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The Mentor’s Dilemma 
in Higher Ed



Preliminary Hope for Resolving the 
Mentor’s Dilemma



Substantive feedback
“Give more detail”

Global encouragement
“Good job”



“Wise feedback:”
I’m giving you these 
comments because I 
have high standards 
and I know that you 
can meet them.



Wise Feedback Improves Engagement
(7th graders)
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Yeager et al. (2014), JEP:General

Control                 
Wise Feedback: High Standards + Assurance                

77% Achievement
Gap Reduction



How Can Instructors Create a Whole 
Classroom Culture of Wise Feedback?



A journey of learning







Peers’
testimonials

Writing Exercises

The National Study of Learning Mindsets
Two Years of Development and Testing

Yeager, Hanselman…Dweck, Nature, 2019

Asks for
students’ help

• Mentor struggling schoolmates 
•Write about how building a stronger brain in 

H.S. can help them achieve their goals in life

Teach 
brain science



Yeager et al. (2016), PNAS; Yeager et al. (2019), Nature

Scalable Growth Mindset Interventions
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Adults’ Mindsets Matter

National Study of Learning Mindsets, 
N = 6,958 US High School Students

Yeager et al. (under review) PISA report pg. 36

How Do We Make 
More Adults Like 

This?

Yeager et al. (2022) Psych Science



What Were They Doing? First Try

Yeager et al. (under review) PISA report pg. 36Yeager et al. (2022) Psych Science

Correlations with Teachers’ Growth 
Mindset Beliefs

Learning-focused practices composite r = .30
It slows my class down to encourage lower achievers to ask questions (reverse-
coded).

r = .17
There is usually only one correct way to solve a math problem. (reverse-coded) r = .21
Mathematics mostly involves learning facts and procedures. (reverse-coded) r = .15
Imagine a student was feeling discouraged in math class in the way just described on the previous page. How 
likely would you be to say each of the following statements?

Let’s see what you don’t understand and I’ll explain it differently. r = .13
Ability-focused practices composite r = -.28

Imagine a student was feeling discouraged in math class in the way just described on the previous page. How 
likely would you be to say each of the following statements?

Don't worry - it's okay to not be a math/science/computer science person r = -.20
Imagine a student was doing well in your math class in the way just described on the previous page. How likely 
would you be to say each of the following statements?

You're lucky that you're a math/science/computer science person r = -.27
It's great that it's so easy for you r = -.18

Validation sample of N = 368 teachers 



What Were They Doing? First Try

Yeager et al. (under review) PISA report pg. 36
Uri Treisman, MacArthur winner 

UT’s best calculus professor,
Founder and Director, UT Dana Center 

Source: Tough (2019)

Exceptionally high 
standards (e.g. same 
test as Harvard class)

Exceptionally high 
supports (e.g. study 
groups, forgiving 
grading scheme, 
mindset language, 
former student TAs)



What Were They Doing? Third Try

Yeager et al. (under review) PISA report pg. 36

Students’ expected performance based on prior measures
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What Were They Doing? Third Try
“Bright Spot” Analysis

Students’ expected performance based on prior measures
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N~1,100 Teachers in Texas



Anita Latham

Ruth Buskirk

and more…



It’s more than just growth mindset.

It’s a mentor mindset.



Enforcer 
Mindset

Mentor 
Mindset

Apathetic 
Mindset

Protector 
Mindset

High supportLow support

High standards

Low standards



Enforcer Mentor

Apathetic Protector

High supportLow support

High standards

Low standards

Lewin:  Authoritarian
Baumrind:  Authoritarian
Scott:  Obnoxious 
            aggression

Ware: Warm demander
Lewin:  Democratic
Baumrind:  Authoritative
Scott:  Radical candor

Lewin:  Laissez faire
Baumrind:  Permissive
Scott:  Ruinous empathy

Lewin:  NA
Baumrind:  Neglectful
Scott:  Manipulative 
         insincerity



Hypothesis:
People are stuck thinking that there are only 

two extremes, each with positive/neg qualities

Enforcer
High standards
Tough guy
Authoritarian
Sadist

Protector
Caring
Loving
Wimp
Pushover

Why?
Because we have the wrong underlying 

beliefs about young people



McGregor (1959)

“Theory X” “Theory Y”

People dislike working; 
Avoid responsibility; 
Need constant direction; 
Have to be controlled, 
forced, and threatened; 
Have no desire to work 
for ambition; Must be 
enticed with rewards or 
threats of punishment. 



“Theory X”
People are lazy, untrustworthy, 
irresponsible, incapable.

Tough Soft

Enforcer

Role: Uphold 
standards

Failure response: 
Blame, shame, ”I 
did my part, you 
didn’t do yours”

Protector

Role: Reduce 
discomfort

Failure response: 
Compassion but 

no effort to 
improve



McGregor (1959)

“Theory X” “Theory Y”

People can enjoy work; 
They want decision-
making authority; They 
can be self-motivated; 
They can be inspired to 
take ownership; They 
seek out responsibility; 
They crave work that is 
fulfilling and challenging.



“Theory X”
People are lazy, untrustworthy, 
irresponsible, incapable.

Tough Soft

Enforcer Protector

“Theory Y”
People can be motivated and 
independent if given meaning, 
purpose, status and respect

Mentor

Role: Form an 
alliance

Failure response: 
Presume positive 
intent, + supports



Sergio’s Transformation Story

Sergio Estrada,
AP / OnRamps Physics Teacher,

Riverside High

From: Chip, Arroyo and 
“performing Escalante” 
(Theory X) …

To: Mentor mindset legend 
(Theory Y)…



Common Concerns
• Does the mentor mindset take too much time?

• It’s an up-front investment (and hard in a crisis) but pays off in the end

• I’m not a mentor!
• Everyone can have a mentor mindset even if it’s not your formal role

• What about people who could never meet a high standard? 
(ability, motivation, circumstances, poverty)

• Everyone can make progress toward a standard, with the right support
• The mentor mindset is especially good at promoting equity



Three mentor mindset practices
(that resolve the mentor’s dilemma)

1. Transparency 2. Leveraging 
peer stories

3. Managing 
stress



Review
• The mentor’s dilemma is everywhere, and it’s infuriating

• There are two “short-term” solutions that backfire eventually
• Enforcer mindset
• Protector mindset

• Science is showing the effects of a third way: Mentor mindset
• Maintaining high standards that are matched with equally high support

• To shake our organizations out of the old mindsets, we need to 
help them adopt “Theory Y” rather than “Theory X”



1. Transparency 
• Clarity about intentions

• E.g. wise feedback
• Why?

• Power disparities can create distrust
• Higher-power person should seek to be overstood

• Especially important during “mindset moments”
• i.e. – moments of discomfort that could threaten trust or belonging
• Start of class (e.g. first day speech) or start of unit
• Inviting students to “office hours” (e.g. drop-in hours)
• Explaining a difficult policy (e.g. rigorous standard; intensive project)
• Handing back a low grade

https://utexas.box.com/v/yeagerblc2023



1. Transparency 

• Activity: Write a transparency statement for a “mindset moment”

• Start of class (e.g. first day speech) or start of unit

• Explaining a difficult policy (e.g. rigorous standard; intensive project)

• Handing back a low grade

https://utexas.box.com/v/yeagerblc2023



2. Leveraging Peer Stories

38

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.

Peers provide information:
• How to interpret our 

circumstances
• How to behave (norms)
• How to respond to 

challenges



PEER-MODELED MINDSETS

39

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.

DRAW ON INSIGHTS 
FROM TEACHING

Harmful and helpful 
mindsets

RECORDED INTERVIEWS
Students who overcame 
challenges; elicit focus 
on change in mindset

DEVELOP 
INTERVENTION

Video clips + written 
reflection

1 2 3



40

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.

INSIGHTS FROM INTRODUCTORY BIOLOGY INSTRUCTORS

• Common high-school study strategies are insufficient for college biology
• Many students struggle early in the course (e.g., Exam 1)

Harmful mindset: Many students attribute this struggle to lack of potential
Helpful mindset: Students find that they can succeed with better study 

strategies 



INTERVIEWS WITH FORMER 
STUDENTS

41

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.

Structured interviews

• Initial struggle + interpretation of struggle
• Change in approach to studying
• Change in interpretation of struggle
• Result of these changes



INTERVENTION: 3 ~15-min activities

42

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.

Clips emphasized:

• Initial interpretation of struggle: lack of potential or belonging
• Change in study strategies
• Change in interpretation: struggle was attributable to use of surface-level 

strategies
• Change in outcomes (eventual success)

Reflective writing activity:

• Relate to own experiences and changes in the class



Introductory biology students (N = 917)

43

Hecht et al. (2022), CBE-Life Sci. Ed.



3. Stress 

• Activity: What would you say? 



Is Stress Good or Bad? 
• Definitions:

• Stressor – the demands that your body has to respond to
• Stress response – how you respond to a stressor 

(perceptions and bodily responses)

• Stressors aren’t inherently good or bad, but stress 
responses can be good or bad 

• The number one purpose of our stress response is to 
protect us.



Threat-Type Challenge-Type

“I CAN’T cope with this”

 Vascular Constriction

 Cortisol

“I CAN cope with this”

 Vascular Dilation

Appraisal

¯ Cortisol

Coping ¯ Mental Health  Mental Health

Types of Stress Responses



Types of Stress Responses

0
2
4
6
8

10

“Good” Stress:
(Challenge)

Demand ≤ Resources

Perceived demand
Perceived resources

0

5

10

“Bad” Stress:
(Threat)

Demand > Resources

Perceived demand
Perceived resources
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Maintain high standards,

Add new supports

Enforcer

Protector

Mentor



Types of Resources
• Internal resources

• Re-appraisal of anxiety/stress

• External resources
• Guidance, support, flexibility, etc. 



All College Applicants in Texas



What Would You Say?

What Would Sergio Say?

“Am I good enough for college?”



“Am I good enough for college?”

Feeling like you are not good enough is normal. There are many 
successful people that have felt this way and still feel this way. Let me 
start off by saying that you are good enough. You are good enough. It is 
important to recognize where these feelings are coming from. Why do 
you feel you are not good enough? Not good enough for what? Often, 
when I compare myself to others, I can lose perspective of my own 
achievements and the contexts of those achievements.  There are times 
people have not been good enough, but they practiced and grew in order 
to become better.

https://utexas.box.com/v/yeagerblc2023



Talking With Students About Stress
Do:

•Validate feelings (present an 
argument for why they're coming from 
a good place)

•Ask questions to understand where 
they're coming from

•Find advice that matches what they 
need and that they haven't tried yet

•Offer to collaborate

Don’t:

•Diminish feelings (you shouldn't feel that 
way; or suppress)

•Give lots of advice (fire hose - without 
tailoring it)

•Delegate responsibility (now go do all 
these things and come back to me)



Three mentor mindset practices
(that resolve the mentor’s dilemma)

1. Transparency 2. Leveraging 
peer stories

3. Managing 
stress


