
🌱 Miriam’s Growth Mindset & Effort Tip Sheet 
Fostering independence and resilience at home 
This guide helps you shift your language from praising innate ability to encouraging 
effort, strategy, and persistence, which are the true drivers of growth. 

 
 

Section 1: Focus praise on the process, not the outcome 
The goal is to praise the actions the student controls, not the ability or the result. 

X Instead of...  
(Praising Ability/Speed) 

✅ Try this... ​
(Praising Effort/Strategy) 

"You are so smart, you did 
that quickly!" 

"I see you really stuck with that tough problem. Your hard 
work and the way you tried a new strategy really paid 
off!" 

"You're a natural at this." "I can tell you put a lot of time and effort into this; it shows 
in the quality of your work." 

"You did it perfectly!" "That was a really challenging section, but you didn't give 
up. Your persistence is impressive!" 

"You got the highest 
score!" 

"You used a great strategy here - breaking the project 
down into smaller steps was smart." 

"You're just good at 
math/writing." 

"Look at how much better you are at this than last month! 
That practice is really paying off." 

 

Section 2: Guide, don't rescue; supporting productive struggle 
When your student is stuck on an academic or social roadblock, act as a coach to help 
them use their own thinking. 

●​ Ask about their process: "What have you tried so far?" (Encourage them to try 
2-3 problem-solving strategies first.) 

●​ Help them localize the problem: "Where did you get stuck, specifically?" or "Can 
you break this big problem down into three smaller steps?" 

●​ Validate the feeling: "I know this is frustrating, and it's okay to feel that way. I 
believe you can figure out the next step." 



Section 3: Reframing mistakes 
Failure is simply data - information used to refine strategies and encourage growth. 

When a student struggles or performs poorly on a task, help them analyze the process: 
 

●​ What did you learn from this result? 
●​ If you had to do it again, what preparation strategy would you change? 
●​ Are there any resources or strategies you could use in the future in a similar 

situation? 
 

Section 4: Supporting persistent drive for autonomy (PDA) 
For learners who struggle with anxiety-driven demand avoidance, reduce the feeling of 
command by fostering a sense of control and partnership. 

Strategy Example Language 

Use Indirect 
Language 

Use "I notice..." or "I wonder..." statements. ​
Example: "I noticed it’s the time when you normally start 
homework." 

Offer Choices Give them a say in their schedule or process. ​
Example: "Would you like to start with math or reading tonight?" 

De-personalize the 
Request 

Blame the system, not yourself. ​
Example: "The school wants this assignment done by Friday, so 
let's figure out a schedule that works for you." 

Work Together Suggest working on separate tasks together. ​
Example: "I need to read emails; can we work side-by-side on 
our tasks for 20 minutes?" 
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	Why We Don't Want Learning to Be Easy: Cultivating Growth and Independence Through Productive Struggle 
	By Vicki Thurman, Miriam High School Principal 
	The most valuable learning happens just beyond the comfort zone. At Miriam High School, we are actively shaping an environment where challenge is seen not as a barrier, but as the essential ingredient for growth and true understanding. 
	A core belief guides all teaching and learning at Miriam High School: Intelligence is not fixed. Aligned with the latest Growth Mindset research, we view the brain as a muscle that grows and changes through effort and challenge. Our goal is to cultivate an environment where all students, especially our neurodivergent learners, feel safe enough to take intellectual risks and embrace the rewarding work of true learning. 
	 
	The 'Just-Right' Challenge: Productive Struggle and ZPD 
	The most valuable learning happens when a task is difficult, but not impossible - a state we call Productive Struggle (or Eustress, the "good" kind of hard). 
	The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 

	This concept, developed by psychologist Lev Vygotsky, is central to our instructional design. The ZPD is the gap between what a student can do independently and what they can achieve with support from a teacher, peer, or guardian. 
	●​The intentional challenge: We design assignments and assessments to fall right inside this "sweet spot." Tasks are too difficult to complete alone, but not so overwhelming that they cause extreme frustration and a shutdown. Homework is assigned to provide just the right amount of practice to secure mastery. This scaffolding ensures the struggle is about the concept and not non-academic barriers like organization or working memory. 
	●​Learning from mistakes: Allowing students to struggle and fail is essential. Failure is simply data—a way to refine strategies. We encourage them to view setbacks as opportunities for growth. Their brains are forming new connections under challenge, reinforcing the idea that, as I often say, "We are all works in progress." 
	 
	Understanding and Navigating the Avoidance Trap 
	We recognize that past struggles and neurological differences can create significant barriers to productive effort. 
	Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) 

	Many neurodivergent students, particularly those with a history of feeling overwhelmed or repeatedly failing, may exhibit patterns of Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA). Some disability advocates have renamed the profile Persistent Drive for Autonomy to shift from a deficits-based focus to an asset-based understanding.  
	This profile describes a deep, anxiety-driven resistance or refusal to comply with demands, even low-stakes ones. For these students, the demand itself can trigger an extreme threat response in the nervous system. 
	Our School's Strategy: Reducing Demand, Increasing Control 

	When a student enters this avoidance trap, we recognize it as a sign of distress, not defiance or laziness. Our school-based strategies focus on reducing the feeling of demand and increasing the perception of safety and control by: 
	●​Providing space and support until they can access their thoughts and words again. 
	●​Offering choices (e.g., "Do you want to start with the math or the history first?"). 
	●​Breaking large tasks into smaller, less threatening steps. 
	●​Focusing our praise on effort and strategy rather than immediate success. 
	 
	How You Can Support Productive Struggle at Home 
	As parents and guardians, your daily language and response to difficulty are the most powerful tools for shaping your child's belief system. 
	1. Be a Guide, Not a Rescuer 

	When your student hits a roadblock, resist the urge to provide the answer or take over. Instead, act as a coach by asking open-ended questions to guide their thinking and foster independence. 
	●​"What have you tried so far?" (Encourage them to try two or three problem solving strategies before they ask for help.) 
	●​"Where did you get stuck, specifically?" 
	●​"Can you break this big problem down into three smaller steps?" 
	●​Validate the feeling by acknowledging the genuine difficulty: "I know this is frustrating, and it's okay to feel that way. I believe you can figure out the next step," to normalize the struggle and build emotional resilience. 
	2. Cultivate a Growth Mindset Through Language 

	Shift your praise from innate ability to recognizing effort and approach. 
	Instead of... 
	Try... 
	"You are so smart, you did this quickly!" 
	"I see you are really stuck with that tough problem. Your hard work and the way you tried a new strategy really paid off!" 
	 
	3. Reframe Failure as Information 

	When a student does poorly, help them analyze the process, not their worth, by focusing on self-reflection. 
	●​"What did you learn from this result?" 
	●​"If you had to do it again, what preparation strategy would you change?" 
	●​“Are there any resources or strategies you could use in a similar situation in the future?” 
	4. Supporting the PDA Profile: Fostering Autonomy 

	For learners who struggle with a Persistent Drive for Autonomy (PDA), traditional "demands" often result in anxiety and resistance. These feelings can manifest as dysregulation, shutting down, or refusal. Here are ways you can support their need for control: 
	●​Use collaborative and indirect language: Frame tasks as a partnership to lower the feeling of demand. 
	○​“I notice…” and “I wonder…” statements: “I noticed it’s the time when you normally start homework.” 
	○​Phrase as questions: “How do you feel about…?” or “Is it alright if we…?” 
	●​Use declarative statements: Make statements that describe the situation rather than give a command: “I’m going to make a cup of tea right now.” 
	●​De-personalize the request: You can always blame the school, the schedule, or the teacher instead of yourself. “The school wants this assignment done by Friday, so let’s figure out a schedule that works for you to get it done.” 
	●​Involve your adolescent in planning: Give them a say in their schedule or how they complete a task. 
	By embracing the concepts of Productive Struggle, the Zone of Proximal Development, and a Growth Mindset, we can collaboratively help your student, especially our incredible neurodivergent learners, build the self-efficacy and independence they need to thrive.  
	References:  
	7 Ways Parents Can Help Kids Persist in Tasks They Resist (CHC Online) 
	Homework Challenges and Strategies (Understood.org) 
	How brain breaks can help kids with homework frustration (Understood.org) 
	Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) in Kids (Child Mind Institute) 
	What is PDA? (PDA Society of UK) 
	Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) and Autism: A Guide for Allies (Reframing Autism) 
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