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Abstract

:

The COVID-19 pandemic had a profound effect on the system of education—gaps in students’ learning, their socioemotional and mental health problems and growing inequality have been recorded. These problems confront students from low socioeconomic status (SES) in particular, therefore supportive relationships with teachers are of great importance. The growth mindset, as a student’s belief that he or she can develop his or her capabilities, can help him or her cope with arising difficulties. Based on the first hypothesis, this study sought to establish whether teacher support is positively related to student’s achievement. Our second hypothesis is as follows: a student’s growth mindset moderates the positive effect of teacher support on students’ achievement; this relationship is stronger when the student’s growth mindset is higher. The research sample consisted of 163 students from municipalities of Lithuania that are regarded as socioeconomically disadvantaged. The research results show positive correlations between teacher’ support, student’s growth mindset and achievement. Additionally, the role of student’s growth mindset as a moderator between teacher support and the student’s achievement was established. Statistically significant differences between high-SES and low-SES students when comparing their growth mindsets and achievement prove that it is important to enhance confidence of low-SES students in their capabilities and the potential to develop them.
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1. Introduction


In seeking to achieve the main goal of sustainable development, school communities have an important mission—to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all individuals and society, now and in the years to come [1]. This mission is reflected in the implementation of the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 4), that is, creating and ensuring qualitative and inclusive education for all children. It is with respect to sustainable development that one of the missions of a school is to contribute to promoting social justice and people’s wellbeing [2]. This can be achieved by creating positive teacher–student relationships, fulfilling socio-emotional needs of a child, and implementing individualised education that meets a child’s personal learning needs.



The COVID-19 pandemic had an enormous impact on the system of education all over the world. It led to a serious setback for the world’s ambition to achieve Sustainable Development Goals [3]. Research shows that the pandemic posed different challenges, such as gaps in student’s learning [4,5,6]; inequality [6,7] and socioemotional and mental health problems [7]. Learning loss more often was characteristic of low-SES students and schools [8]; the COVID-19 pandemic greatly aggravated adolescents’ symptoms of depression and anxiety and decreased their life satisfaction [9]. A lack of emotional connection and a perceived decrease in overall friend support [10] also affected the socioemotional wellbeing of students. Recent research has demonstrated that students need social awareness and emotional connectedness in order to study effectively [11].



It is obvious that the COVID-19 pandemic not only affected the organisation of teaching and learning processes, but it also influenced teacher–student relationships. As Niemi and Kousa [12] state, the main challenges posed to teachers included a non-authentic interaction and a lack of the spontaneity provided by in-person teaching. A sense of urgency and a fast pace of change influenced teachers’ work with students [13]; suddenly, teachers felt completely overwhelmed [14]. In the adolescents’ opinion, support provided by teachers, as well as communication with them, decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic [15].



There is no doubt that children learn best when a safe, stable school environment and healthy relationships are ensured, and when attention is devoted to socioemotional aspects of interaction in the learning process [16]. On the one hand, a supportive school environment and strong teacher–student relationships speed up the recovery from learning loss [17], and a sense of having positive relationships with others in a specific context is an important aspect of academic life [18]. On the other hand, research findings revealed that stronger perceived teacher support buffered against the negative outcomes associated with self-isolation [19]. Good relationships strengthen children’s psychological resilience; therefore, we think that it is necessary to direct undivided attention to interpersonal relationships at school and invest in their social and emotional development [20].



A growth mindset is an important feature characterising a student and relating to both an interaction with a teacher and the student’s achievement. The significance of growth mindset became especially pronounced during the COVID-19 pandemic because people, with a higher growth mindset are more likely to thrive in the face of difficulty [21]. Students’ growth mindset plays an important role in the interaction between teacher support and the student’s achievement: the students with a higher growth mindset will have greater confidence, a better ability to cope with failure and uncertainty, and make greater efforts to overcome learning difficulties. There is some evidence suggesting that if a low-SES student has a growth mindset it works as a buffer against the negative effects of poverty on his achievement [22]. Hence, the current research is aimed at determining the role that a growth mindset plays in the relationship between teacher support (as a relationship variable) and a student’s achievement during the COVID-19 pandemic.




2. Theoretical Background


Many scholars have analysed teacher–student relationships as an important factor in the learning process. These relationships have links with students’ functioning [23] and help slow or prevent declines in student motivation [24]. According to researchers, students with better developmental relationships with their teachers achieved better outcomes; these relationships strongly predicted academic motivation and a students’ sense of belonging to school community and school climate [25]. Positive relationships between teachers and students increase students’ engagement in the learning process [26] and help identify gaps in student’s learning at an earlier stage [27].



Researchers have also focused on the analysis of how a teacher–student relationship affects students’ achievement and vice versa—how students’ achievement influence relationships between teacher and student. A study by Ma, Liu, and Li [28] in mainland China adolescents shows that there is a positive correlation between a teacher–student relationship and students’ academic performance. Lee’s [29] investigation revealed that the teacher–student relationship was a meaningful predictor on students reading performance. Moreover, Xuan et al. [30] explored that the teacher–student relationship was a mediator between school SES and students’ math achievement. Furthermore, studies on teacher–student relationships with low SES students reveal another important aspect—not only that teacher–student relationships are one of the main vehicles through which teachers can positively affect their students [31], but teachers’ sense of meaning at work with their performance was mediated by teachers’ relationships with students [32].



Through recognising the significance of relationships to the learning process, it is clearly seen that their relevance increases in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic [16]. With school communities suffering from instability, uncertainty, stress and anxiety, the stable environment of school and harmonious supportive relationships with adults become especially important to students. Creating the relationships, on the basis of which opportunities for students to become engaged in the learning process are created, is one of the most effective ways to overcome learning losses or avoid them [17]. Investigations show that such aspects of relationships as students’ perception of the teachers’ autonomy-supportive behaviour and student cohesiveness predict emotional engagement, while students’ perception of teachers’ autonomy-supportive behaviour and equity are important to behavioural engagement [33]. It is clear that learning as an interpersonal activity is closely linked to relationships. Investigations carried out during the pandemic show that students who learned by participating in face-to-face classes obviously learned more than the students who did online learning [17]. “Teaching and learning are always social and emotional practices, by design or neglect” [34] (p. 60), therefore, recovery from the pandemic must include a commitment to social emotional learning [16].



Along with the proposed programs for the development of social emotional skills and counselling on learning loss, we believe that during this period, teacher support for students should mean deeper listening to their needs (‘Lately you seem like you are not yourself. Is something going on? Maybe I can help?’) and more active collaboration with students’ parents. These could be invitations for informal conversations delving into changes in students’ behaviour.



Students from disadvantaged backgrounds (low SES) should receive special attention in cases such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Different countries have presented more and more evidence about the effect that teaching/learning conditions have on students’ learning outcomes. Investigations show a certain regularity: the learning outcomes of students from low SES are much worse compared with those of other students, and this difference seems to be increasing [35,36,37,38,39]. Furthermore, in the teachers’ opinion, online teaching/learning is absolutely ineffective at schools where many students from low-SES families learn [40]. According to Kaden [41], there is no single model for online learning that provides equitable educational opportunities for all. Therefore, online learning can increase educational inequality due to which students from a low-SES environment will experience learning losses and the risk of negative social, emotional, and behavioural consequences [42]. Research on home schooling also shows that it works well for students for whom intentional, personalized, and sufficient resources are available [43].



Previous research, e.g., [21,44,45], showed that student academic achievement depends not only on the student’s knowledge and abilities but also on how he or she is able to cope with failure and uncertainty. The effort made by the student when he or she encounters learning difficulties and obstacles and the way they respond to failure emotionally and the feeling they experience when a failure occurs, are also very important factors [46]. The growth mindset can be specified as the belief that students’ capacities are things you can develop through your efforts. Evidence, e.g., [47,48] show that growth mindset interventions have an enormous impact and are useful to students from a disadvantaged environment (low-SES). Bernardo [48] found that SES is a moderator between the student’s growth mindset and learning in mathematics and science in the nationwide Philippine sample.



The mediation and moderation analysis of relationships between growth mindset and achievement has attracted ever-growing attention from scholars. The majority of research into growth mindset, with few exceptions, e.g., [49], analyses of its effect on achievement and motivation [18,50]. For example, research carried out by Alvarado et al. [51] showed that there is a significant relationship between growth mindset, wellbeing, and performance. Furthermore, it was found that students’ wellbeing is a mediator between a growth mindset and performance [51]. Collie et al. [52] examined the role of growth goals in mediating the association between interpersonal relationships and academic outcomes.



It is noteworthy that developing teacher–student relationships is a significant factor in learning and achievement of low-SES students. On the basis of the Expectancy-Value Theory [53,54], the link between teacher–student relationships and the academic achievement of students can be theoretically substantiated. As researchers [30] underline, students who have a positive relationship with teachers are more likely to have positive expectancies and values for success. The teacher–student relationship can thus influence students’ expectations and the evaluation of school performance, as well as students’ academic success. Additionally, the Self-Determination Theory [55] can explain links between relationships, growth mindset, and achievement. Relatedness is one of three basic needs of the student (alongside competence and autonomy) and its satisfaction in the learning process influences the student’s intrinsic motivation, and at the same time deep learning and higher achievement. It is likely that the growth mindset is closely related to the student’s needs—competence when confidence in his or her abilities strengthens the aspiration to feel efficient in learning.



To summarise, we intend to emphasise that a teacher’s support of students during the learning process is key in cases such as the COVID-19 pandemic for all students, particularly in the group of more vulnerable students, such as low-SES ones. Therefore, we put forward the hypothesis that teacher support is positively related to student’s achievement. Students’ growth mindset plays a significant role in the intercorrelation of these variables: the student who holds a higher growth mindset will have more confidence in his or her capabilities, will more easily cope with failure and uncertainty, and will devote more effort to overcome learning difficulties. Hence, our second hypothesis is as follows: the student’s growth mindset moderates the positive effect of the teacher’s support on students’ achievement, such that this relationship is stronger when students’ growth mindset is higher. Since studies have proved that differences in sociodemographic variables (such as gender, belonging to low SES) can affect the student’s achievement and growth mindset, in our research we should take these variables into consideration when verifying the second hypothesis. Based on the above analysis, we provide a theoretical model shown in Figure 1.




3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Participants


Convenience sampling was used for selecting participants.



Our research targets were schools from municipalities of Lithuania with low SES contexts. Based on a 2019 Overview of the Lithuanian Educational System [56], we selected schools from these municipalities which were classified as schools with unfavourable SES contexts, where a large number of students from low-income households’ study. As the questions related to low SES are sensitive issues due to their vulnerable sample of respondents, not all schools agreed to participate in the research.



Four secondary education schools from three municipalities of Lithuania with low SES contexts agreed to participate in this research. These schools are small and located in small towns or rural areas, representing the characteristics of communities working effectively in the context of low SES. The communities of these schools address the problem of students’ low academic achievements and have accomplished significant improvement over two years.



All 7th–10th grade students, a total of 314 students of the afore mentioned schools, were invited to volunteer in the study. As many as 201 students (64%) filled in the questionnaire. Answers of 163 students, who completed the full questionnaire, are analysed in the present article. The research sample included 46% males and 54% females. 38% of the participants were low-SES students (Table 1).




3.2. Data Collection Instruments


The questionnaire was divided into three parts. The first part of the questionnaire consists of the subscale Teacher support from the questionnaire What Is Happening in this Class? (WIHIC) [57,58,59]. From this scale the students’ perception of teacher support is assessed, that is, the extent to which a teacher helps them, takes interest in them, and maintains friendly relations with them is calculated. The subscale comprised eight items (the sample item “The teacher considers my feelings”). The items were scored on a five-point frequency scale with the alternatives of almost never (1), seldom (2), sometimes (3), often (4), and almost always (5) to indicate the degree of agreement with each statement. Cronbach’s alpha value (α = 0.930) suggests that the Teacher support subscale has an acceptable internal consistency.



The Growth mindset questionnaire containing eight statements drawn up by Agne Brandisauskiene is presented in the second part of the questionnaire. Examples of the statements are as follows: ‘No matter what my capabilities are, I can always change them a little’, ‘I have certain capabilities and I cannot change them’. Answers to each statement are presented on the 5-point Likert scale, where 1 means Strongly disagree and 5 means Strongly agree. The higher the overall average of the statements, the stronger the student’s belief in the possibilities to develop his/her capabilities is. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient shows that internal consistency of the scale is sufficient (0.675).



Such socio-demographic variables as gender, grade and socioeconomic status were collected in the third part of the questionnaire. The students who were from low-income families, that is, who received social assistance (free meals at school) were attributed to the category of students from the low SES background. Student’s achievement was analysed using the grades received in the native language (the Lithuanian language) and mathematics. On their basis, the annual average of these grades was calculated, which is used in the statistical analysis of research data.




3.3. Procedure and Ethics


Information about the study was first distributed among school principals and their permission was obtained. All the students participated voluntarily in the investigation and were free to fill in the data set. Their confidentiality was guaranteed. Written consents from students’ parents allowing their children to participate in the study were obtained. Data was collected in May 2021. The participants in the investigation completed a self-report questionnaire on the online platform https://apklausa.lt/ (accessed on 22 May 2021). Students filled in the questionnaire at home, at the time convenient for them; in this way, neither researchers nor teachers could exert any influence on the answers. The study procedures were carried in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. The Research Ethics Committee of the Education Academy of Vytautas Magnus University approved this study (protocol number SA-EK-21-03). Permission to use the questionnaire What Is Happening in this Class? was obtained by the first author of the present article.




3.4. Data Analysis


IBM SPSS Statistics version 22.0 was used to calculate descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, skewness, kurtosis, percent). Normality of the variables was checked with skewness, and kurtosis. All variables were normally distributed, when skewness and kurtosis values were between −1 and +1 [60]. Independent samples t-test was used to test differences in gender and grade, as well as differences between low and high SES students. To compare these differences, standardised effect sizes (Cohen’s d) were calculated. For Cohen’s d, a value of 0.20 was interpreted as a weak effect, 0.21–0.50—as a modest effect, 0.51–1.00—as a moderate effect, and >1.00—as a strong effect [60]. Pearson correlation analysis was carried out to investigate the possible relationship between students’ perceptions of teacher support, student’s growth mindset and student’s achievement. The following values of the coefficient are suggested to be followed to interpret the strength of the relationship between a correlation between two variables: a correlation of <0.19 is considered very weak, 0.20–0.39—weak, 0.40–0.59—moderate, 0.60–0.79—strong, >0.80—very strong (for positive, as well as negative values) [60]. Multiple regression analysis was used to determine the moderating effect of growth mindset.



Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal consistency of the questionnaires. The alpha value between 0.60 and 0.95 was considered acceptable [60]. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05 for all tests.





4. Results


Research data analysis indicated that all variables were approximately normally distributed and there were no extreme outliers (Table 2). When analysing the results, a rather low average score of the students in our research sample should be taken into consideration. The highest score of students at schools in Lithuania is 10, and the lowest one is 4. Hence, the annual average score of 6.21 (Table 2) obtained in our research sample is lower than the annual average score of the student who receives medium positive evaluations.



The average of the estimates of perceived teacher support in the overall sample totals 3.32 (Table 2), and it ranges between 3.29 and 3.36 in the groups of students differing in sociodemographic characteristics, which is higher than a possible theoretical scale average of 3. It should be noted, however, that the distribution of research estimates in this scale is quite large (from 1.13 to 5).



The average of the estimates of the third variable, the growth mindset, is 2.88 in the overall research sample (Table 2), and in the groups of students differing in sociodemographic characteristics ranges between 2.78 and 2.94 (Table 3). Attention should be drawn to the fact that though the highest possible estimate on this scale is 5, the highest estimate in the present research sample totalled 3.75 (the lowest one was 1.75; Table 2)—the students who participated in the study did not have a high level of belief and confidence in the opportunities to improve their capabilities. This information is important in order to understand the context of phenomenon correlation analysis presented below.



Table 3 presents results of independent samples t-test. When analysing the results of the study, we see that both girls and boys experience teacher support in the same way, and the perception of teacher support does not differ depending on the grade and the SES background.



Students’ growth mindset differs in the groups of low-SES (M = 2.78, SD = 0.41) and high-SES (M = 2.94, SD = 0.41) students: a lower growth mindset is more characteristic of the low-SES group of students (t = −2.437, p < 0.05). The effect size of this difference was medium (Cohen’s d = 0.41). When considering growth mindset by gender and grade, no statistically significant differences were noticed.



When analysing students’ achievement data, statistically significant differences were noticed in the student groups of different gender and the SES background. Lower achievements are characteristic of low-SES students (M = 5.32, SD = 0.66) as compared with those of their schoolfellows (M = 6.76, SD = 1.81; t = −5.28, p < 0.001). The effect size of this difference was strong (Cohen’s d = 1.74). Girls learned statistically significantly better than boys (t = −2.457, p < 0.05), their annual average score is 6.54, whereas that of boys is 5.83. The effect size of this difference was strong (Cohen’s d = 1.85).



Seeking to elucidate the correlation between teacher support, growth mindset and student’s achievement, the Pearson correlation coefficients r was calculated. Table 4 shows that a statistically significant correlation between all three research variables was established. However, significant positive correlations between teacher support and growth mindset (r = 0.177, p < 0.01) and between teacher support and students’ achievement (r = 0.183, p < 0.01) show that association is very weak. The significant positive correlations between students’ achievement and growth mindset (r = 0.362, p < 0.01) is weak.



Seeking to find out if the interrelation between teacher support and student’s achievement is influenced by other variables able to distort it, the partial correlation was calculated. Having eliminated the impact of two variable (gender and SES background), it became clear that the link relating teacher support and student’s achievement strengthened, i.e., increased from r = 0.183 to r = 0.214 (significant positive weak correlation, p = 0.006). This means that the first hypothesis is confirmed—the stronger students experience teacher support, the higher their achievement.



Data presented in Table 4 show that growth mindset and student’s achievement are related by a statistically significant link (r = 0.362, p < 0.001). Therefore, a further analysis of research data is sought to elucidate if the growth mindset could be a moderator between independent (teacher support) and dependent (student’s achievement) variables and strengthen the correlation between them. To test the moderating effects, multiple regressions analysis was used. Two regression models were estimated. In Model 1, student’s achievement was regressed on the centred scores of growth mindset, teacher support and the interaction between growth mindset and teacher support. Model 2 was identical to Model 1, except that the variables of gender and SES were additionally controlled. If a significant interaction was found, then a simple slope analysis was conducted to determine whether teacher support is associated with student’s achievement at high and low levels of growth mindset as a moderator.



The results of the regression analysis are presented in Table 5. The predictors in Model 1 accounted for 16.1% of the variance in student’s achievement (F = 11.389; p < 0.001). Both growth mindset and teacher support were significantly positively associated with student’s achievement. Moreover, the interaction between the variables of growth mindset and teacher support was significant. The simple slope analysis showed that a positive relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement was significant at higher levels of the moderator (b = 0.590, p < 0.01), whereas at the lower levels of a moderator the interaction between aforementioned variables was not significant (b = −0.010, p > 0.05).



The predictors in Model 2 accounted for 25.9% of the variance in student’s achievement (F = 12.346; p < 0.001). The effects of growth mindset and teacher support, as well as their interaction, remained significant in Model 2. The simple slope analysis showed the results very similar to those mentioned previously. A positive relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement was significant at higher levels of the moderator (b = 0.571, p < 0.01) and was not significant at its lower levels (b = 0.077, p > 0.05).



In summary, we see that a higher growth mindset as a moderator strengthens the connection between teacher’s support and student’s achievement, although the effect is not very strong.




5. Discussion


With the pandemic sweeping the country, school communities are looking for answers to the questions about how to deal with the challenges directly related not only to the learning process (that is, forms of teaching, achievement) but also to the students’ wellbeing, particularly having in the mind such vulnerable students as those from low SES. It is obvious that in this respect, one of the research variables—teacher support—does not lose its relevance. The first hypothesis confirmed by our investigation reveals that there exists a positive relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement. The research results obtained lead to the conclusion that teacher–student relationships can be conducive to student’s effective learning. These research results conform with the research results obtained by other scholars and suggest that better teacher–student interrelations determine better student learning outcomes [24,25]. Attention should be drawn to the fact that in assessing the teacher support variable, no statistically significant differences, either in gender, grade or student SES, were noticed. This data suggests that a supportive school environment in which possibilities are created for students to become engaged in the learning process and have better learning outcomes, is being created at schools under investigation.



Though the importance of teacher–student relationships to student’s achievement has been studied, researchers are still looking for an answer to the question about what external or internal factors participate in this interaction. One of the assumptions is that a student’s growth mindset can be a significant variable in the interaction between teacher support provided to a student (constituent of relationships) and the student’s achievement: a student who feels a stronger belief in the possibilities of developing his/her capabilities will put more effort into learning, will look for help from his/her teacher more actively, which means that he/she will cope with difficulties and challenges easier. Therefore, we put forward a second research hypothesis suggesting that the growth mindset moderates the positive effect of teacher support on the student’s achievement, and this hypothesis was not confirmed. Analysis of results showed that a positive relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement is stronger when the student’s growth mindset is higher. This means that when a student believes that he/she can develop his/her capabilities this reinforces the importance of teacher’s support for his/her achievement. Students with a high growth mindset are more likely to take advantage of teacher’s support than other students.



Seeking to understand the interaction between these phenomena, we think it is very important to pay attention to the fact that statistically significant differences between the growth mindset and students’ SES were noticed in our investigation. Research results show that lower levels of the growth mindset (a lack of belief in the development of one’s capabilities) are characteristic of the overall research sample. However, when analysing the results of low-SES students, it becomes apparent that those students have even less confidence in the development of their capabilities and feel as though their efforts have no meaning. These research results are also confirmed by other scholars. For example, Destin et al. [61] indicate that students from low SES tend to have a lower mindset (fixed mindset) than those who are from high SES backgrounds. SES might guide the development of student’s broader fixed or growth mindsets in systematic ways with consequences for academic outcomes [61]. When comparing the impact of gender as a variable on the student’s growth mindset, ambiguous results were obtained in other scientific research studies. Research carried out by Gandhi et al. [18] shows that a student’s gender and race had no effect on low-income student’s academic performance. Meanwhile, a study by Alvarado et al. [51] shows an indirect gender effect, ‘the mediation of wellbeing occurs only for females and not for males; this mediation may in turn be influenced by a growth versus fixed mindset’ (p. 854). We tend to support the hypothetical assumption that a growth mindset can be more characteristic of girls as different studies show that, with respect to gender, girls are more likely to concentrate, focus on learning and put more effort into it than males [33]; however, this assumption was not confirmed—gender is not a significant variable in our sample, which has an impact on the student’s growth mindset. Still, it is important to emphasise that the trust in adults and the fairness of the environment may be important precursors to a growth mindset [49]. On the other hand, teachers’ mindsets about student’s intelligence are also of great importance because, according to scholars [62], teachers with fixed views of a student’s ability might tend to assume less responsibility for their students’ academic achievement.



Finally, we would like to emphasise specific conditions in which the research was carried out—the COVID-19 context. Hypothetically, we can safely say that this unusual long-lasting pandemic period characterised by uncertainty and a lack of social relations, might have partly determined such moderation results obtained. Maybe, hypothetically, the relationship with their teachers, that is, satisfying socioemotional needs, was more important for the students holding a lower growth mindset who took part in the investigation than their academic achievement. We think that investigations should be carried on trying to elucidate the theoretically formulated relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement, which can be moderated by the student’s growth mindset.




6. Limitations, Future Research Directions and Practical Implementation


Our study was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a small and specific sample (schools of low SES context) of research subjects, and as cross-sectional research. We recognise this as a limitation for the generalisation of our research results and think that it is reasonable to continue investigations broadening the research sample and carrying it out as a longitudinal. A further research direction could be related to different aspects of the teacher–student relationship (students’ perception of teachers’ autonomy-supportive behaviour, social equity), interrelations between students’ cooperation, students’ cohesiveness, students’ engagement, and teacher’s attitudes toward students’ capacities.



In discussing the aspects of the practical implementation of the current investigation, some of them should be emphasised. First, the investigation confirmed that teacher support is related to student’s achievement, and greater support increases the achievement. Therefore, it is very important that teachers, seeking to establish a close emotional relationship with students in the learning process, should show signs to students that the latter are accepted and needed (‘I am happy that you are at my lesson today’, ‘It is very important to me that you should learn it’, and so on). Additionally, teachers should pay attention to the way they address the students. Students first hear the word with its emotional content without thinking about its meaning. In this case, such short utterances of a teacher as ‘you failed, you did not do it, you never do your homework’ might make a student feel that he/she is ‘a loser’, ‘incapable of anything’ and drive him/her to grievance, disappointment, or reluctance to learn. An emotionally favourable relation with a student must be created at the beginning of the learning process and continue throughout it.



Second, the established tendency for students under study to have a lower growth mindset encourages teachers to look for ways of helping them to start believing that their capabilities can be developed making efforts and at the same time to show that the teacher is not indifferent to the student’s capacity building and development. In this case, the teacher’s interest in the student’s performance and the assessment of the latter’s efforts are very important (‘You really worked hard, and I see that you were able to do it…’). This development of the student’s capabilities can be planned step by step, which would ensure the success of learning, encourage the student’s self-activity (I am able) and strengthen his/her intrinsic motivation to learn. Low SES students have stronger motivation to learn at school when conditions are created for them to see that their efforts were crowned with success [63]. It is noteworthy that the student’s growth mindset is related to teachers’ attitudes towards students too. If the teacher treats the students as being able to develop their capabilities and acknowledges the meaning of their efforts, they would be more inclined to rely on pedagogy which gives high priority to the learning process. In this case, the teacher will strive to individualise the student’s learning in the learning process and enhance the student’s persistence to pursue excellence. This can create preconditions for the development of student’s growth mindset. According to Schmidt et al. [64], teachers play a special role in initiating interventions related to the development of student’s growth mindset.



In summary, it can be stated that it is very important to invest in fostering the growth mindset of low-SES students. On the other hand, we subscribe to the opinion of the scholars who state that the growth mindset itself ‘may not be the mechanism of change, but it may spur important goal-monitoring and self-regulatory processes, that then shape a more successful outcome’ [49], p. 511.




7. Conclusions


Seeking to achieve the objective set—to determine the significance of the growth mindset to the relationship between teacher support (as a variable of relationship) and student’s achievement during the COVID-19 pandemic—unequivocal results encouraging further investigations to be carried out in this research field have been obtained.



In analysing research variables by sociodemographic characteristics, the greatest differences were noticed in the analysis of the achievement results: student’s achievement differed statistically significantly by gender (girls’ performance was better than that of boys) and by the SES background (achievement of low-SES students were considerably lower than those of their schoolfellows). In assessing the level of the growth mindset, significant differences by the SES background were also revealed (a lower growth mindset as compared to that of other students is a characteristic of low-SES students), however, no differences by gender were noticed. When analysing the achievement and growth mindset results, no significant differences in different grades were determined. Perception of teacher support did not differ significantly, either by gender, grade, or the SES background.



The research results show that the first hypothesis has been confirmed: the more support the students receive from teachers, the higher their achievements are. The second hypothesis, which states that a student’s growth mindset moderates the positive relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement was also confirmed: the relationship between teacher support and student’s achievement is stronger when the student’s growth mindset is higher. However, it is noteworthy that the interaction between aforementioned variables was not significant at the lower levels of a moderator (the growth mindset variable).



To sum up, it is obvious that the growth mindset is a feature separating low-SES students from others; however, further investigations are needed to ascertain the importance of the growth mindset in the interaction between teacher–student relationships and student’s achievement.
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Figure 1. Moderating effect of growth mindset. 
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of research sample.
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Boys

	
Girls

	
Total




	

	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%

	
N

	
%






	
Grades 7–8

	
37

	
49.3

	
45

	
51.1

	
82

	
50.3




	
Grades 9–10

	
38

	
50.7

	
43

	
48.9

	
81

	
49.7




	
Low SES

	
36

	
48

	
26

	
29.5

	
62

	
38




	
High SES

	
39

	
52

	
62

	
70.5

	
101

	
62
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
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	Min
	Max
	Mean
	Skewness
	Kurtosis





	Student’s achievement
	4
	10
	6.21
	0.454
	−1.062



	Teacher support
	1.13
	5.00
	3.32
	−0.327
	−0.229



	Growth mindset
	1.75
	3.75
	2.88
	0.087
	−0.333
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Table 3. Independent samples t-test results depending on gender, grade, and SES background.
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t-Test




	

	

	
M

	
SD

	
t

	
p






	
Teacher support

	
Boys

	
3.33

	
0.93

	
0.037

	
0.970




	
Girls

	
3.32

	
0.90




	
Grade 7–8

	
3.29

	
0.89

	
−0.476

	
0.635




	
Grade 9–10

	
3.36

	
0.94




	
Low SES

	
3.36

	
0.96

	
0.468

	
0.641




	
High SES

	
3.29

	
0.89




	
Growth mindset

	
Boys

	
2.84

	
0.41

	
−1.125

	
0.262




	
Girls

	
2.91

	
0.42




	
Grade 7–8

	
2.86

	
0.39

	
0.468

	
0.641




	
Grade 9–10

	
2.89

	
0.45




	
Low SES

	
2.78

	
0.41

	
−2.437

	
0.016




	
High SES

	
2.94

	
0.41




	
Student’s achievement

	
Boys

	
5.83

	
1.83

	
−2.457

	
0.015




	
Girls

	
6.54

	
1.86




	
Grade 7–8

	
5.93

	
1.59

	
−1.922

	
0.057




	
Grade 9–10

	
6.45

	
2.09




	
Low SES

	
5.32

	
0.66

	
−5.28

	
0.001




	
High SES

	
6.76

	
1.81
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Table 4. Pearson correlation coefficient between variables.
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	Growth Mindset
	Students’ Achievement





	Teacher support
	0.177 *
	0.183 *



	Student’s achievement
	0.362 **
	-







Note: * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Table 5. The results of the regression analysis.
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Model 1

	
Model 2




	

	
B

	
SE

	
t

	
B

	
SE

	
t






	
Gender a

	

	

	

	
0.38

	
0.259

	
1.468




	
SES b

	

	

	

	
1.151 ***

	
0.271

	
4.25




	
Growth mindset

	
0.618 ***

	
0.137

	
4.498

	
0.491 ***

	
0.132

	
3.726




	
Teacher support

	
0.290 *

	
0.139

	
2.083

	
0.324 *

	
0.131

	
2.471




	
Growth mindset X teacher support

	
0.300 *

	
0.122

	
2.449

	
0.247 *

	
0.116

	
2.139








Note: SE = standard error; a 0 = boy, 1 = girl; b 0 = yes, 1 = no; * p ≤ 0.05, *** p ≤ 0.001.
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