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•• “This is too hard.”
•• “I can’t do this.”
•• “No matter how hard I work, I never seem to do well.”
•• “I’m just stupid at figuring out problems like this.”
•• “I never was very good at writing.”
•• “These are just too hard.”
•• “Only smart kids can do work like this.”

These are all opportunities for us to push back directly on negative 
attributions with strong statements of belief.

Student: “My father wasn’t any good at math either.”

Teacher:  “Well, he would have been if he’d had me for a teacher! And 
you will be too. There was nothing wrong with your dad’s 
math brain and there’s nothing wrong with yours. You just 
have some gaps in background math knowledge. Now sit 
right down with me; we’re going to find out where they are 
and fill them in.”

These pushback statements have to be delivered with strength and 
confidence. Student beliefs that their ability is low and fixed in an aca-
demic area are strong and stubborn. Palliative assurance or feel-better 
messages of hope are insufficient. Students need to hear from us in no 
uncertain terms that we do not accept their negative self-assessment and 
will not allow them to give up on themselves.

The statements above make a useful practice field for gearing our-
selves up to push against and gradually change students’ negative attribu-
tions. (See Teacher Case Study 4 in Appendix A.) Try this: Get with a 
partner and divide up the statements at the top of this page. Pretend a 
student said one to you. What would your pushback statement be to that 
student? Taking turns this way, invent a retort for each statement above. 
Give you partner feedback on the strength of the pushback statement and 
the conviction you hear in his or her voice!
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