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Name
Age of children you work with
Location
One word to describe how you’re showing up today
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● Erica Brentan
● Educator for over 20 years  - started my career as a NYC 

public school teacher
● Social Emotional Learning specialist
● School Culture and Climate Initiative
● Montclair, NJ with my family: two children (middle and 

elementary school)
● Like to go on long walks, read, and spend time with my family
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School Culture and Climate 
Initiative

Based at the Center for Human and Social Development
at Saint Elizabeth University, Morristown, NJ
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❏ Strategies to help students believe in their 
ability to grow

❏ Ways to normalize challenge and celebrate 
effort

❏ Techniques for building student confidence in 
problem-solving

❏ Practical approaches to shift from 
compliance to agency
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Walk Aways

**Interactive!



Supporting, Connecting and Empowering Schools

Think of a child you support.
When they struggle, what do they usually say?
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Warm Up
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A child’s belief that “My actions matter.

“I can figure this out”

“Effort and strategy change outcomes”

“Mistakes are information, not failure”
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Student Agency
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When kids have agency, they:
✔ Achieve more academically
✔ Persist through challenges
✔ Use executive functioning skills
✔ Regulate emotions more effectively
✔ Become intrinsically motivated
✔ Experience better mental health
✔ Succeed beyond school

Albert Bandura (1997) – Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control, Carol Dweck (2006) – Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, John Hattie (2009) – Visible 
Learning, Edward Deci & Richard Ryan (2000) – Self-Determination Theory, Barry Zimmerman (2002) – Self-regulated learning research, Angela Duckworth 
(2016) – Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance, Martin Seligman (1975)
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Research
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Beliefs → Behaviors → Outcomes
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Student Agency
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Student Agency

Beliefs: What kids tell 
themselves

Behaviors: Beliefs in action Outcomes: The results we 
focus on

“I’m not good at this.”
“This is too hard.”
“I can figure this out if I keep 
trying.”

Avoiding work
Giving up quickly
Trying again
Using strategies

Grades
Test scores
Completed assignments
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Adults & Student Agency
Why do adults get stuck at the behavior level?

• We’re busy
• Behavior is loud and immediate
• Outcomes feel urgent

Other reasons?
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Adults & Student Agency
The reality:

• Adults don’t directly control outcomes
• We don’t even fully control behavior
• What we do influence is belief.

How we can influence beliefs:

• How we respond to mistakes
• How quickly we step in
• What we praise
• The language we use during struggle

What are you most successful 
with?
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Self-Efficacy & Growth Mindset are the belief drivers
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Student Agency
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The belief in one’s ability to succeed through effort & strategy

“I can do hard things”

Think of a time you had strong self-efficacy? 
What factors were helpful in contributing to your success?

Self-Efficacy
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Self-Efficacy
Built through: Undermined by:

● Small wins
● Productive struggle
● Feedback tied to effort & 

strategy

● Over-helping
● Rescuing too quickly
● Doing things for kids
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Does this build or weaken self-efficacy?

1. A teacher re-writes the last paragraph of a child’s essay
2. A teacher says, “Try one more strategy before asking me”
3. A teacher says, “I know this is hard. What’s your first step?”

Self-Efficacy
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Self-efficacy grows when kids experience manageable 
struggle with support - not rescue.

Self-Efficacy
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Growth mindset: The belief that abilities grow with effort, practice, and 
feedback

Fixed mindset is the belief that personal traits—such as intelligence, 
talent, and abilities—are innate, fixed, and unchangeable

Growth Mindset
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Growth Mindset

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J-swZaKN2Ic
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Think about a time you had a growth mindset.  

Now think of a time you had a fixed mindset.

What was different about the two experiences?

Growth Mindset
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Growth Mindset

Instead of saying Try saying

 “You’re so smart” “Your strategy worked”  

“It’s okay, I’ll do it”  “Let’s break it into steps” 

“You’ll get it next time” “What did you learn from this?”  

“Just focus”    “What’s one thing you can control?”
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3 High-Impact Practices

• Normalize struggle
• Shift mindset
• Offer choices

Growth Mindset
Zone of proximal development
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What we usually see is behavior.
What we usually react to is outcomes.

But what’s actually driving both is belief.

What is one new way that you will change the beliefs of your 
students?

Closing/Reflection


