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Introduction
Defining Student Success 
Bryce Bunting

Although traditional measures of academic performance—GPA, test scores, and 
graduation rates, to name a few—will likely always be used to define college student 
success (at least in part), a more holistic definition has emerged over the past two decades 
(Astin, 1993; Felten, Gardner, Schroeder, Lambert, & Barefoot, 2016; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, 
& Whitt, 2005; Light, 2001; Schreiner, Louis, & Nelson, 2012). This broadened view of 
success includes the development of traditional academic skills (Association of American 
Colleges & Universities [A AC&U], 2002, 2005), encompassing discipline-specific 
skills, critical-thinking abilities, competence in written and oral communication, and 
the ability to solve complex problems. It also considers social and emotional well-being 
(Schreiner et al., 2012), with increased emphasis on supporting students in establishing 
meaningful relationships (e.g., Chambliss & Takacs, 2014; Mayhew et al., 2016; Upcraft, 
Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005) and developing the ability to work collaboratively with others  
(e.g., A AC&U, 2005). Finally, post-graduation outcomes such as employability, civic engagement, 
and overall life satisfaction are increasingly considered key indicators of student success  
(e.g., Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Perna & Thomas, 2008). 

It is worth noting that all these ways of defining student success are largely administrative 
or institutional measures. Indeed, common metrics such as student retention, educational 
attainment, academic achievement, and student advancement are terms we are much more 
likely to hear in meetings of institutional leaders than in conversations with students. Of 
course, students care about test scores, developing academic skills, graduating, and finding 
employment. However, they also measure their success based on the extent that they feel 
that they belong and have meaningful and supportive relationships, and on whether the time 
and effort invested in their learning makes a real difference in their performance (Asher & 
Weeks, 2014; Cook-Sather, 2018; Strayhorn, 2012).

For the purposes of this book, we have chosen to define student success in very holistic 
terms, in alignment with our view that, ultimately, institutions of higher education are 
responsible for supporting students’ development as whole people. A survey of institutional 
mission statements and goals—nearly all of which outline objectives that extend beyond 
narrow definitions of academic achievement—would also support this definition. This is 
not to say measures such as retention, persistence, and graduation rates should be of no 
concern. Rather, experiences at our own institutions, as well as mounting evidence from 
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higher education research, strongly point to the need to view student success from a much 
broader perspective. 

In short, when we refer to student success throughout the remainder of the book, we 
are referring to an expanded definition: a holistic phenomenon that includes intellectual, 
emotional, social, ethical, physical, and spiritual development (Cook-Sather, 2018; Cuseo, 
2007). Ultimately, we assert that the primary purpose of higher education is to support 
students in becoming learners (Sanders, 2018) and that success is really about the degree 
to which students experience learning, growth, improvement, and change (Dweck, 2006) 
across a variety of domains—both in and outside the classroom.

Although it is clear that a complex interplay of personal and environmental factors 
influences this type of holistic success, getting one’s head around the idea can be challenging. 
We find Astin’s (1991) I-E-O model very helpful in that respect. The model recognizes that 
college student inputs (e.g., demographics, background, prior experiences) interact with 
the college environment (e.g., programs, policies, relationships, experiences on campus) to 
influence student outcomes. From this perspective, success is determined both by students’ 
personal characteristics and by the nature of their experiences once they arrive on campus 
(e.g., courses taken, interactions with faculty, peer associations, cocurricular involvement, 
residential life). 

Building on this work, Kuh and others argued that the single best predictor of 
college success is the time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities  
(Kuh et al., 2005). The authors drew increased attention to the critical role institutions play 
in (a) organizing and providing access to these high-impact activities and (b) encouraging 
students to become involved in them.

In sum, the past two decades of research on the college experience support two 
important conclusions. First, what students do really matters. Second, what institutions do 
is just as important. This includes not only the types of experiences provided to students but 
the ways that institutions—both explicitly and implicitly—encourage investment of time 
and energy in these educational offerings. Thus, college success is a shared responsibility 
between students and the institution, particularly those at the institution who interact with 
students in an educational capacity (e.g., faculty, academic advisors, staff). 

The Promise of Research for Narrowing the Achievement Gap
Although what students do is a key factor in their academic performance, it is increasingly 

clear that student success also depends greatly on what students believe, both about themselves 
as learners and about their learning environment. Psychological research has provided 
valuable insight into the ways students’ internal beliefs, attitudes, and self-perceptions 
influence their engagement and success (Farrington et al., 2012). Indeed, recent research 
examining various psychosocial interventions demonstrates that targeting students’ beliefs 
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about learning (e.g., the nature of intelligence, their sense of  belonging, their interpretation 
of failure) helps to shift their behaviors and engagement so that they benefit more fully 
from the programs, experiences, and resources at higher education institutions. In short, 
by focusing on what students believe, we affect what they do and how they engage with the 
educational environment.

This approach holds particular promise with regard to the nearly ubiquitous focus 
among policy makers, higher education leaders, and government officials on increased 
success as measured by college enrollment and graduation rates. Typically, these efforts 
are based on the evidence that college success yields benefits for graduates personally and 
for communities that reap the rewards of educated citizens (Lobo & Burke-Smalley, 2018). 

Consequently, stakeholders from across higher education have worked to address 
important issues of access, equity, and achievement. And although these efforts have yielded 
some gains—enrollment in college has increased dramatically in recent years, for example—
new challenges have emerged. For instance, persistence has declined significantly during 
the same period (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013; Ost, Pan, & Webber, 2018). The reality is that 
we face an urgent need to better understand and address the factors that promote college 
success, both in traditional ways (i.e., retention, persistence, and graduation) and measures 
of personal learning, growth, and holistic development.

Research on learning mindsets holds tremendous promise for these efforts, particularly 
as it relates to closing the achievement gap1.  As explained more fully in the chapters that 
follow, positive learning mindsets are important for all college students but are particularly 
critical for underrepresented minorities, those of lower socioeconomic status, and others 
from disadvantaged backgrounds (Sisk, Burgoyne, Sun, Butler, & MacNamara, 2018; 
Walton & Cohen, 2011; Yeager et al., 2016). In fact, learning-mindset interventions are 
shown to have an outsized impact on these segments of the college student population. 
These interventions are associated with reduced levels of stereotype threat (Steele, 2010), 
higher levels of engagement in positive academic behaviors, and increased resilience in 
the face of academic and social challenges (Farrington et al., 2012). This book makes an 
important contribution to the dialogue around closing the achievement gap and contains 
helpful tools for institutional leaders, classroom instructors, academic advisors, and others 
who work to foster success among all students on campus.

A Note on Terminology: What Do We Call This Stuff?
Although there is general consensus that a broad range of behaviors, attitudes, and 

strategies heavily influence student success, there is far less agreement over what to call this 

1 An achievement gap is present “when one group of students [such as students grouped by race/ethnicity, gender] 
outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant [that 
is, larger than the margin of error]” (NCES, 2018). 
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constellation of key factors. Common umbrella terms include 21st century skills, character 
strengths, social skills, and soft skills. 

Twenty-first century skills is a fairly broad term frequently used in business and technology 
circles referring to life and career skills; information, media, and technology skills; and learning 
skills (e.g., critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity; Partnership for 21st 
Century Learning, 2015). Character strengths grew out of the character education movement 
in the United States and came into vogue in the 1980s and 1990s (Peterson & Seligman, 
2004). One example is New York City’s KIPP public charter schools and their character 
curriculum, which includes grit, zest, optimism, self-control, gratitude, social intelligence, 
and curiosity (KIPP Public Charter Schools, 2018). Social skills include interpersonal abilities 
such as cooperation, assertion, responsibility, and empathy (Farrington et al., 2012). Finally, 
employers commonly refer to soft skills as nearly any attribute or quality that allows one to 
interact effectively with others or as part of a group. 

Another common descriptor for these attributes is noncognitive factors. This broader 
term refers to a more expansive collection of skills, strategies, attitudes, and behaviors that 
positively influence academic performance but are not measured by traditional cognitive or 
standardized tests (Farrington et al., 2012; see also Heckman, 2008; Nagaoka et al., 2013; 
Sparkman, Maulding, & Roberts, 2012). Although strong evidence suggests that these factors 
affect student performance, the term noncognitive is problematic, as it suggests that (a) students’ 
beliefs about learning are not related to cognitive processes or (b) certain learning strategies 
and behaviors take place in the absence of cognition (Borghans, Duckworth, Heckman, 
& ter Weel, 2008; Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Farrington et al., 2012). Despite 
such criticism, the term has become embedded in the dialogue among educational leaders, 
policymakers, researchers, and even practitioners. To synthesize the research literature in 
this area, Farrington et al. (2012) outlined a conceptual framework comprising five broad 
categories: academic behaviors, academic perseverance, academic mindsets, learning 
strategies, and social skills. 

This book focuses on a subset of these factors, namely growth mindset (Dweck, 2006), 
belonging, and resilience. We collectively refer to these factors as learning mindsets to reflect 
that the remainder of the book focuses specifically on how students’ beliefs, attitudes, and ways 
of thinking shape behavior and performance. We also want to emphasize the impact these 
mindsets have not only on traditional measures of academic performance but on learning 
more broadly. As learning mindsets are key determinants in what students actually learn, 
our goal is to persuade readers that these mindsets have broad application across learning 
contexts, both in and outside of formal academic environments.
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Why This Book? Why Now?
In recent years, research on the influence of learning mindsets on student success has 

proliferated. Best-selling books, including Mindset (Dweck, 2006), Grit (Duckworth, 2016), 
and Whistling Vivaldi (Steele, 2010), have focused attention to this area of research. TED 
Talk videos, articles in mainstream magazines, and a cottage industry of guidebooks and 
resources for teachers, coaches, parents, and others have grown more common. Although 
early work on mindsets may have focused on K-12 settings, this research is increasingly 
recognized for its potential to influence higher education. 

Much scholarly literature has also been published on the subject, providing critical 
theoretical understanding of the psychological processes that affect student learning as 
well as strong empirical evidence of the efficacy of various psychological interventions. As 
a result, student affairs professionals and institutional leaders continually look for practical 
strategies and interventions that have a positive impact on students’ growth mindset, sense 
of  belonging, and capacity for resilience. This hunger for practical guidance is evident in the 
proliferation of conference presentations, workshops, and other how-to resources aimed at 
supporting students in developing productive learning mindsets. However, these efforts to 
develop and implement mindset-focused programming and interventions must be grounded 
in sound psychological principles to be effective.

In writing this book, we saw a need to bridge the gap between the scholarly literature 
on academic mindsets and the opportunities and challenges specific to higher education 
practice. Our book responds to this need by providing a concise review of relevant literature 
with an eye toward higher education contexts. Along the way, we offer concrete and practical 
strategies for fostering student success through programming, intentional experiences, and 
interventions demonstrated to positively shape students’ learning mindsets.

For Whom Was This Book Written?
Supporting student success is not about a single person, program, or policy. Rather, it 

hinges on institutions’ ability to create campuswide communities and cultures that include 
well-articulated and agreed-upon priorities, an openness to innovation and change, and a 
coordinated approach to infusing mindset messaging and practices across the undergraduate 
experience. Consequently, this book is for anyone with a stake in this work, including: 

• student affairs practitioners charged with developing, implementing, and refin-
ing student success programming and interventions; 

• faculty members and others who engage with students in the classroom; and

• institutional leaders responsible for providing vision and shaping their school’s
culture around student success.
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Again, we have written to a broad and somewhat varied audience to reflect the reality that 
this work requires campuswide efforts. Every member of an institution’s campus community 
plays an important role in influencing students’ sense of belonging, mindset toward learning, 
and resilience in the face of challenges. 

Structure and Organization
In keeping with the overarching goal of providing practical, research-based  

recommendations for strengthening students’ learning mindsets, we have organized the 
book around a core set of questions: 

• What are the key learning mindsets?

• When, where, and how can we most effectively support students in developing
productive learning mindsets? 

• How can institutions create an institution-wide culture of growth, belonging,
and resilience? 

• How can institutions assess and evaluate their efforts to strengthen students’
learning mindsets? 

These questions provided general guidance as we conceptualized the book, and in some 
cases we opted to devote entire chapters to addressing them.

In Chapter 1, we provide an overview of the research on noncognitive factors, including 
definitions and descriptions of key constructs. We also discuss the rationale for giving 
particular attention to growth mindset, belonging, and resilience. 

In Chapter 2, we discuss the importance of  learning mindsets during times of transition, 
the role of these mindsets in the first-year experience, and research-based recommendations 
for developing effective mindset interventions for first-year students. In Chapter 3, we highlight 
the applicability of  learning mindset research in the classroom, provide examples of effective 
strategies for supporting productive learning mindsets, and discuss how classroom practices 
can contribute more broadly to institutional culture. 

We turn our attention to the achievement gap and reexamine the research on learning 
mindsets in Chapter 4, with an eye toward developing strategies and interventions that 
offer particular promise for supporting students from underrepresented minority groups. 
We devote Chapter 5 to exploring the relationship between campus culture and students’ 
learning mindsets.

The role of  learning mindsets in professional development—for faculty, staff, and peer 
leaders—is the focus of Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, we introduce the concept of growth-oriented 
assessment and give examples of strategies for assessing mindset-focused interventions and 
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programming. In the Appendix, we also offer a glossary of terms that appear throughout 
the volume. 

In addition to research-rich content and relevant practical strategies, each chapter 
includes a set of common features:

• Learning Mindset Story: Each chapter opens with a narrative or vignette high-
lighting a student, faculty member, or staff member and describing how their
mindset, resilience, or belonging shaped their experiences. These stories provide 
helpful context for each chapter and are designed to spark ref lections on readers’
own learning mindset stories. Throughout the book, we have changed names
and identifying information to protect individuals’ privacy.

• Campus Conversations: We hope readers will invite others—including faculty,
staff, student leaders, administrators, and community partners—to read and dis-
cuss this book. To facilitate such dialogue, we conclude each chapter with a set
of questions for promoting ref lection, discourse, evaluation of existing practices, 
and a vision for the future.

• Next Steps: In combination with the “Campus Conversations” feature of each
chapter, this section supports readers in outlining action steps and implementing 
meaningful change as it relates to learning mindsets.

An Invitation to Readers
An inherent danger in writing a theory-to-practice book like this one is that some readers 

may be seeking a one-size-fits-all strategy, intervention, or program that will improve students’ 
mindsets and foster success in an almost magical way (see Yeager & Walton, 2011 for a more 
in-depth discussion of this tendency as it relates to social–psychological interventions). 
However, in sharing concrete strategies and examples of successful interventions, we do 
not mean to suggest these are appropriate for all students or for every institution. Providing 
such a magic bullet was never our intent, and readers searching for one will be disappointed. 

What we hope to illustrate is that the most successful interventions include essential 
psychological (and theory-based) components that lead to positive changes in students’ 
thoughts and feelings about learning. Additionally, effective interventions are always 
context-specific, meaning they must be adapted to fit the unique aspects of the context in 
which they are implemented. 

Consequently, we invite readers to identify the theoretical bases of each intervention 
shared, look for common elements or principles of the effective practices described, and then 
reflect on and discuss with colleagues how to apply or implement these elements in their 
own contexts. Supporting students’ learning and growth requires an integrated, holistic, and 
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campuswide approach that engages all stakeholders. These efforts should be responsive to 
institutional history, local challenges and opportunities, and the unique needs of students 
at a particular college.

Fostering student success through the development of productive mindsets and feelings 
of  belonging involves much more than developing a single premier program or high-impact 
intervention. Rather, the greater task is for institutional teams to bring together a constellation 
of effective, research-based practices that, together, create a culture of growth, belonging, 
and resilience. This type of culture is most likely to emerge when students, faculty, and staff 
strive together to do the collective work of learning and share responsibility for ensuring 
that all members of the community feel like they belong.

Accordingly, while we hope this book leads to the development of new programs, 
interventions, and the like, our more proximal goal is that it serve as a catalyst for dialogue 
and debate around the ideas we present; clarified vision among campus leaders for how 
learning mindsets might be cultivated at their institutions more fully; new research on the 
role of  learning mindsets in college student success; and, perhaps most important, renewed 
confidence and inspiration for the critical, daily work of supporting students in their learning. 
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