Fostering Excellence in Heme/Onc Fellowship
Integrating Growth Mindset, Grit, and Evidence-Based Educational Innovations

First, we need to start with the learner, and in our case, the hematology/oncology fellow, by helping them build confidence in their clinical judgment, knowledge base, and ability to grow. When fellows believe in themselves, their internal confidence expands alongside a growth mindset, the understanding that advanced clinical expertise develops over time through deliberate practice, feedback, and learning from mistakes. In a field as complex and rapidly evolving as heme/onc, a growth mindset is essential; no one arrives knowing how to manage every leukemia induction, recognize every rare mutation, or navigate difficult prognostic conversations on day one.

As an administrator, I believe it is important the faculty share their own experiences of struggling with challenging material, whether it was interpreting flow cytometry, remembering treatment sequences, or understanding the nuances of clinical trials. Modeling vulnerability demonstrates to fellows that expertise is earned, not innate, and that mastery in hematology/oncology comes only with practice, repetition, and reflection. There is absolutely no shame in saying “I don’t know” or “I don’t understand yet.” In fact, those phrases reflect intellectual honesty and the mindset of a safe, high-functioning clinical team.

No fellow should feel embarrassed by not knowing an answer, especially in a field where medicine changes daily. All fellows deserve positive reinforcement, constructive feedback, and a supportive learning environment that views questions, uncertainty, and clinical complexity as natural parts of professional growth. By normalizing these experiences, we empower fellows to push themselves, build resilience, and ultimately become compassionate, competent oncologists.

“Yet” is a powerful growth-mindset tool. It helps learners go from “I can’t do this” to “I can’t do this, yet.” With this one word, the focus shifts from fixed inability to future potential, a concept strongly supported by growth-mindset research (Dweck, 2015). That one linguistic change can be enough to help a learner reframe challenges and persist through difficulty. As teachers, we can restate students’ frustrations with “yet,” validating their emotions while guiding them toward a more optimistic, effort-based outlook—for example, saying, “You don’t understand it yet.” This reframing supports students in seeing improvement as possible and failures as temporary obstacles rather than permanent limitations (Paunesku et al., 2015).

A growth mindset, the belief that clinical abilities and professional skills can develop with effort, reflection, and deliberate practice, supports fellows in navigating the complex and high-stakes world of hematology/oncology (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). It encourages persistence in mastering challenging material, viewing mistakes in patient care, case reasoning, or research as opportunities to learn rather than as failures.  In contrast, a fixed mindset can lead to shortcuts, overreliance on memorization, or reluctance to admit uncertainty, which may hinder learning and clinical growth (Anderman & Won, 2019). Fellows who cultivate grit, defined as sustained passion and perseverance toward long-term goals, are more likely to persist through difficult rotations, complex cases, and research challenges, and are less likely to rely on “shortcuts” to appear competent.
Grit and growth mindset are essential for success in fellowship. They allow fellows to embrace challenges, seek and apply feedback, and continuously improve both clinically and academically. Teaching fellows that the brain can physically grow and strengthen through deliberate practice and reflection can motivate them to engage deeply with clinical material, research protocols, and evolving treatment guidelines (Blackwell et al., 2007). Maintaining balance is critical, fostering clinical reasoning through case-based discussions, offering autonomy in patient care and research projects, providing access to resources such as updated guidelines and decision-support tools, promoting wellness, and modeling work-life balance all help fellows stay resilient and engaged. By integrating these strategies, fellowship programs can create an environment that actively reinforces a growth mindset, helping trainees become competent, reflective, and innovative hematologists and oncologists.

The relationship between grit and rigor is interdependent in a successful hematology/oncology fellowship. Rigorous training—mastering complex disease pathways, staying current with evolving guidelines, and managing high-stakes clinical decisions—requires grit, while grit enables fellows to persist through the rigor of clinical rotations, research projects, and board preparation. Growth mindset, often debated as a trend or a panacea, is neither a passing fad nor a cure-all; it is a foundational concept that, when implemented thoughtfully, can enhance both clinical learning and professional growth (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). To avoid superficial adoption, it is essential that faculty and supervisors receive proper training in growth mindset principles so they can model, mentor, and guide fellows effectively.

While growth mindset is a crucial foundation for resilience and lifelong learning, it is not sufficient on its own. True success in fellowship requires pairing growth mindset with strategic skills, executive function, self-regulation, and supportive learning environments (Blackwell et al., 2007). Adopting a learner-centered approach means embracing curiosity, treating clinical and research challenges as opportunities, and maintaining the belief that abilities can grow through deliberate effort. Fellows must step outside their comfort zones, actively seek feedback, reflect on clinical and research failures, and prioritize continuous learning to thrive in the ever-evolving field of hematology and oncology.

There should be an atmosphere that supports learning, because a positive climate strongly influences student creativity, motivation, and engagement. Students need opportunities to explore and develop new ideas, and flexibility in the learning process gives them space to experiment, take intellectual risks, and test bold initiatives without fear of failure (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2014). Without this flexibility, innovative ideas often go untested, and student motivation can be diminished. For innovation to thrive, all students must feel involved and valued so their interest remains strong, and their contributions stay constructive.
The potential of innovative students becomes most effective and efficient when the following elements are present:

· Creating psychologically safe environments where students feel respected and free to express ideas without judgment 

· Providing strong role models who demonstrate curiosity, resilience, and creativity

· Ensuring access to essential resources and tools, including relevant instructional technologies 

· Recognizing both small and major wins throughout the innovation process, reinforcing persistence and progress 

· Showing students, they are valuable contributors whose ideas truly make a difference

· Setting clear goals and maintaining strong communication, which helps students generate ideas and reduces uncertainty 

Finally, the flipped classroom model plays an important role in supporting innovation and technology-enhanced learning for hematology/oncology fellows. This approach allows fellows to engage with complex content, such as diagnostic algorithms, emerging therapeutics, molecular pathways, and ASCO/NCCN/ASH updates, actively and authentically, using technology in ways that mirror real-world clinical application (Bishop & Verleger, 2013). Reviewing foundational material prepares fellows to spend in-person time applying knowledge to patient cases, interpreting labs and imaging, practicing clinical reasoning, and discussing management controversies, experiences that more closely resemble the fast-paced, decision-oriented nature of oncology practice.

My mission is to create positive, meaningful learning experiences that support fellows’ growth as clinicians, scholars, and future leaders in oncology. By staying current with educational innovations, incorporating high-yield and evidence-based strategies, and continuously refining my innovation plan, I aim to maintain a dynamic and learner-centered environment that promotes mastery, curiosity, and reflective practice. Ultimately, the goal is to help fellows feel confident, supported, and empowered as they navigate the rapidly evolving landscape of hematology and oncology.
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