
The right frame of 
“Mindset”



Lets look at some stereotypes

Struggle to 
motivate

Want to go to 
uni

Motivated to 
study

Love reading

Clever

Not as bright 

Like learning 
practically

Hate exams

Need a 
challengeWouldn’t cope 

with A Level

Not very 
academic

Academic

The “alpha” 
stream

Probably not 
university 
bound



The life of the BTEC student in schools



My challenge

• Cohort of students, sport science, sport coaching and education studies. All 
studying at Level 3 on a four year degree programme. 

• Many have BTEC qualifications, usually around the pass mark. 
• Confidence 
• Preconceptions
• A need for validation and grades being the most important thing
• Hand holding

The reality

On analysing the results and the student attitude and engagement:

Academically, the “gap” between the A Level and 
BTEC students was minimal

So there’s something else at play…



Mindset impact 

Fixed Growth 

• You can win
• You can lose
• You can be the best 
• You can be the worst
• You’re not good at that kind of thing, so 

probably best to stay away 
• You’re born with a certain amount of 

intelligence, some people are clever, 
some aren’t

• A challenge is generally not a good thing. 

• You can improve at everything, 
every day

• To develop is to be successful
• The final result is the by-product 

of your journey of development
• There are no fixed rules. You can 

be whatever you want to be
• Failure is not a permanent 

condition, you just can’t quite do 
it “yet”. 



The A Level Mindset

http://www.alevelmindset.com/

The Vespa model 

• Vision
• Attitude
• Effort
• Systems
• Practice

A set of activities you can embed in a 
tutorial style system to help develop 
certain aspects of students’ mindset



A couple of examples

“The Grit Scale” (Attitude)
Dash board goal setting/vision boards (Vision) 

The Effort Scale  (Effort) 

New ways to write a “To Do List” (Systems) 

Feedback audits (Practice) 
Urgent Not urgent

Important (Urgent and important) (Not urgent but important)

Not 

important

(Not important but urgent) (Not urgent or important)



Mindset and Mental Toughness

• Taught sessions looking at Mindset theory
• Taught sessions on resilience
• Taught sessions looking at mental toughness

• 1-2-1 intervention based on goal setting theory



S.M.A.R.T goal intervention and its effect on motivation 
to learn: A study involving transition students on 
undergraduate degree programmes with integrated 
foundation year.

• 4 x 1-2-1 sessions, students set a goal and were invited to review it 
throughout

• SMART goal methodology suits performance goals, and most students 
chose these 

• A peppering of mindset activities along the way

• Interview at the end to evaluate impact

Possibly a mistake, 
supports the fixed 
mindset



Student feedback 

"Ever since setting the target my time 
management has really improved. I could 
never achieve the grade that I wanted if I 
stayed the way I was"

“I think my motivation to learn has certainly 
increased by setting a SMART target”

“I don’t really like setting goals. Goal setting 
kind of pushes you to one point; for me I’m not 
sure if it’s the right thing. I don’t like to feel 
stifled, I want to keep my options open”

“I felt in control and if I could control that area 
of life then I could do it with anything else” 



A note on performance and mastery goals…

Students seem to prefer them…

“A tangible goal is more important. I want to 
grow but the degree at the end is the most 
important.”

“I like to have something “proper” to aim towards. If you 
focus on just getting better then what happens if you 
don’t get your degree? It’s a bit of a gamble in my opinion 
when the 2:1 is the most important thing”. 

But are they good for them? 

“If I don’t meet my goal I feel gutted. Terrible. 
It was what I wanted and I haven’t got it”

“Sometimes it makes me want to give up [if I 
miss the target] especially if I spent time on it. 
It makes me want to give up”



Feel free to get in touch

I’ll be developing a programme of mindset and mental toughness interventions 
for our students this year, if you’d like to share ideas then please do get in 
touch

Louise.stewart@cumbria.ac.uk

01524 590875

mailto:Louise.stewart@cumbria.ac.uk


Useful reading 

• Angela Duckworth’s TED talk on GRIT 

https://www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_grit_the_power_of_passion_and_perseverance

• The A Level Mindset

http://www.alevelmindset.com/
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