time student will learn that they are expected to act in
certain ways and they will. Teachers also need to trust that students can be interested in learning and
respect students and their ideas. Many teachers have joyful stories about times their students taught them
important life lessons, but these kinds of lessons can only happen if teachers are open to them (Barnes,
2013; Hall, 2009; Robinson & Aronica, 2015; Walker, 2014). The structure of curriculums mean that
teachers do not have a large amount of flexibility in how they teach, but even finding small opportunities
to give students more independence in their education would have huge benefits (Dweck, 2006; Robinson
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& Aronica, 2015; Reeve & Jang, 2006). Student motivation would increase and thus student engagement
would become a responsibility shared by student and teacher, not an impossibly difficult task for teachers.
When students feel trusted and respected, they will have a reason to trust and respect their teacher in
return. They will live up to the higher expectations, not out of fear of punishment, but out of respect
(Cook-Sather, 2002). You cannot force students to pay attention and learn. North American education has
tried this method for too long, and it has not worked. Students must be shown that they are valued and
respected, and they need to know that someone has faith in their capabilities before they will gain any
trust in and respect for the education system (Gregory & Ripski, 2008; OECD, 2017; Robinson &
Aronica, 2015).
Many things contribute to North America's flawed education system and most of these will never
be easy to solve. But we must work towards solutions, and by becoming aware of these four factors
present in people's mindsets, a significant change can be made. If too much effort is spent in competition,
we cannot effectively benefit from collaboration. If students are to be educated to the best of our ability, a
conscious choice of quality over quantity must be made. If students are to fully reach their potential, they
must learn to see failure as a valuable learning opportunity and not a personal disaster to be avoided at all
cost. If students are to flourish in the education system, mutual trust and respect must be developed. Like
many other goals, the key to redesigning education is finding a balance in these four issues and in all the
other influential factors involved in education.

Chapter 3: Research Methodology
Why a Qualitative and Phenomenological Approach?
The first step to changing these mindsets is to understand how they operate on a day-to-day basis.
Quantitative researchers have developed and used scales to measure related factors such as Conroy,
Willow, and Metzler’s Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory, Ryckman and colleagues’
Hypercompetitive Attitude Scale, and Sander and Sanders’ Academic Confidence Scale (Conroy, et al,
2002; Ryckman, et al., 1990; Sander & Sanders, 2003). However, little qualitative research has been done
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to obtain a deeper understanding of these mindset factors and how they operate. This study will be one of
the first qualitative studies to examine any of these mindset factors, and the first to examine the
interactions between them directly in respect to the higher education system.
By studying the experiences of a group of students at the University of Prince Edward Island
using a qualitative approach, we will be able to go beyond measuring traits and focus on developing a
deeper understanding of their growth and development as students and learners at university in relation to
the four mindset factors. The study will allow us to gain a better understanding of how these mindsets
develop, how they impact the lives of students, and how students successfully or unsuccessfully cope with
them. As the research begins to unravel the complexities around these and any other related mindsets in
higher education, we hope to be able to offer strategies to students who are struggling with any of these
mindsets.
Researcher Background
Throughout my childhood, I was fortunate enough to have my curiosity and enjoyment of
learning fostered and encouraged by my parents who homeschooled me until grade 11. The differences I
encountered in my peers' attitudes towards learning when I started high school confused and saddened
me. So many of them seemed disenchanted with anything related to school and did not bother trying.
Others tried, but most of them seemed focused on grades and doing well rather than on enjoying learning
the material we were learning. At the time, I could not understand why these attitudes were the norm and
not an unusual exception.
Over time, I too become as focused on grades as any of my classmates. I maintained at least some
of my excitement of learning, but some of it was overridden by my fear of "doing badly." Excellent
grades had become part of my identity, and as a result, I was terrified to receive anything less than that.
In my second year at UPEI I took Introduction to Social Psychology which required the students
to complete the “Curiosity Project”—a project on any human-related topic of their choosing that they
were to research in any way they liked, write about it weekly, and then discuss with a small group of
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classmates and an older student who was there to facilitate their learning. Still unable to understand or
accept the attitudes so many students had about school and frustrated by the times I noticed myself
expressing some of the same qualities, I decided to do my project on curiosity; specifically, when does the
innate curiosity of young children disappear and why?
I got incredibly lucky with my first discussion group for the Curiosity Project, everyone was
engaged, curious about the other projects, and contributed to the discussion. The group got to the point
where we were discussing the topics in incredible detail and searching for connections between all of our
projects which included a wide range of seemingly unrelated topics such as art therapy, the Holocaust,
nonverbal communication, and psychedelic drugs. The rapport developed within the group allowed us to
question our own ideas and gain a greater understanding of our topics than would have been possible in
the average group discussion. Our discussions were so beneficial that after the groups were rearranged for
the next part of the semester, members of our group continued to meet on our own time to keep discussing
our projects together.
The Curiosity Project was one of the most fulfilling experiences I have had during my time at
university which can be attributed to the flexible structure of the project, the importance of curiosity to
me, and the incredible experience I had with my discussion group. The project helped me start to develop
a casual understanding of some of the issues that contribute to students’ attitudes. However, it was
nowhere near enough—and no one project ever will be—to explain the phenomena.
In my third year of university, I volunteered as a learning facilitator for the first-year Inquiry
Studies class that had a similar project to the one I had done in my social psychology class. I was excited
going into the course—this seemed like the perfect opportunity to help show others how much fun
learning could be. I ended up being very disappointed. No matter how much I encouraged them, almost
all of the students were motivated by factors other than learning. Some stressed over grades; others did
not care and put virtually no effort into their projects. I was disheartened, but also even more motivated to
understand where these issues came from and how they might be resolved.
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From this reading of the literature, my own experience, and my observations of others, I have
designed this study to focus on the four mindset factors that evidence suggests have the greatest impact on
students’ experience of learning: over-competitiveness, valuing quantity over quality, fear of failure, and
trust and respect in the classroom.
Selection of Participants and Data Collection Strategy
Participant recruitment was carried out using posters placed around the UPEI campus and on
campus Facebook pages to give students the opportunity to self-identify with the participant criteria.
Additionally, professors were asked to mention the study to students whom they felt embodied the
required criteria. The criteria required that participants be in their third year of study or above (this
included recently graduated students) and had shown changes in their views towards school or learning
during their degree, an unusual passion for school, or potential for insightful reflections about their
educational experiences. The following criteria were also given to professors to further clarify the types of
students we were looking for:
•

Students who stand out from their classmates because of their critical thinking skills or
comfortability in working with little guidance.

•

Students who work hard to receive excellent grades and successfully deal with a fear of
failure.

•

Students who receive excellent marks but shown few signs of highly competitive attitudes
(either towards other students or themselves).

•

Students who have expressed frustration over having to memorize material instead of
truly learn it.

•

Students who regularly express a fear of doing badly and want lots of instruction, even
though they typically do quite well.

•

Students who show highly competitive attitudes about schoolwork.
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These criteria were chosen in an attempt to ensure that the sample would consist of students who had
experienced at least one of the four factors of interest and may have already reflected on these types of
things or would have the potential for insight when prompted.
Data was collected through a semi-structured, conversational interview with each participant which
ranged from 1 hour and 18 minutes to 2 hours and 44 minutes, with an average of 1 hour and 50 minutes.
The interview questions were formulated around students’ experience of undergoing a shifting of views in
university and the four factors of interest: over-competitiveness, quantity over quality, fear of failure, and
trust and respect in the classroom. Each participant was given the interview guide ahead of time, so they
could briefly consider and reflect on experiences they had previously had that might be relevant to the
topics that would be brought up in the interview. Examples of the questions asked are included below; the
full interview guide can be found in Appendix D.
•

What motivates you most to do well in school?
Prompt: Why do you think you’re motivated by that?

•

How big of a role does giving feedback and opportunities for improvement have in your courses
in comparison to grades being handed out?
Prompt: Which focus do you think is more important?

•

Have you ever felt like what you needed to do in a class to get good grades was different than
what you needed to do to understand the subject?

•

What does the idea of failure mean to you? How do you interpret it or feel about it?

Participant Demographics
Participant 1 was a 21-year-old female in her 4th and final year of a history degree. Throughout her
degree, she took five classes a semester and worked approximately 5-10 hours a week.
Participant 2 was a 21-year-old female in her 4th year of a biology degree which she plans to complete in
five years. For the first two years of her degree she took five courses per semester, however, after being
hospitalized in her third year and diagnosed with Generalized Anxiety Disorder, she reduced her course-
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load to three courses per semester to prioritize her mental health. As well as taking courses, she worked
approximately five hours a week as a Teaching Assistant in the Biology Department.
Participant 3 was a 27-year-old male graduate student in the 4th year of a master's degree in biology. At
the time the interview was done, he had finished his coursework and was just working to complete his
thesis and working part-time as a Lab Instructor for the Biology Department.
Participant 4 was a 20-year-old male student who had completed a year and a half of undergraduate
courses as an undeclared science major and then discontinued his courses in the second semester of his
second year before deciding to take a break from university. At the time of the interview he was no longer
taking courses and was working full-time.
Participant 5 was a 43-year-old female in her 4th year of a psychology degree and was planning to return
after graduating for a fifth year to complete an honours in psychology. She had returned to school after
working for 19 years with the goal to become a counsellor. Throughout her undergraduate degree she
took five courses per semester.
Participant 6 was a 30-year-old male had completed a degree in psychology and had returned for a 5th
year to do an honours conversion. Unlike the other participants, he was born and raised outside of the
Maritimes.
Participant 7 was a 22-year-old female who had completed a biology degree and had returned for a 5th
year to work as a Teaching Assistant for the Biology Department and take a few courses. During her
undergraduate degree she took five courses per semester, but after returning she was taking three courses
and working approximately 20 hours.
Participant 8 was a 23-year-old female in the 5th and final year of an English degree with a minor in math.
She attended the University of Waterloo’s Engineering program for part of a semester before dropping
out and returning home. The following semester she started taking courses at UPEI as a math major with
a minor in English which she switched around in her 3rd year. In the past, she has taken five courses per
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semester and worked approximately 10 hours a week, but at the time of the interview she was taking two
courses and working approximately 20 hours a week.

Data Analysis Approach
The audio files from each interview were transcribed verbatim and the resulting
transcripts were analyzed using interpretive phenomenological analysis. As Wertz (2011)
explains, a phenomenological approach “sets aside such theories, hypotheses, and explanations
as refer to biology or environment and investigates what is experienced and how it is
experienced” (pg. 125). As well as analyzing the what and how of each individual’s experience,
interpretive phenomenology looks for any greater themes that might emerge from the shared
experience of the individuals. The entire process is carried out through five stages:
horizontalization, clusters of meaning, textural description, structural description, and the
essence of the experience (Creswell, 2012).
Horizontalization consists of studying each individual’s transcript and highlighting any
“significant statements” that may be important to the phenomenon being studied (Creswell,
2012). These significant statements are then placed in “clusters of meaning” based on the
broader themes that emerge (Creswell, 2012). The clusters of meaning are studied for their
textural description which is essentially the “what” of participants’ experience (Creswell, 2012).
This stage involves trying to understand what happened and what these phenomena are. After
analyzing the data for textural descriptions, it is analyzed for structural descriptions, the “how”
of the experiences; how the experiences came to be and how they took place (Creswell, 2012).
Structural descriptions may require the researcher to take a step back to look at the origin of
phenomena, but the focus of this stage is still on identifying and understanding aspects of
individuals’ experience. Once these stages are complete, the researcher moves on to interpreting
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the “essence” of the phenomenon. This stage is the least concrete stage of analysis which looks
for any overall themes that emerge from the participants’ collective experience by looking at a
“composite description” created from the textural and structural descriptions of all participants
(Creswell, 2012).

Chapter 4: Findings & Discussion
Fear of Failure
The mindset that came up the most consistently for participants was a fear of failure which
seemed to consistently stem from a fear of not meeting expectations. All the participants recounted
moments where they were afraid of failing and the potential consequences that might arise. A fear of
failure manifested in many different ways for the participants. Some described it as a fear of not living up
to the expectations they or others had for themselves. For instance, Participant 4 described how he views
being unable to achieve perfection as a failure, “I hate failure, I’m absolutely petrified by it. That’s why
I’m either all in or not at all.” He went on to explain, “[It] plays a role in me not doing my work ever
because I’m just afraid it will not be good enough. Because it’s not perfect. And it’s not my best work, it
never is.” In other cases, people may fear failure because it will prove their self-doubts to be true, as
Participant 5 described:
I guess there was a part of me going, ‘see I knew this was going to happen. I knew I shouldn't
come to university. I'm a technical person, I have to do hands-on training, I'm not a book learner.'
And so, I used to tell myself stuff like that, so when things would happen, I would question if it
was that stuff coming up again, that I wasn't smart enough to do it or capable.
Participant 8 talked about how she feels a fear of not reaching her potential in terms of the kind of job she
gets after graduating. “Lately I’ve been feeling a lot of stress about what to do after school so less so
about school now and more I don’t want to get a bad job because that would be like a failure.” She
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continued on to explain,
A bad job would be like if I had to take a job as a barista or something. It’s not a bad job
and it can actually be kind of fun, but I feel like because I worked in government for so
long, I feel like my next step is like a government job.
Others talked about how smaller failures made them doubt life choices they had made. For
instance, Participant 5 explained in the following excerpt, how doing badly on a test made her doubt her
decision to come back to university as a mature student:
I took the social psych course and I bombed my first test and got a 50. A 53. I was like, ‘oh my
goodness, what have I done?’ Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this. It totally scared me. I literally left
the classroom and walked across to the counselling office and went ‘I don’t know if I’ve screwed
up my life, my husband’s life, what have I done?’
Participant 6 mused as to how there can sometimes be multiple reasons why we fear failure. “So why are
we afraid of that? It’s uncomfortable, it’s negative, it’s the unknown. There was effort put into it that
nothing came out of it.” Participant 1 echoed this last idea when she talked about her rationale for
discontinuing a course, “If I failed a class that would be a lot worse than me discontinuing it because I put
in so much effort and I didn’t get the results that I wanted.” It was the combination of violating her
expectations of being able to succeed and the amount of effort she would have “wasted” on the course
that would have made it a failure in her mind.
Hard & Soft Failure
Two different types of failures emerged in the data which Participant 3 termed "hard failure" and
"soft failure." A hard failure occurs when a goal or deadline has not been met, the result is final, and
cannot be interpreted in any other way. For example, if you fail an exam, you will not be given a chance
to re-take the exam. The grade you received is your final mark on the exam and there is no other way to
interpret the mark; if you fail, you fail. A soft failure, on the other hand, occurs when you fail to meet an
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expectation, but unlike the case of a hard failure, you have a chance to redeem yourself. Perhaps you were
unable to complete an assignment on time, however, if the professor gives you an extension, it becomes a
soft failure because you have a chance to redeem yourself—you or others may be disappointed in your
inability to get it done on time, but the failure was not a final, unchangeable result. Similarly, a lowquality rough draft of a paper can be fixed because it is not the final product. Participant 3 addressed the
difference between the two concepts explicitly:
Hard failure is when you fail, something ends, and you don’t get another shot. A soft failure
would be like my failure to get my work done for my graduate degree. So, they’re not going to
kick me out in the next 6 months or anything like that but I haven’t achieved what I wanted and
that’s resulted in feelings of failure and that’s not great for your whole self-esteem and personal
happiness and contentment and all that but I still have the chance to keep trying at it.
Participant 7 described not getting into medical school as a soft failure, “I kind of knew that it wasn’t
going to be my turn and I say my turn so like knowing that down the road it probably would have
happened.” Because she knew there was a future chance of getting in, the failure was easier to deal with,
she didn’t have to deal with the finality that comes from a hard failure.
It appears that in some cases even a theoretical chance of redemption can be enough to
recategorize something as a soft failure as can be seen in Participant 5’s description of her experience
with an online course she took:
I ended up failing the second course I did. Not failing, I kept putting off finishing the exam, so I
asked for an extension, then I asked for an extension, then asked for an extension and then they're
like, ‘you're out of extensions, you have to do an incomplete.' I was like, ‘does that mean I
failed?' They're like, ‘no, an incomplete is better than failing, it means you've withdrawn.'
The administration appeared to view and even directly label her failure differently than if she had
attempted the final exam and failed it. Rather than representing the finality of a hard failure, the term
‘incomplete’ suggested that she has not explicitly failed but still has the ability to reach the end goal. This
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may be an insignificant distinction in the reality of Participant 5's experience since she was not able to
take the exam any more than if she had failed and was trying to retake it, however it shows an unhealthy
belief that it is "better to quit than fail" similar to the one Participant 1 described in her rationale for
discontinuing a course. It also displays the distinction between a hard and soft fail quite well.
Dealing with Failure
The participants in this study displayed many different reactions to failure and methods for
dealing with it. The responses typically fell into two categories depending on whether or not a participant
approached the failure with a fixed or growth mindset.
Fixed Mindset
As discussed in the literature review, three main methods of avoiding failure or reacting to failure
are protection, avoidance, and blame (Dweck, 2006; Sitkin, 1992). Since protection was mostly discussed
in terms of parenting reactions, it is not surprising that it did not come up in these interviews because
those are not strategies students would directly implement. These students also did not discuss any
examples helicopter parenting. It is hard to know whether this is because their parents did not engage in
such behaviours or it just was not directly relevant enough to the interview topics. It is possible that
participants' parents did engage in helicopter parenting at one time, though if so, since all participants
were in third year or above, it is likely the parents would have stopped at this point. It is also possible that
they did not have parents that thought helicopter parenting was necessary. Research would support this
second hypothesis because of the independence and success of the majority of the participants (PadillaWalker & Nelson, 2012; van Ingen et al., 2015).
One interesting method of protection that was not discussed in the introduction but surfaced
during one of the interviews was the idea of self-protection in the form of a façade. Participant 4
described in great detail his struggle with perfectionism and how his response throughout high school and
his time in university was to act like he did not care at all.
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Thinking back on it, my actions, how I was in classes, how I was with my extracurriculars, I was
very committed to presenting an ‘I don’t care’ kind of facade. Yeah, I was very committed to that
just being like ‘oh it doesn’t matter, I don’t care.’ […] I never took sports as seriously as I could
of despite being okay at them, never took my health seriously as well. […] I was in band as well,
I was in French and I was in musicals, and I never took them as seriously as I should have either.
Unfortunately, this façade of not caring gave him an excuse not to try, which limited his ability to learn
from his mistakes or failures.
Compared to protection, avoidance was a much more common technique used to dealing with
potential failure. When participants were afraid there was a chance they might fail, many admitted to
having tried to avoid it. For example, Participant 3 acknowledged how his avoidance of risk limited his
opportunities:
I didn’t apply to certain opportunities but it’s a lot easier to kind of, ‘well I might not have got it
anyway.’ There wasn’t anything risked so there wasn’t anything lost except for an opportunity.”
So yeah, there's definitely times in high school where I could have done things and in undergrad,
I could have accepted different jobs, got different experiences, taken risks that there was some
chance of failure but had a pretty good chance of something interesting coming from them.
Participant 5 found that her fear of doing badly on multiple choice tests caused her to avoid courses that
used multiple choice tests as the main method of evaluation rather than picking courses based on her
interesting in the subject.
When I’m getting my quizzes back and it’s 58, I’m like what am I doing? I’m studying and
putting the time in… I can’t get it. So, I found myself looking at courses, I would go to like 7 to 9
classes at the beginning of the semester. This was the first semester I didn’t do that. But I would
go to a whole bunch of classes and go okay which, what am I going to stay in, what am I not?
And part of it was like listening to the syllabus, seeing how they worked, could I listen to them
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for the whole semester, was it content I really wanted or was I not really sure? I discovered some
great courses that way, but I think I also speed dated my way through some profs that might have
been really good after all. …. I guess I looked at their syllabus and if it was a lot of final exams or
quizzes and stuff like that that I have no idea if I’m going to do well in this, mixed with I would
look for other things to back that up, like ‘oh my goodness, why is he doing that? I don’t know if
I can listen to him.’ [laughs] Like that type of thing, I would be judgemental, but I was also
looking for information to backup why didn’t want to stay in that course.
Both of these participants reacted to their fear by avoiding situations that could cause potential failures.
However, they both expressed regret that they had lost out on opportunities because of their fear. As
Participant 5 said, “I think I also speed dated my way through some profs that might have been really
good after all.”
Either as a result of their generally reflective mindsets or because of a social desirability bias, the
participants did not mention reacting to failure by blaming others. However, there were instances where
they described having engaged in self-blame. For example, Participant 3 described the pressure he put on
himself in response to making a mistake:
First year, so coming out of high school, I freaked out because I messed up a deadline and there
was like a ‘read the chapter, respond to these eight questions to show you did the work’ which
was worth like 1% of my overall grade in that […] which is utterly meaningless as long as I put
my effort in but it completely freaked me out and I was like you know I’m an idiot, I’m the
stupidest. It was a huge self-bash at that point.
This overly critical attitude in response to failure appears to be a common reaction to failure as well.
Some sources (Allemand, Zimprich, & Hendriks, 2008; Kopala-Sibley, Mongrain, & Zuroff, 2013) might
suggest that this reaction would disappear with age and an ability to contextualize things, however,
Participant 5 admitted that she still reacts in a similar way even though she is in her mid-forties:
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I’m hard on myself, I beat up myself up, I wonder if I could have done something—could I have
gotten there faster if I had angled myself this way? Would I have caught the ball if I had done
this? Would that have been a better outcome for the patient?
Growth Mindset
In contrast to the coping strategies used with a fixed mindset, when participants viewed failure as
a learning opportunity rather than seeing it as a reflection of their fixed ability, participants reacted much
more productively. In this scenario, the most common responses were to take steps to solve the problem if
possible, and if not, try to learn from it and reduce the chance of it happening in the future. For example,
Participant 1 discussed how important it is to know your abilities and preparing accordingly:
I had a presentation this semester and the one before I didn’t give myself a whole lot of notes and
I was like, ‘I’ll be okay’ I’ll just, it’ll come naturally, I know what I want to talk about but then I
ended up standing up there and kind of freezing and stumbling over my words and then that
caused more anxiety because I’m standing there and I don’t remember what I wanted to say so
then my next presentation I had like an entire list of my notes. So, I wish I had more opportunities
to present and actually I definitely will in the education program, so that will be good, that will
challenge me. But yeah, it’s definitely about coping strategies for that and to give yourself
enough time to prepare.
A different but related strategy that Participant 7 described was how having an accurate understanding of
her abilities helps her avoid worrying about failure:
I don't know if I regularly expressed a fear of doing badly because…yeah no, I don't. Is this kind
of like the people who say ‘oh my god I'm going to fail' all the time? Yeah, that's not me because
I know if I put the effort in, I've got the internal locus of control if we go into the psych
definitions. I know that I can control how well I do for the most part based off of how well I study
and how much attention I pay in class.
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Participant 6 also discussed the value of knowing your abilities and reacting accordingly:
If you know that you don’t understand what’s going on and you don’t understand the material and
you’re really fearful of doing badly, if that’s actually true then you would seek to mitigate that.
How would you mitigate that fear or at least how do you mitigate the failing? So, you would, I
would, go to the professor and ask, ‘hey I don’t understand what this is about, can you elaborate
more?’
Sometimes the issue is not a fear of failure, but a situation of actually failing at something.
Participant 7 described how she used her failure on a calculus midterm as a learning opportunity:
Dealing with a fear of failure, well the fear was realized at that point. And it was like there's
nothing I can do about this mark. It's there, that's my mark. […] It wasn't me not studying, I
studied for a week straight, like hours on end for this, so it wasn't a lack of effort. It was a lack of
recognizing that I needed to go get extra help and you know what I did after that? Went and got
extra help. It didn't wear me down it was more motivation to do well for the rest of the semester.
[…] But yeah, I used it as a learning opportunity, I didn't let it stop me for the rest of the
semester. Which I could have done easily.
Participant 7's reaction to this failure shows her awareness and her growth mindset. If she had failed the
exam with a fixed mindset, she would have believed there was nothing more she could do and would have
given up. Yet, even after putting in a considerable effort to prepare for the test, she still focused on
finding new things she could do that would help her improve. However, she also noted how hard it can be
not to get discouraged by failure. It is important to understand that at times even the most growth-minded
participants of this study struggled with a fear of failure and ability to react to failure productively.
Reactions to Negative Feedback
Another interesting finding was that the way an individual reacts to negative feedback depends on
both the type of failure it could be viewed as (hard or soft) and whether the individual approaches the
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situation with a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. The four different types of reactions are shown in
Figure 1. When talking about negative feedback in terms of results in university, a perceived failure may

not be literally a failing grade but doing poorly compared to one's norm or expected result.
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Figure 1: Reactions to negative feedback

Many assessments in university do not give students an opportunity to revise their work. Negative
feedback on this kind of evaluation would be considered by most to be a hard failure because students are
not given a chance to use the feedback to guide revisions and develop their work. In this scenario, the
participants in this study were found to react in one of two ways. If they had a fixed mindset about it, they
saw the evaluation as a reflection on themselves and their abilities or intelligence. As Participant 1
explained, “A test, I feel like it’s a final grade. You got that, there’s no changing it. This is the number
that defines your intelligence.” She also talked about how failing a quiz made her feel about herself, “I
was just overly disappointed in myself for just not being good enough and trying so hard and getting
nowhere. It just felt hopeless.”
In contrast, if a student had a growth mindset, even though they were not given an immediate
opportunity for growth, they still viewed it as such. They would take the time to understand what they did
wrong and the feedback they got so they are able to learn from their mistakes and do better on their future
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work. In contrast to the above example, Participant 1 explained how she views feedback on a paper as
helpful even when she is not given an opportunity for revision:
You get the final grade but they also kind of point out where it could be improved so the final
grade is what it is but if there was a chance, which there usually isn’t, to rewrite it, it could be
improved so I guess I can see…it’s more hopeful, like I see areas that I can improve on. I can use
this paper for other things, I could even just if I wanted to, out of my own enjoyment sit down and
fix my paper to know that it’s now sitting at a better grade than it was before.
Participant 8 was also able to see the value in learning from tests for future knowledge:
I think it’s whatever you take from it, like if you write a test and you look over it afterwards and
you take time to realize what went wrong, I think it’s just as valuable as writing a paper and then
getting feedback and rewriting it or something.
Similarly, students react with either a fixed mindset or growth mindset when given an opportunity
to revise an essay or assignment after getting feedback. A student with a fixed mindset would still see the
feedback as a measure of their abilities or intelligence and would either ignore the feedback entirely or
believe they cannot make the improvements and thus give up. Fewer examples of this type of reaction
were brought up during the interviews due to the acquired growth orientation of most of this group.
However, Participant 4's continued struggle with his façade of not caring has caused him to react this
way. Whether he was given chances to revise or not he was focused on his inability to attain perfection: "I
just want [my work] to be perfect, I don't even want to try, it's ridiculous because trying feels too much
like failing to do something that should just happen." Rather than just believing that he was unable to
make improvements, he would avoid revising his work because he had set impossible standards for
himself, which he (rightly) believed he couldn't achieve, and as a result, he never tried.
The most positive results occur in a situation of soft failure where the student is given feedback
and an immediate opportunity to improve and the student believes that they have the capacity to make the
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changes. Participant 8 explained how she sees this as the most valuable option, even when given other
options:
I have a prof who at the end of the semester, if you hand in your paper on time you get full
feedback and the mark and if you hand it in a week after the due date you still get a mark and no
penalty but you don’t get any feedback and I would always—I would never not take the feedback
because I feel like that’s the most important.
These findings suggest that the more opportunities a professor can give students to revise
assignments, the more their development and improvement as learners can occur. However, it was also
found that students with a growth mindset will find ways to treat any kind of feedback as beneficial to
their development, and even when given opportunities to improve their work, students with fixed
mindsets may not take these opportunities.

Professor Characteristics that Inspire Trust & Respect
Unsurprisingly, the findings of this study agreed with previous research about the important role
professors play in students’ learning process. While it appears that trust between classmates and other
factors that create a trustworthy, supportive classroom environment are important to facilitate student
learning, the study’s participants mostly discussed different characteristics of professors that have helped
or hindered their learning in the past. Considering the importance of therapists’ supportive traits in the
therapist-client relationship (Shirk, Karver, & Brown, 2011), and the importance of employers’ leadership
skills in employee-employer relationships (Arnold et al., 2007; Bass, 1999), it is not surprising that the
professor-student relationship can have a large impact on student learning.
Past research suggested the importance of trust and respect in the classroom (Arnold et al., 2007;
Dweck, 2006; Gregory & Ripski, 2008; Robinson & Aronica, 2015). Both of these traits appeared to play
an important role in the participants' experiences. However, several other characteristics emerged as
important as well. The characteristics listed by multiple participants included a trustworthy professor, a
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professor that acts in a way that elicits respect from students, a professor who has respect for the students,
comes across as caring, validates their efforts or abilities, and is passionate about the subject they are
teaching.
A professor acting in a way that inspires trust, or conversely, a lack of trust, can have a huge
impact on students' learning experience. Participant 8 talked about the disrespectful way her first-year
class was treated by an instructor and how his actions made it an untrusting environment:
I took a linear algebra class and the whole class was like ‘what the fuck is going on?’ and the
instructor was so rude. He was a grad student and he didn’t understand when people didn’t
understand stuff. People would ask questions and he would be like ‘we covered that.’ And so, I
was like okay I can’t ask any questions in this class I guess. And then I found out from my friend
just this past summer that everyone he knew and he himself had failed and had to retake it.
This experience shows how important it is for students to trust a professor enough to ask questions. If
students do not feel comfortable getting help from an instructor—or feel that they will not be given
assistance if they ask, they will avoid seeking it. This also suggests that good professors must have
growth mindsets and believe in students' abilities to improve. In the example given, and evidence would
suggest many others, even the realistic potential of failing a course will not be enough to get students to
approach a professor they feel they cannot trust. Similarly, students must feel they can trust the teaching
and marking methods that professors use. Participant 5 described how frustrating the learning process can
be for students when this is not the case.
There’s a part of me that just wanted to shut down, I was so frustrated. I don’t trust her feedback
and her marks, I don’t, like to this moment I still have no idea how to get a better mark writing
for her and she would say well read the papers twice… I am.
When a student feels they are able to trust their professor it gives them much more freedom for growth
and learning because they are not constantly worrying about other things such as how the professor will
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mark their work. Participant 5’s experience with a different professor highlighted this well.
I'm thinking of the whole idea of once the trust is built then I know I don't have to worry about
the mark. So like Dr. S., I've no idea what I'm doing marks-wise I don't know, I haven't seen a
mark all semester. I didn't see a mark all last semester until the very end and that was okay with
me because I know that I'm doing what she wants. So we built the trust, we've been working
really closely for the last couple of years, so when I go in and get feedback from her, I sometimes
don't quite know what to do with the feedback but I respond and I change what I'm doing or I
reflect back about what she's talked about. And she sees that work even when I don't understand
completely what it is I've done, she sees that I've incorporated it in.
It is also important that students respect the person who is teaching them. This respect can lead to greater
motivation and inspiration to learn as Participant 8 explained,
I feel like with my English profs, you have the same prof over and over, or like writing a good
paper and then they know it's a good paper, you kind of want to live up to that and write another
good paper. But I don't think it's a bad thing, I think R. thinks highly of me and you know… but I
don't know—it makes me want to write better papers for him but it's not something that I think
about a lot. […] It's kind of like a two-way street, like I really like his teaching and the way he
thinks about literature, so I want to write good papers for him but if I have a prof that I don't
really like…I guess it matters less? I'll still do my best but like I would want to write better papers
for the profs that I really respect. I don't know if that a good thing but because I like him, I put in
a little bit more, I will put in extra effort for stuff that I hand in to him.
As necessary as it is for students to respect their professor, it is equally important that the
professor show respect for students and their abilities. A show of respect for students can inspire students
and prompt respect from them in return. Conversely, a professor that is disrespectful to students rarely
inspires students to respect them. The following quote from Participant 7 exemplifies how much a
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professor's respect for students and their abilities can improve students' learning experience and
motivation:
I have one prof who expects a lot from her students, at least she doesn’t dumb things down for
anybody because if you put your mind to it you can learn the material and if you have an open
mind of doing things more independently then you will succeed eventually. It might take a while,
it might—you might need to reconsider the way that you’ve studied in the past but you will learn
from her. Like you just want to do well because it’s her. […] A lot of people respect her and I
feel like she gives that respect and it’s just natural to want to respect someone like that and then
her high standards make you like feel accomplished when you do do well.
Participant 7 also elaborated on how important she feels it is for professors to show students respect, not
just as a way to improve students’ learning experience but also as a common courtesy and behaviour
modeling:
I know some profs make it like their goal to learn all the students’ names once they’re in that
less—like a hundred and fifty students is a lot but 40 isn’t as bad so I think they do have respect
and try to get to know you as a student. And I think other people just give you respect because
that’s how adults connect with adults and you have to remember that students even though
they’re young they are adults and they’re trying to learn how to interact and if you as a professor
in a position of power treat them like they are less than a human being then that’s not setting them
up to see others with respect later on down the road. […] I get treated like a human being who
can talk, like I’m on equal grounds instead of ‘oh the I deserve so much respect from you’ kind of
thing. They don’t tend to demand respect the way that other people can sometimes.”
This idea that professors work as role models for respectful adult relationships appears to be a valuable
point. As university students grow into adults, professors are one of the main models they have of
authority relationships and adult-adult relationships. Thus, it seems likely that how professors interact
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with students may influence how students treat others later in life when interacting with other adults and
especially if they find themselves in positions of power. Participant 7 supported this idea by finishing the
conversation around the topic by saying, “whether that’s true, if they think about it that way it’s definitely
something I would consider when I’m older.”
Professors who show caring attitudes towards their students and make an effort to reach out
appear to make students feel important, inspire students, and leads to students valuing the professor and
course more. Participant 1 explained her experience with professors who displayed caring action differed
from professors who did not seem to care:
I think when I have a professor that doesn’t expect to meet with me and want to get to know me it
makes me value their teaching ability in less of a good way. I feel like I don’t value them because
they don’t really value me so then I definitely look at them in less of a positive light which makes
me like the course less, which makes me not as motivated to do good. I think it’s really important
to have a teacher that wants to see you succeed because that motivates you to want to succeed as
well. Whereas if you have teachers that don’t really care, don’t know your name, don’t have an
interest in seeing you succeed, I think for me especially after having so many professors that are
so motivated, to have the ones that don’t care it’s just less of a motivation because you can just
never show up to class and disappear and they wouldn’t care. Whereas I’ve had other teachers
who would specifically email me and be like ‘hey, we should meet because you haven’t shown up
to class and I want to work through this and make sure you can succeed.’
Another way the participant seemed to measure professors’ degree of caring was in the amount of
effort a professor put into their course. Similar to expressing caring directly, higher levels of effort also
seemed to affect students’ motivation to work harder and value the course. Participant 1 explained, “If I
get into a class setting and my peers and my teacher knows that I didn’t do the readings, it makes me feel
worse about it because they’re aware that I didn’t do it.” When asked why she would feel bad about her
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professors knowing she did not do the work, she answered with:
I would definitely feel like I was letting my professors down. Like they are amazing, I’ve had so
many amazing professors here that want to sit down and work one-on-one with me and just are
amazing, so I feel bad when I’m in a seminar class and they’re expecting us to do this work and
they’re doing work and I didn’t put in the work. I generally feel bad.
Participant 1’s belief that professors who put a lot of effort into teaching deserve effort from students in
return was echoed in various ways by other participants. Participant 3 gave an example of how a
professor’s lack of effort affected the way he viewed her and subsequently his thoughts about the course:
I had a professor that said attendance is mandatory, everything I do is important, so you can’t
miss any days, one unexcused absence is an automatic fail. She had five unexcused absences that
semester. She didn’t show up. […] She had taught an academic writing class and our final project
was an annotated bibliography. We didn’t write anything in the entire class more than one page.
For an academic writing class. […] She didn’t care because the reason she was there was to
collect a paycheck as a sessional and for the prestige to be able to call herself a professor.
Whether or not Participant 3’s assessment of his instructor’s reasons for teaching is accurate is not overly
important. His assumptions and description of the effort she put into the course show how much her
actions and apparent lack of effort coloured his judgment of her as an instructor. He did not stop to
question whether her failure to show up could have been the result of uncontrollable life circumstances,
rather it appears that his experience just left him feeling bitter and uncared for by the instructor. It is
worth noting that he did display the tendency to make excuses for or question potential unknown causes
for people’s actions in other points in the interview, so this appears to reflect his view of the instructor
rather than his attitudes toward others in general.
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Another quality professors may show that seems to have a significant impact on students is them
taking the time to recognize and validate students' efforts or abilities. Participant 1 highlighted this well
when she explained how her professor recommending she participate in this study made her feel:
R. sent me an email and it said ‘Dear E’ so I was like, okay it’s just to me and then he said that he
chose students in his class that were critical thinkers and motivated and he’d seen improvement in
them and that just made me feel awesome because I was like, wow he recognized that I’ve had
improvements. I’ve had two classes with him and that he thinks that I’m a critical thinker, and I
was just really honoured.
Participant 5 expressed similar appreciation for professors validating her work and the frustration and
betrayal she felt when her work was not reasonably validated. In the following excerpt she is explaining
her reaction to having received repeated 2/3 on weekly assignments that she put hours and hours into and
other students barely tried, but got the same mark on:
I don't get it. And it's like other people were not even reading the articles and just spilling stuff on
paper and they were getting a two so I would work really hard the next week to try and improve it
and I'd get a two again. Finally, I went ‘forget this! This is not something worth my effort. I'm
taking valuable time away from other courses to put into something that I'm not being rewarded
for.' So, I stopped working at them and I started just barely like putting effort into—like I'd read
the article still because I wanted to be learning the information and be prepared for class, but I
stopped spending hours trying to make the perfect paper, like I don't care. I didn't trust her marks,
I didn't trust how she was going to mark it whereas I trust A., when I write something for him I'll
put the effort in because I know I'm going to be rewarded for it. If I write something for S., I'll put
the effort in because I know I'll be rewarded for it. Same with Dr. S. I've been rewarded for it."
When Participant 5 talked about "being rewarded" what she was actually referring to was validation of the
effort she put in. These two examples display just how valuable validation can be to student motivation
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and how unmotivating and disheartening a lack of validation can be.
Passion about the subject being taught is another characteristic that multiple participants stated as
something that inspired them or increased their motivation to learn. Participant 3 described how a
passionate professor can actually offset the effects of harder coursework resulting in better retention and
marks:
I did a lot better in 3rd and 4th-year biology classes then I did in 1st and 2nd year and theoretically
one would make an assumption that you go from less advanced topics to more advanced topics,
the amount of understanding that’s required is increased, so that should increase the difficulty
level. I found the opposite is true. It’s a lot easier to be engaged when the material is interesting.
And particularly when the professors are passionate about what they’re speaking about. […] You
always remember a really good conversation you had with someone, so if you had a professor
who’s passionate about that and finds a good way to explain it, it’s a lot easier than just taking an
anatomy class and going well these are the veins that run down the side of the neck and these are
the nerves that control the eyelids.
A passionate professor played an even more significant role in Participant 8's university experience.
Leaving high school, she held the mindset that "sciences are the way to go." She described how set on
sciences she was, "I was just thinking sciences. I never would have considered Arts right out of high
school, I remember thinking, ‘why would you get an English degree, you speak English.’ When asked
how she lost that mindset and ended up becoming an English major she shared the following story:
I think it changed like the first English class that I took the prof was I so passionate about
literature and I’ve like never…like he made me want to read all the time and I’ve always been a
big reader but he liked to read from the book and like rip his glasses off and he was just like so
into it and I was like that’s really cool so then I was like I’m going to do the English minor.
The passion that Participant 8 saw in her first English professor inspired her to see the value in English
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as a subject and take it as a minor which eventually led to her deciding to major in it. If she had not had
an experience like this, it is very possible that she would have stayed focused on her science courses and
never seen the value in English or other Arts courses. Whether providing more motivation for a student
who is already passionate about a subject or giving students new inspiration and appreciation of a topic, it
is clear that a passionate professor can have a large impact on students' learning experience.
Some of the inspiring actions that the professors did in these examples took reasonable amounts
of time or effort, but others such as validating and acknowledging a student's efforts and growth in an
email or checking in with them if they do not show up to class only take minutes. However, it is clear
from the descriptions of these students that even these small gestures can have valuable effects on student
engagement and motivation.

Quantity and Quality
A review of previous research suggested that schools and individuals alike tend to focus more on
quantity than quality (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; Dee & Jacob, 2011; National Education
Commission on Time and Learning, 1994/2005; OECD, 2014; Pope, 2001). Several study participants
noted having experienced classes where this was the case. Participant 1 described her experience with her
anatomy class:
It’s sciences so I might be biased, but like the whole idea is to give an excessive amount of
information that I think is too much information and to essentially memorize it and then to go in
and spit that out. […] Whereas with Arts things, you’re writing a paper about it, you think
critically about it, you discuss it, you’re not forced to memorize it and have it ingrained in your
brain. But yeah, anatomy has felt like a lot of information, forced to memorize it and it seems like
a lot. [laughs] It was a lot.
Participant 7 who is used to the amount of information students are required to know in many biology
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classes had a similar experience in an upper year biology course:
I took a biology of cancer course last year and there was just so much material by the time we got
to the final exam it was like I can’t get all this in my head. […] I know a lot of people who left a
lot of that exam blank.
She went on to explain,
The lectures were just so fast-paced and it was just so much by the end of the semester that there
just wasn't time because I was in five courses, there were four others to do work for at the end of
the semester, so I couldn't devote all of my time to that one course whereas it deserved all the
time if I were to get a really good mark on that exam. Yeah, I don't know how I would adapt to
actually do well in that situation though.
Participant 8 also experienced a situation in her semester at the University of Waterloo where she felt too
much was expected of students:
Every class was in the same room and the profs would come to us and you just be there all day
and it was just like…yeah I don’t know it was just like the whole experience like we would have
six to eight hour surveying Labs—I was in civil engineering—it would be dark by the time you
had to walk home or be like a half an hour walk and then you’d expect it to do like 6 hours of
homework at night. […] I guess it works for some but it’s very much a work hard play hard
mentality and I think that’s stupid, like I want to be able to sleep, I want to take care of myself too
like I want to have good mental health.
All three of these examples portray scenarios where the quality of students’ work—and in at least the
third case—potentially other areas of their lives, like mental health, suffer. These findings support the
idea that curricula focus too much on the quantity of material learned and it may be wise to consider
reducing the required material (OECD, 2014; OCED, 2017; Pope, 2001). However, other findings from
this study have an interesting take on this problem and solution.
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The general body of research appears to view the issue as a binary solution, either you have a
large quantity at the expense of quality or you could reduce the quantity to have a higher quality. Looking
at examples such as the extreme opposites of the Finnish and South Korean school systems, this definitely
appears to be the case (OECD, 2014; OCED, 2017; Ripley, 2013). However, the participants of this study
suggest that it is not a simple relationship that requires a sacrifice of one for the other. Instead, there
appears to be a more complex interrelationship between quantity and quality that varies for each
individual depending on their values and time management abilities. Four different types of quantityquality interactions were evident in the data, each with very different consequences for the individual in
the situation (shown in Figure 2). The four interactions are high quantity-low quality, high quantity-high
quality, low quantity-high quality, and low quantity-low quality.

Efficient

Disappointed

Maintaining
quality in high
quantity

- Quality +

Valuable work but
limited amount

Couch Potato
Small amount of
mindless work

Frazzled
Lots of work
leading to limited
quality

- Quantity +
Figure 2: Interrelationship of quality and quantity

A student who has a high quantity-low quality ratio would likely be busy doing things that are not
necessarily fulfilling and valuable to them and as a result would be stressed and busy because they are
doing more than they should without breaks of quality time to balance it out. The stereotype of the
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constantly overtired, stressed university student who memorizes vast amounts of small details with little
time spend on context or critique would fall into this category. Participant 7 talked about how her goal to
get into medical school caused her to focus on a large quantity of low-quality material in her first year:
When I first got here, that's what made me study so much. I think I burned myself out a little bit
because I'd go to the library all the time. I kind of learned how to study a bit better as time went
on and started doing shorter days and shorter hours and having better goals. […] I would be at the
library for 6 hours when I didn't have to be and it was just me not having good enough method. I
thought for some reason that I needed to read my cell book and take really long notes when the
key points in the back of the chapter were just as good. So I didn't need to waste my time reading
the chapter and reading the chapter was taking too long and then I started to fall behind in a little
bit in that course.
Participant 5 described her views of the “requirements” students must meet to be successful in life more
generally:
So, you have to volunteer, you have to be a robot, you have to do a zillion things at once and be
really good at it in order to prove that you can do it to enter in this world of insanity. And it’s like,
you know, I want to say do you really want that life of insanity, but I also get when you want that
goal that means you have to play the game to do it.
A student who is able to balance a full course-load, social life, and work without getting stressed
would be characterized as having a high quantity-high quality ratio. By doing things that are valuable to
them and efficiently managing the things they must get done with things they enjoy, people with this kind
of balance are able maintain a higher level of busyness than those with a lower quality of experience.
Participant 7 contrasted her first-year experience of focusing too much on quantity and not spending time
on things she valued with her goals for being in medical school which better exemplify a high quantity-
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high quality situation:
First year I wouldn’t give myself that break and towards the end of first semester first year I
didn’t want to do it anymore, so I had to push through that. It was a good thing I got through that
because that was a good learning experience but after that I would allow myself more breaks. […]
When I do take breaks I’m able to get more done, like in a week versus before. So, me going into
a program that’s going to be way busier than like I’ve ever been, I’m going to have to keep that in
the back of my head because I know as soon as I start there it’s going to be the same thing as first
year all over again, where it’s like ‘I’ve got to study!’ I’m trying to think of ways and the dog is
one of those ways, taking me outside for a little bit of time, doing something else as opposed to
just school, so… it’s definitely a lot to learn, but I’m getting there.
Participant 7 has learned how important it is to spend time on activities you value, especially when you
have a large number of things you must do. Participant 5 also described a group of students who work to
make sure they are focusing on quality by slowing their school timeline down slightly and including time
for other activities they value.
Then there's the next group of people like on a pyramid, that like they're still really good students,
they're working their butts off, they're maybe doing some working or they're putting all their
effort into school with a little bit of volunteering work. Being involved with stuff like S. and them
over at the psych lounge. They're very involved in that stuff. I love what she did of doing it
spread over the five years that's a perfect balance of being able to be involved and it was still busy
but doing four courses allowed her some freedom to be able to volunteer and be involved in all
the school stuff.
A low quantity-high quality ratio of workload would correspond with the typical solution for
overfilled curriculums and schooldays. The idea is that by reducing quantity, the quality will be improved.
This solution was supported by some of the findings of this study, for instance, Participant 2 reflected on
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how her work has improved since she reduced her course-load to three courses per semester, "when you're
taking three you have more time to understand. When you're taking three, you're able to achieve better
grades because you have less other coursework to deal with at the same time." However, the data from
this study seems to suggest that lowering quantity is not always the best answer. Too little quantity of a
quality thing is not ideal either. For example, someone who loves sports but only gets to play once a week
may be disappointed that they do not get to play more regularly. The participants' experiences showed
that sometimes a higher quantity of a valued thing can be the best option. Some people might think that
having a steady job and a relaxed routine would be ideal, but Participant 1 explained how important it is
to her to maintain a certain level of achievement in her life:
I definitely want to be able to live for myself to just like learn different things and keep up with
my curiosity of life and different learning things, so I’d be a failure if I didn’t travel and if I didn’t
keep learning things because I got stuck in a job that I hate. […] I feel like I have so many goals
and things I want to do so to not do those, I would just like feel like I kind of deprived myself
of….cool stuff I could have done.
Another situation which was not explicitly discussed in any interviews, but appears to happen
frequently, is the situation where bright students who are ahead of their class must work at the slower
pace of the class and as a result get bored and restless. In some cases, these students will start distracting
other students as a way to entertain themselves or stop investing in the work because the lack of challenge
is demotivating to them (Dweck, 1999; Michou et al., 2014; Miller, 2003). In the case of Participant 3’s
friend, it appears that he did not really start gaining much knowledge until his third year of university:
I have a friend that slept through most of his calculus classes first-year and got an 87. He slept
through a midterm, so they talked to the professor and got the midterm added to the final and hit
like an 85 on the final and he just he wouldn't show up to a class before 10 o'clock that was just
how he was, and it wasn't until he got into 3rd year computer science, he’s like well this is actually
real shit, I have to actually show up.
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Clearly this student was not being pushed by the quantity or quality of material covered and as a result, he
did not feel the need to attend class. This shows that limiting quantity can also limit how much students'
learning without improving the quality. In terms of reducing material covered or the number of questions
on a test, the following example from Participant 1 shows that done to the extreme this is not always ideal
either.
I’ve had classes where it’s like a 50% midterm but it’s a take-home essay midterm and then a
50% take-home essay final and I feel it’s expecting a lot to show what I know in four questions
that are like half a page each or a full page each to represent everything I know in class.
She was also preparing for a test with an even greater limit on quantity:
I have a test this semester and it’s just one question and it’s computer-generated and it’s one
essay question, but then somebody else in the class is getting a different question. And I don’t
know how well we can judge what I know if all the questions are different and there’s only one
for this one test worth 30%. I feel like there’s so much more we learned that I’m not given the
opportunity to share.
In this case, the quantity has been reduced so students have time to put quality work in, however reducing
the quantity too much may result in an inaccurate representation of students’ knowledge.
A low quantity-low quality ratio may not appear to be a problematic situation. However, the data
suggested that it has the potential to be the least fulfilling situation of the four possibilities. In this
situation, an individual would not be stressed out in any way because of the lower quantity, but the lack of
quality may lead to them feeling dissatisfied. For example, Participant 1 explained how on days when she
does little, she feels unfulfilled rather than refreshed.
It’s almost like a failure of a day if I let things get to me and I feel down and not motivated to do
things. Like sometimes I come home from school and I’m extremely tired and I just want to
vegetate and watch TV when I know there’s so many other things I could be doing, but I just feel
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tired and rundown. And so, days like that I feel I’m not living up to what I could be doing, just
like reading a book or listening to a podcast or something that’s more developing my brain than
like mind-numbing TV.
In this case, the experience is unfulfilling not because of the activities she is doing or the amount of time
she is spending on them, but because she does not value sitting down and watching TV. She believes that
developing her brain would be a higher quality activity. However, other people may really value sitting
down and relaxing while watching TV. To them, that might be the quality break that they need. When
directly applying this to education, it is very possible that reducing the amount of schoolwork may lead to
a low quantity-low quality experience for some students. Especially since reducing the quantity of work
students must do may improve the condition of work but may not lead them to value it any more than
before, which appears to be the important factor.
One thing that was evident from talking to the participants in this study is that this perfect
combination of quality and quantity differs for everyone. What might be perfect for one student may
stress another student out or may not be something they value. Each person has a unique calibration—that
“right” combination of quantity and quality that they must find and work to maintain in their lives.
Calibration is more about the value that an activity has rather than how much time is spent on it. By
finding the right balance for themselves, people are able to maximize both quality and quantity in a
healthy, productive way.
Almost all of the students in this study seemed to have found ways to reach their calibration
during university. Some seem to have come to university with this ability, others learned it along the way.
However, three strategies that played an important role in helping these students achieve calibration were
good time management techniques, deliberate decision-making, and flexibility for when plans needed to
be adjusted. Participant 1 described how her time-management techniques have helped her since her first
year:
I remember in first-year I would come home from class and I lived in Bernie and my friends
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would be next door and just like hanging out and goofing around and I would be in my room
getting my readings done and then I would hang out in the evenings and when I had free time, but
I would always get my things done first and then hang out with everybody.
Making sure she got her work done efficiently first, allowed her to enjoy time with her friends without
any stress of knowing she still had schoolwork she had to get done. Participant 8 described the learning
process she had to go through to figure out how to find the right calibration between academics and her
social life:
Second year, I was going out more and I had a boyfriend and I sucked at balancing, that’s why
my marks were so bad. But then I got used to that. […] I don’t know anybody who is in a fulltime course-load and thinks ‘oh I’ve done all that I can do now. I’ll just like chill out for the day,’
There’s always something you can do. So like learning the balance of when you’re like ‘okay,
now I’m going to take some time for me or take time to see my friends and stuff.’
One final point that must be made is that while these students have found a calibration that works
for them, that does not mean that they will never experience stress or feelings of unfulfillment.
Maintaining calibration is a complex process and constant learning experience because the activities in
your life are always changing. But using the skills they have developed, they will continue to work on it.
Since the calibration of the ratio between these two factors is so unique for everyone, it would be
difficult for schools or teachers to create a perfect balance for entire classes. It seems reasonable to focus
on limiting quantity below an extreme and to help make the material seem more valuable to students, so
they can view schoolwork as a quality way of using their time. By being aware of the uniqueness of
individual calibration, perhaps more emphasis could be placed on flexibility in the curriculum to work
better for student differences. The most important takeaway from these findings, however, may be to
improve resources to help teach students to become more mindful of their own abilities and values so they
can develop the awareness and skills required to reach the calibration that works best for them.
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Social Comparison and Over-Competitiveness
The findings around competitiveness were the least clear-cut and over-competitiveness was the
mindset factor that appeared to vary most from previous research. According to the findings of this study,
the only real consistency in the data was the idea that competitiveness is an outgrowth of social
comparison and the effects that growth and fixed mindsets have in competitive individuals. If a person
does not compare themselves to others, they will have no benchmark to compete against. If a person does
engage in social comparison, they may have competitive aspects to their personality or they may not. The
breakdown of factors that play a role in how individuals' respond in competitive situations is displayed in
Figure 3.
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Figure 3: The complexities of competitiveness

One traditional belief about competitiveness is the idea of "the competitive personality."
Certainly, some people tend to react competitively in almost any situation. However, this study suggested
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that it is not as simple as someone having a consistently competitive personality or not. Instead, a person
may react competitively in certain aspects of their life, but not in others, e.g., a person may be competitive
academically, but less so when playing board games. Several factors seemed to play a role in whether or
not participants reacted competitively in situations, including the type of social comparison, fixed or
growth mindsets, and competitive tendencies.
Evidence suggests that any time a person engages in downward social comparison—viewing their
own accomplishments against someone with lesser accomplishments—will make them feel better about
themselves (Brown et al., 2007; Buunk, Oldersma, & de Dreu, 2001). This appears to be true whether the
person has a growth or fixed mindset, the only difference would be what qualities they attribute their
greater success to, "natural intelligence" or ability plus effort.
When engaging in upward social comparison—comparing their accomplishments to someone
who has had greater success—the participants reported very different responses depending on whether
they had a fixed or growth mindset. An individual with a fixed mindset and competitive tendencies would
believe there was nothing they could do to compete, so they would give up and feel bad about themselves
or potentially derogate the more successful other. Participant 4 recalled his response to anyone who got
higher marks than him:
I like to compare marks and I mean any time someone would be like ‘I got a slightly higher mark
than you,’ I’d just be like ‘how much you study, bro? and they’d be like ‘eh, like a few nights,
like just last night’ and I was like ‘cool, I left my book at school.’
Participant 4's response to others doing better than him was to detract from their success by implying they
had put in too much effort.
A person with a fixed mindset who lacks competitiveness would give up, but not be overly hard
on themselves because they would not feel that they could compete and would not be surprised by their
poorer performance. When asked why she does not think of herself as a competitive person, Participant 1
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gave the following explanation:
I feel like I just know that I’m never going to be as good as other people so then I’m like, I
don’t—I also don’t feel the need to be way better than anybody in a competitiveness way, like I
don’t feel that need to be better than somebody.
In both of these cases, the fixed mindset stops the individual from believing that they have the ability to
improve and do the same thing they see someone else doing.
In contrast, a growth mindset would result in an individual believing they have the ability to
continue to improve. The findings suggest that an individual with a growth mindset and competitive
tendencies would react to upward social comparison by being motivated to try to win. This combination
of traits is likely the mindset that most very competitive people have (Dweck, 2006). This type of reaction
stems from the goal of self-improvement inherent in the growth mindset while also maintaining selfpresentation which is partially an intrinsic and partially an extrinsic motivation for competition (Dweck,
2006).
In contrast to the fixed mindset Participant 4 struggled with in school, he appeared to have a
growth mindset when playing sports, "I go hard when I placed sports when I would play the sports I
would go absolutely nuts, like there was no not trying." Participant 1 also described a friend of hers that is
just as motivated by competition, at least in certain circumstances:
Although I do have a friend that—like one friend is extremely smart and then my other friend is
also really smart but whenever she does better than him she's like ‘I won,' and I'm like ‘what do
you mean you won? What does that even mean?' and so I think for her comparing herself to her
friend is to do better than him because he's so smart and she's definitely motivated by that.
The success of others can inspire growth by showing it is possible to achieve greater success. An
individual with a growth mindset and non-competitive tendencies would respond to upward social
comparison by being motivated to better themselves. They would see someone else achieving something
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and want to try to learn from that person rather than want to be better than them, as Participant 1
described:
I guess a lot of my scenarios I’m thinking of would be more like a school thing where you’re not
really being judged on if you can be as good as the person beside you, it’s more like a personal
thing. I feel like I’d want to learn from that person. Like when somebody tells me something I
don’t know, I’m pretty interested, and I just try to ask as many questions about it as I can and just
try to understand it. And it’s maybe not so much just to get where they’re at but just kind of build
on what I know.
Similarly, Participant 7 talked about how comparing her results with others’ results can be a healthy
motivator to try harder:
‘Oh, that person got a hundred on this, that means it was possible,’ so I can try to study and get
something like that too. I find that’s a good way to motivate instead of that person themself. […]
like I can try to obtain this too. And this is me recognizing my own privilege, like there’s no, I
don’t have a learning disability, there’s nothing that’s holding me back academically except for
my own effort so if I see someone else doing really well, it means I can to.
In this example, Participant 7 portrayed a way to compare to others’ results as a motivation to try harder,
without thinking of it as a competition. She is able to view comparison in this way because of her noncompetitive attitude and growth mindset.
As is evident from these findings, competitiveness is far from a simple cut-and-dried personality
trait the way it might appear when filling out a Likert scale of competitiveness.
Degree of Competitiveness
The degree of competitiveness found in participants was much less than the research would
suggest. There are several speculative reasons why this may have been the case. It is possible that the
sample just happened to include eight non-competitive people. This could have been due to the sampling
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method and the small size of the sample, or it is possible that low-competitiveness may be a trait that
correlates with the transformational qualities used as criteria in the recruitment process. It is possible that
none of these participants were at a time in their life where they felt the need to be competitive
(Participant 1 and 7 had already been accepted to further programs for the next year, Participant 2, 5, and
6 knew that their grades will place them in the running for acceptance to graduate programs, Participant 3
was not at a point where he was applying for jobs or future graduate school, Participant 4 was not
currently in school and had a job, and Participant 8 already had a job lined up for the next year). It is also
possible that as part of their calibration strategies, these students felt that being overly-competitive was
not helpful or necessary. In contrast, people with highly competitive personalities or motivations may be
singularly focused on what will give them a competitive edge and only engage in activities that would
benefit them. Those people would be highly unlikely to even consider taking part in a study like this since
it would not benefit them in any obvious way.
It is also possible that the sample was reasonably representative of the UPEI population and that
the UPEI environment does not mirror more competitive environments elsewhere where past research has
been completed. This speculation is supported by the fact that much of the research on competitiveness
has been done in the United States which has a very high emphasis on competition (Davies & Hammack,
2005; Duina, 2011). Therefore, lower levels of competitiveness may be found across Canada than would
be predicted by the research. Additionally, smaller institutions such as UPEI are less likely to promote a
highly competitive atmosphere than larger Canadian universities that are more focused on growth,
reputation, and innovation.
Multiple comments by the participants supported the idea that the general UPEI community may
not be overtly competitive. For example, at UPEI, many of the students who hang out in student lounges
and enjoy collaborating with others are among the high achievers in each program. This is a stark contrast
to the student populations in larger universities where high achievers are typically the loners and will have
little to do with other students. Additionally, the idea that many students come to a smaller, local
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university “just to get a degree” and see a degree as “just a piece of paper” highlights that many students
may not be overly focused on competition and striving to be the best.
PEI as an Inherently Non-Competitive Community
One possible suggestion for why UPEI might be an inherently less competitive environment is
that it is a result of the cultural beliefs in the community surrounding it. Without more research on the
topic, this is pure speculation; however, some might argue that Prince Edward Island's (PEI) historical
context has encouraged stability and collaboration over growth and competitiveness. Historically, PEI's
economy has been largely based on fishing and agriculture which have the potential to be unstable
sources of income (Randall, Desserud, & MacDonald, 2015). This may have encouraged inhabitants to
have a high appreciation of stability and see this as an end goal. In other places where resources are more
consistently available, inhabitants likely take stability for granted and thus began striving for other things
such as innovation. In places of instability, collaboration is typically valued more than competition
because it is necessary for survival. When someone is struggling, community members will help them
out, and in return, they will support others when they need it. PEI is known for this collaborative
community aspect quality. It is not uncommon to see stories of Islanders helping each other in the local
newspapers (Martel, 2018; PEI Food Exchange, 2016).
In addition to the collaborative aspect developed out of necessity, PEI is also known for its
relatively high proportion of Roman Catholics, which may play a role in the issue as well (Statistics
Canada, 2015). The following discussion with Participant 4 suggests the role religion might play in
promoting a low regard for competition as well. When touching on motivations for sports, he listed
competition, solidarity, and spectatorship before going on to say, "and just, oh my gosh here comes a
gross competitive side but maybe the desire to be better than others. I don't know like I guess that's a thing
I don't like to admit these things but they're…they're things." When asked to elaborate on why he does not
like to disclose his competitive side since that is a common human trait, his response was:
I don’t know it feels like… It always feels wrong though. I was also raised Catholic so…yeah.
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We’re not supposed to hold ourselves above each other I think. We’re all supposed to like
Kumbaya around the campfire and lift each other up.
Common stereotypes of Islanders reflect this idea. It is not uncommon in conversation with Islanders to
hear mentions of "someone getting above themselves" or the idea that "it was good enough for my
generation, so it's good enough for kids nowadays." This set of values was reflected by Participant 7 when
asked whether she values doing her best or being the best in a class more:
I think that it's more important to be the best that you can be, so the first option. Compared to
being better than everybody else because I find that's a really good way to make everyone around
you not want to be near you. You just get the vibe of people who want to be better than
everybody else and kind of look down on people, and I find that they end up not getting the
bigger picture of what's important. I think relationships with other people is really important and
getting along well, like I measure that as part of being successful.
This idea of valuing collaboration was expressed by Participant 4 as well when he mentioned group
projects in school:
Group work can be and is an important thing to learn how to do. It can be amazing, very
fulfilling. Meet amazing people, do good work together, develop ideas because no one person
knows everything or can think in every different way or catches every detail. It's invaluable to
have different perspectives, but it can also be very difficult to reconcile.
Participant 5 also described the value she sees in community and collaboration.
I'm used to having a whole bunch of friends or having a whole bunch of camaraderie friends, so
that's the part that was different, like in the sense of not wanting to… not knowing where my
place was. But once I found my community, in every class I would find a community, like A.,
I've got to be honest, she played a huge part like that day she came to me and said that and then
she said she wanted to study with me and then we started studying together […] we took courses
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together on purpose and then I met other people that I try and take courses with because it works
well.
While it is not possible to conclude that this valuing of collaboration is consistent across the whole
sample and the greater UPEI student population, it is an interesting postulation. It appears possible that
the historically agriculture-based and religious background of PEI may promote an appreciation for
consistency and collaboration and a devaluing of competition and improvement. If this were true, that
could explain why most of the participants were not overly focused on competition and did not appear to
value competition as much as might be expected from previous research. It is also interesting to note that
Participant 6 who was the only participant born and raised outside of the Maritimes was the only one who
explicitly focused on and emphasized the idea of competition. An example of his views were discussed in
the following excerpt between him and the interviewer:
Participant: Naturally university has designed itself to be competitive against everyone else, I
mean we're here competing. If you think about it, we're all here trying to get a degree and trying
to get ahead in society. We're all competing with each other naturally. Even you might not feel
that way, we just inherently are by coming to school.
Interviewer: Some people would say though that you aren’t because as long as you get a degree
then and you go get a job, you might be competing with a different group of people—like yes you
would be competing for the job, but in university people don’t necessarily have to think of it as a
competition. I definitely agree with you or know what you mean but what do you think about like
those two different ways of viewing it?
Participant: I would completely disagree with the other view. All students, their objective is to
get a degree, right? So, all universities, nevermind PEI, all university students are competing to
get a degree.
Interviewer: But why is it a competition to get a degree? Because it’s not like they only hand out
five.
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Participant: Right, so it's education inflation…right? So, it's academic inflation so that when you
get out, everybody has a degree, so why would an employer pick you that has a degree over the
other person that has a degree? So then obviously they would pick the person with the degree
with higher grades or higher expectations or whatnot. Now you're comparing. The word compare
comes from the word competition so like it's inherently built in the system that you're competing
with each other. This is how capitalist the society has been that way. […] Why are there different
programs? Why are there master's programs? Like if everyone has a degree and that's all fine and
dandy and you're not competing with each other then why go and get a Ph.D. or Master's?

Chapter 5: General Discussion
Underlying Factors
While each participant's experiences with the four mindset factors were unique, there were some
common themes underlying how students coped with or changed their dysfunctional mindsets. Key
features that all the participants shared were a growth mindset, a successful calibration, a degree of
ownership of their learning, and the ability to engage in self-reflection and other aspects of metacognition.
The participants showed varying degrees of these traits in different situations and their successes seemed
to correlate with higher levels of these traits.
One of the seemingly most significant predictors of how participants would respond to their
experiences was whether or not they held a growth mindset. This belief in their own ability to grow and
improve positively affected their views on failure, grades, feedback, interactions with professors,
struggles with course material, social comparison, and competition, as well as likely many other factors
that were not explicitly addressed. As previous research has discussed, the participants who viewed
failure through a growth mindset saw it a learning opportunity and used it to become more successful in
the future, instead of letting it define themselves as a failure and give up (Dweck, 2006). Grades,
feedback, and social comparison became valuable guides to improvement rather than crushing blows to
self-worth (Dweck, 2006/1999). When acting from a growth mindset, these students believed in their
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abilities, saw their effort as valuable and were more likely to take worthwhile risks for the sake of selfimprovement (Dweck, 2006).
One noteworthy caveat to this is that the belief in growth must have a reasonable limit. Growth
mindsets are typically viewed as valuable things—and for good reason—however without limitations,
they have the potential to lead students to put immense amounts of effort into something that is not worth
it or trying to the point of exhaustion and burn out. Sometimes self-improvement should have limits. A
student who struggles in calculus and has a growth mindset could decide to tackle calculus solely because
they know that with enough effort they can achieve it. However, doing something just because you can is
not a valuable enough reason. In some scenarios, a goal may be physically impossible, in others, it may
require unrealistic amounts of effort and take away from other important parts of life. Thus, it is vital to
weigh the value of a particular task against the amount of effort and time it will require.
This is where the idea of calibration comes back into play. Students who have achieved a
reasonable calibration will know what they value, what sacrifices are worth making to reach a goal, and
when a goal would require too much to be worth it. For example, Participant 5 made a valuable choice
when she realized that striving to attain a 3/3 on a class assignment may have been possible but was not
worth the time it was taking away from other classes. Similarly, Participant 7 learned that the effort
necessary to read the full textbook chapters and take detailed notes was not proportionate to the value she
got out of it, so she chose to reduce the time she spent on it. In no way were these participants giving up
because they did not believe they were capable, rather they were making a conscious decision to put
reasonable limits on their effort.
Making these kinds of choices requires students to take ownership of their learning process. Part
of a student taking ownership of their learning is choosing to take the time to understand their needs and
values and making decisions based off those rather than based on the beliefs of others (Conley & French,
2014). Another characteristic that the majority of the study’s participants shared was that they had taken
ownership of their learning experience. This came in the form of taking fewer courses to allocate more
time to other activities they valued, knowing why they were at university and what they were working
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towards, choosing a program that mattered to them, and many other deliberate choices. Example after
example showed that when these participants chose to take ownership of their learning and make these
kinds of deliberate choices for themselves, good things happened.
A second part of ownership is taking responsibility for the consequences of one’s decisions no
matter how they work out. Taking the blame for one’s choices can sometimes be terrifying, other times
disheartening, but it also gives individuals the power to make changes. For instance, if a student blames
poor test performance on a professor’s “bad questions” rather than admitting they did not spend enough
time studying, they are choosing to base their future performance on variables they cannot control instead
of accepting the role they played and fixing the real issue by studying more next time.
Both the belief in reasonable growth and the ability to take ownership of one’s learning require an
ability to engage in metacognition and self-reflection. Metacognition is the ability to think about one’s
thinking or monitor one’s understanding (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Flavell, 1979; Pintrich,
2002). This Metacognition involves the knowledge of general strategies to improve learning (e.g.,
strategies for memorization, improving comprehension, or engaging in problem-solving), situational
knowledge about when which strategies will be most applicable and efficient, and a general knowledge of
the self (Flavell, 1979; Pintrich, 2002). By understanding and being able to reflect on their strengths,
limitations, values, and motivations, students can control and regulate their learning in ways that less selfaware students are not able to (Flavell, 1979; Pintrich, 2002). This awareness is also what allows students
to understand and develop their unique calibration of schoolwork, social life, mental health, and other
important aspects of their lives. Recognizing their own strengths, weaknesses, and values is the quality
that puts reasonable limitations on a student's belief in growth. Similarly, students' can take ownership of
their learning when they know how they learn, what motivates them, and when they need to change
strategies. Once students have these abilities, they no longer have to rely on others to try to give them
these answers.
The successes and struggles the participants experienced emphasized the importance of
metacognition, and specifically, self-reflection. Participant 2 was in the process of learning to accept her
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inability to take more than three courses by reflecting on why it was important to her to take more and on
the extra quality she could gain in her coursework as a result of the change. Participant 4 was aware of his
struggles to let go of his "not caring" façade and as a result, made the decision to temporarily step away
from university until he could put his full effort into it. Participant 7 adapted her study strategies
throughout university because she was aware of when they were not working for her and when something
else would work better. Participant 8’s self-reflections helped her develop a balance between her social
life and academic achievements that worked for her.
The obvious value of metacognition motivates the question of how students gain this ability. As
the research suggests, these participants developed the ability to engage in metacognition over time—it is
not an innate ability that some have and others do not, rather it is a skill that can be learned (Bransford,
Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Flavell, 1979; Pintrich, 2002). Listening to the accounts of how metacognition
improved these participants’ lives and schoolwork it seems more important than ever for parents,
teachers, and universities to assist students in developing this ability.
Another common characteristic the participants shared was that in taking ownership of their
learning, they decided to complete their degree on their own timeline. Participant 2 reduced her courseload to three classes per semester. Participant 3 chose to spend extra time on his master's degree.
Participant 4 made the difficult decision to take a break from school. Participant 5 and 6 came back to
university to change their careers, and both ended up taking a fifth year to do an honours. Participant 8
took five years to finish her courses after starting at UPEI in the second semester rather than trying to
force it all into four years. They believed they could do better work and enjoy the learning process more
by personalizing their education timeline and chose that over the expected educational trajectory. These
choices would have required a great deal of courage because many of them were going against the
expectations of society, their parents, professors, or their peers. In first year, most students are advised to
take five courses per semester—they are often not even given another option. Students are expected to
finish their undergraduate degree in four years and a master's degree in two. By making a deliberate
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choice to take more time, these students pushed against social pressures instead of "pushing through" to
finish university. They were choosing to do their work better, not faster.
Practical Applications
Past research in conjunction with the findings of this study support some direct applications of
this knowledge to help students develop the valuable mindset aspects discussed and reduce the role of the
more detrimental mindset factors in their lives.
Being open to feedback and looking for valuable lessons in failures will help cultivate a growth
mindset. Additionally, students should try to value the time and effort they put into things and make an
effort to think about how they can improve rather than focusing on their perceived limitations. It is also
important that students check themselves if that they are attributing others' success to their intelligence.
Instead, students should consider if the other student might have put more time into studying, or how
someone else's study strategies could be more efficient then their own. This kind of social comparison or
competition should only be viewed in terms of motivation for self-improvement, not as a way to make
themselves or others feel bad.
To find their calibration, students should make conscious efforts to learn time management
techniques and think about their goals and values. Including activities of value in their schedules no
matter how busy they are will likely improve their motivation, help them find their calibration, and enjoy
their overall life more.
Professors can also contribute to improving students' learning experience. By doing things such
as explicitly explaining the reason behind assignments professors can give students a chance to see the
value in the assignments. Doing this also requires professors to make sure they have a reason for
assigning specific work. Additionally, whenever possible, professors can help students develop their
metacognitive abilities by giving them opportunities to reflect on the material, make connections with
other things in their lives, and think critically about it.
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The participants in this study repeatedly stressed the significant role professors' attitudes can have
on the students' learning experience. This suggests that professors should work to create environments
where students can feel comfortable asking questions and are encouraged to step outside of their comfort
zone; show respect for students and treat them like adults; be caring and reach out to students who appear
to be struggling, and reach out to validate the efforts of students who are clearly working hard or making
improvements.
Universities and student services offices can also help students by supporting them in their
development of growth mindsets and metacognitive abilities as well as encouraging them to take
ownership of their learning. Universities and specifically student services like Student Advisement and
Student Affairs need to be aware that the same timeline does not work for all students. Many students
stress themselves out trying to do this while working or balancing other aspects of their lives. Some
students prefer taking more time to focus on their learning in more depth. None of these paths are better
than others, but they all work better for specific students. Giving students more options than just the
traditional five courses per semester for four years will help support them in finding the timeline that
works best for them and their life rather than making them feel like they “can’t handle as much as most
students” if they choose a different route from the traditional one.
In addition, student services could help students gain vital skills by having interactive seminars or
workshops on time management, study habits, developing growth mindsets, and improving self-reflection
abilities where students can practice these skills in the context of their lives. These must be done in a way
where students are practicing the techniques they are learning about—informative lectures will not be
enough to teach students how to implement these skills in their lives.
While harder to influence directly, changing certain societal beliefs could help enhance students'
learning experiences as well. First of all, the mindset that all students should go to university or all
"smart" students should go to university appears to be more harmful than helpful. The findings of this
study suggest that not only the participants in the study, but many other students they know who came to
university right after high school, did not have a specific reason for coming other than because "it was the
64

OVERCOMING FEAR, COMPETITIVENESS, MISTRUST & QUANTITY
next step" or "it was expected of them." Having these expectations for students means that they are less
likely to consider other paths that might be better for them and reduces the intrinsic motivation and
interest of students who would have chosen university no matter what. Requiring or encouraging students
to have more specific reasons for going to university should also reduce the mentality of going to
university to “just get a degree.” Students who come in a more specific goal are more likely to focus on
learning the skills that will help them keep and advance the job they are able to get with their degree.
Society also promotes the idea that university is a four-year commitment, this is not a mentality
that just develops in university. Changing this societal-wide belief would help take some of the pressures
off students who would benefit from taking more time to complete their degree. For some students, even
if they are encouraged by their university to consider different timelines for their degree, they would not
consider these options because of the pressure they feel from their parents, peers, or society as a whole
that they must finish in four years.
The valuing of intelligence over effort is also a view encouraged by society. However, past
research, as well as the findings from this study, have shown the detrimental effects fixed mindsets can
have. Changing the societal views to emphasize effort and growth over the idea of fixed abilities would be
beneficial to students, but also to people in many other positions.
Conclusion
The findings of this study agreed in many ways with previous research on fear of failure,
characteristics of good professors, quantity and quality, and over-competitiveness. Additionally, the
participants’ experiences highlighted important nuances particularly in understanding competitiveness
and the way we discuss quantity and quality both in academic work and in life more broadly. The findings
emphasized the importance of a reasonable belief in growth, taking ownership of one’s learning process,
and the necessity of metacognition in achieving these attributes. It was also found that many of the
successful, high achieving students in this study decided to spread out their course-load over extra time to
improve the quality of their learning and it was discussed how this might be a valuable option for more
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students to consider. Suggestions were made based on previous research and the findings of this study to
illustrate the role students, professors, universities, and society can play in promoting healthy mindsets
and improving students' learning experience.
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Appendix A
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION LETTER
You have been invited to participate in a research project titled “Student Experiences of the Mindsets that
Shape Learning.” This study is focused on your experience of growing and developing as a student and
learner in university. It is being conducted by Phoenix McCloud under the supervision of Stacey
MacKinnon in the Department of Psychology at the University of Prince Edward Island. This study is
being conducted to fulfill the requirements of Honours Thesis PSY 4900.
This research project will fill a void in current research relating to the understanding of mindsets that
affect student learning. Our education system is driven by beliefs that are not necessarily beneficial to
improving student learning and experience of school. This study investigates a concern that the structure
of universities encourages over-competitiveness, fear of failure, and a lack of trust and respect between
students or students and professors. Additionally, there is a concern that much of education is based upon
valuing quantity over quality—assigning more homework, more time on projects, more problems on
assignments instead of effective and challenging work. By exploring the experiences of students in this
study, we will be able to gain a deeper understanding of how these four factors operate in the lives of
students, how or why these mindsets develop, and ways that students successfully or unsuccessfully cope
with them. Additionally, this research may identify new mindset factors that have not yet been explored.
It is important to note that participation in this study poses no known risks for participants and offers the
potential benefit of obtaining a clearer understanding of their own learning.
Participation in this study requires that the participant be an undergraduate student at UPEI in their third
year of study or above and have shown changes in their views towards school or learning during the
course of their degree, an unusual passion for school, or a potential for insightful reflections about their
educational experiences. Further examples of acceptable criteria include students who stand out from their
classmates because of their critical thinking skills, their comfortability working with little guidance, their
highly competitive attitude, or their fear of failure, as well as students who are high achievers but show
few signs of highly competitive attitudes, students who have successfully dealt with a fear of failure, and
students who have expressed frustration over having to memorize material instead of learning it more indepth.
Participants who meet these criteria will be asked to participate in a one-on-one interview to discuss
experiences they have had involving issues pertaining to the four mindset factors explained above. These
interviews will be conducted at a location and time that is mutually convenient for the participant and
interviewer and will be audio-recorded. A couple days before the interview, participants will receive an
email containing the interview guide and will be asked to set aside approximately 15 minutes to read
through it and reflect on relevant past experiences in preparation for the interview. There will be
approximately 6-15 participants involved in this study, as participants will be interviewed until the point
of saturation is reached or until no further participants are available.
Participation in this project will take approximately 75 minutes of your time. Your participation in this
research project is entirely voluntary. You may stop your participation in the interview at any time
without penalty or prejudice. All information collected in the course of this project will remain
confidential within the limits of the law and each participant will be given a pseudonym in the final
transcript used as data. It is important to note that there are limitations to the confidentiality protection
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because of the small group size of individuals that meet the criteria for participation and, thus,
identification may be possible. Quotations, with your permission, will be used in the thesis write up
(Please remember that pseudonyms will be used). The audio-recording of your responses will be
destroyed immediately after it has been transcribed. Following the transcription of data, you will be
emailed a copy of your transcript to enable you to review the transcript. If you wish to make corrections
to the transcript, you must contact the interviewer within a week of receiving the transcript. If after having
participated in the study, you want to withdraw your data from the study, you may do so up until one
week after receiving the transcript without any penalty or reproach. Only Phoenix McCloud and Dr.
Stacey MacKinnon will have access to the data resulting from this research project. You will be provided
with the results of the study via email, upon request. All data resulting from the research project will be
retained for a period of five years after the completion of the project in a locked research lab on campus at
UPEI, after which time it will be destroyed.
You are able to keep a copy of the signed and dated consent form, upon request.
If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, you may consult with Dr. Stacey
MacKinnon, (902) 566-0402, smackinnon@upei.ca or Dr. Jason Doiron, Chair of the Department of
Psychology, (902) 566- 0519, email: jpdoiron@upei.ca.
This research project has been approved by UPEI Research Ethics Board. Any concerns about the ethical aspects of
your involvement in this research project may be directed to the UPEI Research Ethics Board at (902)620-5104, or
by email at reb@upei.ca.
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Appendix B
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
I consent to participating in the research study “Student Experiences of the Mindsets that Shape
Learning.”
I understand that my participation in this study poses no known risks to myself as a participant and that a
potential benefit from my participation in this study includes obtaining a clearer understanding of my own
learning.
I understand that my participation involves reviewing the interview guide ahead of time and a private
interview, which will take approximately one hour and which will be audio recorded.
I have read and understood the material about this study in the Participant Information Letter.
Furthermore, I understand that:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

My participation in the study is entirely voluntary;
I may discontinue my participation at any time without any adverse consequence;
I may withdraw my data up until one week after receiving the transcript of my interview without
penalty or reproach;
My responses will be kept confidential, except where the researcher is required by law to report
them, through the use of pseudonyms;
I understand that the interview is being recorded, the audio recordings are confidential, within the
limits of the law, and that they will be destroyed after they have been transcribed.
Once all data have been submitted and identifiers removed, I will no longer have the opportunity
to request that my data be removed from the study;
I have the freedom not to answer any question included in the research;
I provide permission for the use of quotations from my interview participation;
I may have a copy of the signed and dated consent form to keep.

This research is being conducted by Phoenix McCloud to fill requirements for Honours Thesis, PSY
4900, under the supervision of Dr. Stacey MacKinnon. Any questions or concerns about this study can be
directed to either Phoenix McCloud (902)218-6952, pmccloud@upei.ca or Dr. Stacey Mackinnon,
(902)566-0402, smackinnon@upei.ca.
This research project has been approved by UPEI Research Ethics Board. Any concerns about the ethical
aspects of your involvement in this research project may be directed to the UPEI Research Ethics Board
at (902)620-5104, or by email at reb@upei.ca.
Participant’s name (please print): __________________________________________
Participant’s signature: _______________________________________
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Appendix C
INTERVIEWER AGREEMENT FORM
I, Phoenix McCloud, in conducting interviews for research conducted towards PSY 4900 Honours Thesis,
agree to the following:
1. Clearly identifying the aims of my study;
2. Providing my participant with a schedule of interview questions PRIOR to my interview,
so that any questions that may cause distress for my participant can be eliminated or
changed to his/her satisfaction;
3. Treating with respect the information that my participant shares with me, by not
continuing with a line of questioning if the participant has indicated that he/she does not
want to address issues being raised, AND by protecting her confidentiality AT ALL TIMES;
4. Making sure that my participant cannot be identified in any way by any of his/her
responses to my interview, and ensuring that no identifying information is included in the
transcript of my interview;
5. Erasing the audio-recording of the interview immediately I have transcribed it;
6. Allowing my participant to discontinue the interview at any time, and respecting that
decision by not asking for reasons for his/her withdrawal.
Any questions or concerns about the ethical conduct of this study can be directed to the
UPEI Research Ethics Board at (902) 620-5104, or by email reb@upei.ca.
Interviewer’s Name (please print):______________________________________________
Interviewer’s signature: _______________________________________
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Appendix D
Interview Guide
Demographic
How old are you?
What year are you in?
What gender identity do you most identify with?
Where were you born and where did you grow up?
Do you have any siblings?
What program of study are you doing?
Can you tell me briefly how you got here?
(UPEI, this major, etc.)
How many courses are you taking this semester? Is that your usual courseload?
Do you have a job?
If so, how many hours do you work a week?
Do you play sports or do something else outside of school you put a lot of time into?
General
1. Why did you decide to participate or what interested you about my research?
2. Were there any general or specific criteria in the information letter that you identified with?
3. Were there any criteria that you really didn’t identify with?
4. What were your reasons behind coming to university?
5. At this point in your degree, would you say that is still your main reason for being here?
6. What motivates you most to do well in school?
7. Can you tell me about a time you really enjoyed learning something, either within or outside of
school? How does that compare to your everyday university experience of learning?
8. How commonly do you feel that how much you learned in a class corresponds to the grades you
got?
Quantity over Quality
9. Have you ever experienced a situation where you felt like more material was being covered in a
course than you could actual learn well?
10. Have you ever felt like what you needed to do in a class to get good grades was different than
what you needed to do to understand the subject?
11. How big of a role does giving feedback and opportunities for improvement have in your courses?
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Competitiveness
12. On a scale from “very laid back and not at all competitive” to “extremely over competitive,” how
would you rank yourself? Why?
• How similarly or differently would you rank yourself when it comes to school?
• Who do you feel you’re competing against?
13. How do you think your level of competitiveness has stayed the same or changed over your
lifetime?
14. How do you think competitive attitudes may be harmful or beneficial to students?
15. Do you think it is more important to do your best or to be the best? For instance, is it better to
barely put in any time studying for a test and do better than everyone else, or to spend hours
studying for a test, do your absolute best on it, and find out that several people did better than
you? Why?
16. How do other people value or view your other talents or hobbies in comparison to your academic
ones?
17. How do people react when you tell them what you’re majoring in?
• What kind of value do you think they place on your major? Why do you think that is?
Fear of Failure
18. What does the idea of failure mean to you? How do you interpret it or feel about it?
19. Do you ever worry that failing at something will ruin your chances to obtain a future goal?
20. Do you think your friends or siblings have similar or different views about failure?
21. Excluding something catastrophic, do you think failure has more potential to be harmful or
beneficial in life? How so?
22. Have you ever avoided doing something because you were afraid you wouldn’t do it well?
23. Has the way you view failure changed at all since you were in high school or first year? Younger?
Trust & Respect
24. How would you feel if you answered a question incorrectly in front of your class?
25. Have you ever had a teacher or professor who expected a lot from you?
• How did that affect what you thought of them?
• Did that affect what you thought of yourself in any way?
26. Have you ever had a teacher or professor who underestimated your abilities?
• How did that affect what you thought of them?
• Did that affect what you thought of yourself in any way?
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27. If you had an issue understanding part of the content in a course, how would you handle it?
• Would you go talk to the professor, talk to a classmate, try to figure it out on your own,
ignore it and hope it doesn’t come up on the next test, etc.
28. How would you describe the relationship between professors and students at UPEI?
• Is that similar or different to how you saw it in first year?
• What created your perceptions about the relationship between students and
professors?
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