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Charlotte has escorted her class to the bus as usual and calls to Irma, 
who is waving from the window as the bus pulls out: “Have you got your 
biology book? Fixing number 7, right?”

Positive Attributions

A positive attribution is an explicit or embedded statement that a student 
has the capacity to do something. Mr. Herrmann uses this approach with 
Kelyn. She’s been asked to speak for her group in explaining why “3N – 30” 
is the correct translation rather than 30 – 3N for the word problem “If three 
times a number minus 30 is 45, what is the number?” Note how the girl to 
her right picks up at the end with asking Kelyn to explain her thinking.

Watch Mr. Herrmann use the positive  
attributions approach.

http://rbteach.com/products-resources/video/ 
stimulating-effective-effort

Video 3.8

Here’s another version of positive attribution: Donal says to a student, 
“This isn’t nearly what you are capable of, Brandon. I want to see a rewrite 
of this tomorrow with all the evidence supporting your main points.”

Another example is a written note atop Brenda’s paper: “This isn’t up 
to your usual standard. Come see me right after class so we can list the 
edits that will earn you an A.”

Pursuit

Ronda goes into the cafeteria and has a private conversation with Sophia 
about the exit ticket she failed to leave after class. Sophia says, “I didn’t 
know how to do it.” Ronda responds, “Then you can write that on the 
ticket if you have to, but I need to know where you and all the other stu-
dents stand whenever we introduce new material so I can help you close 
gaps if you have them. Everyone gets confused at times. Now come in 
before class tomorrow and we’ll plug this hole. 7:45 sharp!”

9. PUSHBACK ON FIXED MINDSET  
LANGUAGE AND STUDENT HELPLESSNESS

Discouraged students often speak from a stance of disability or 
helplessness.


