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How Children Succeed, Paul Tough (2013) 
  
A new program called “Tools of the Mind” doesn’t fo-

cus much on reading and math abilities. Instead, all of its inter-
ventions are intended to help children learn a different kind of 
skill: controlling their impulses, staying focused on the task at 
hand, avoiding distractions and mental traps, managing their 
emotions and organizing their thoughts. These skills are 
grouped together under the rubric self-regulation. Culture is 
now saturated with an idea called cognitive hypothesis: the be-
lief that success today depends on cognitive skills--the kind of 
intelligence that gets measured on IQ tests—and that the best 
way to develop these skills is to practice them as much as pos-
sible, beginning as early as possible. This has become so uni-
versally accepted that it is easy to forget that it is actually a rel-
atively new invention.  

In the past decade a disparate congregation of econo-
mists, educators, psychologists, and neuroscientists have begun 
to produce evidence that calls into question many assumptions 
behind the cognitive hypotheses. What matters, instead, is 
whether we are able to help a child develop a very different set 
of qualities, a list that includes persistence, self-control, curios-
ity, conscientiousness, grit, and self-confidence. Most of us 
think of them as character.  

When evaluated by future outcomes—annual income, 
unemployment rate, divorce rate, use of illegal drugs—GED re-
cipients look exactly like high-school dropouts, despite the fact 
that they are, on average, considerably more intelligent. Appar-
ently certain traits--an inclination to persist at a boring and often 
unrewarding task; the ability to delay gratification; the tendency 
to follow through on a plan—also turns out to be valuable in 
college, in the workplace, and in life generally. Inadvertently, 
the GED has become a test that separates bright but nonpersis-
tent and undisciplined dropouts from other dropouts.  

Noncognitive factors, such as curiosity, self-control, 
and social fluidity, were responsible for as much as 2/3 of the 
total benefit that one special program gave its students. Surprise 
number 1 was that they created a program that didn’t do much 
in the long term for IQ but did improve behavior and social 
skills. Surprise number 2 was that it helped anyway—those 
skills and the underlying traits they reflected turned out to be 
very valuable indeed.  

How do our experiences in childhood make us the 
adults we become? We need to approach childhood anew, to 
start over with some fundamental questions about how parents 
affect their children; how human skills develop; how character 
is formed. Who succeeds and who fails? Why do some children 
thrive while others lose their way? 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) include phys-
ical and sexual abuse, physical and emotional neglect, and var-
ious measures of household dysfunction, such as having di-
vorced or separated parents or family members who were incar-
cerated or mentally ill or addicted. Researchers were surprised 
by the prevalence of childhood trauma among the generally 
well-off population. When doctors used the data to assign each 
patient an ACE score, giving them 1 point for each category of 
trauma they had experienced, they found that 2/3 had experi-
enced at least 1 ACE, and 1 in 8 had an ACE score of 4 or more.  

The correlations between ACE and negative adult out-
comes were so powerful that they stunned us. What’s more, 
those correlations seemed to follow a surprisingly linear dose-
response mode: the higher the ACE score, the worse the out-
come on almost every measure from addictive behavior to 
chronic disease. Some of the health effects that turned up in the 
ACE study, like liver disease, diabetes and lung cancer, were 
most likely the result of self-destructive behaviors like heavy 
drinking, overeating, and smoking. The adversity these patients 
had experienced in childhood was making them sick through a 
pathway that had nothing to do with behavior.  

Our bodies regulate stress using a system called the 
HPA (hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal) axis. Overloading the 
HPA axis, especially in infancy and childhood, produces all 
kinds of serious and long-lasting negative effects—physical, 
psychological, and neurological. The process of managing 
stress, which is labeled allostasis, is what creates wear and tear 
on the body. The HPA axis can’t distinguish between different 
types of threat, so it activates every defense, all at once, in re-
sponse to any threat. Your allostatic-load number reflects cold, 
hard medical data: the actual physical effects of childhood ad-
versity written on your body, deep under your skin. 

Among patients with an ACE score greater than 4, 
51% had learning or behavior problems.  The part of the brain 
most affected by early stress is the prefrontal cortex, which is 
critical in self-regulatory activities of all kinds, both emotional 
and cognitive. As a result, children who grow up in stressful 
environments generally find it harder to concentrate, sit still, 
rebound from disappointments, and follow directions. This par-
ticular set of cognitive skills are known as executive functions. 
Improving executive functions seemed like a potentially prom-
ising vehicle for narrowing the achievement gap between poor 
kids and middle-class kids. Executive functions refer to the 
ability to deal with confusing and unpredictable situations and 
information.  

We’re constantly asking kids to deal with contradic-
tory information. The letter C is pronounced like a K—unless it 
is pronounced like an S. Tale and tail sound the same but have 
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different meanings. Whether you’re utilizing your self-control 
in the emotional realm or the cognitive realm, that ability is cru-
cially important to getting through the school day, whether 
you’re in kindergarten or your senior year of high school.  

The particular executive-function skill they examined 
was working memory, which refers to the ability to keep a 
bunch of facts in your head at the same time. Researchers took 
a number of physiological readings from each child, including 
blood pressure, body mass index, and levels of certain stress 
hormones, including cortisol. It wasn’t poverty itself that was 
compromising the executive-function abilities of the poor kids. 
It was the stress that went along with it. The reason that re-
searchers who care about the gap between rich and poor are so 
excited about executive functions is that these skills are not only 
highly predictive of success; they are also quite malleable, 
much more so than other cognitive skills.  

Researchers have analyzed 2 separate neurologic sys-
tems that develop in childhood and early adulthood that to-
gether have a profound effect on the lives of adolescents. The 
first, called the incentive processing system, makes you more 
sensation seeking, more emotionally reactive, more attentive to 
social information. The second, called the cognitive control sys-
tem, allows you to regulate all those urges. The incentive pro-
cessing system reaches its full power in early adolescence while 
the cognitive control system doesn’t finish maturing until 
you’re in your twenties. Most of us are inclined to feel sympa-
thy and understanding toward the 10-year-old—he is a boy after 
all, and clearly a victim. But toward the 14-year-old—not to 
mention the 18-year-old he will soon become—we usually feel 
something darker: anger and fear, or at least despair.  

Parents and other caregivers who are able to form 
close, nurturing relationships with their children can foster re-
silience in them that protects them from many of the worst ef-
fects of a harsh early environment. This message can sound a 
bit warm and fuzzy, but it is rooted in cold, hard science. The 
effect of good parenting is not just emotional or psychological, 
the neuroscientists say; it is biochemical.  

When a lab assistant handled a rat pup, researchers 
found, it produced anxiety, a flood of stress hormones, in the 
pup. The dam’s licking and grooming (LG) counteracted that 
anxiety and calmed down that surge of hormones. The research-
ers ran test after test, and on each one, the high LG offspring 
excelled: They were better at mazes. They were more social, 
curious, less aggressive, had more self-control, were healthier 
and lived longer. What seemed a tiny variation in early mother-
ing style created huge behavioral differences in mature rats, 
months after the licking and grooming had taken place. And the 
effect wasn’t just behavioral; it was biological too, as examina-
tion of the brains revealed. What mattered was not the licking-
and grooming habit of the biological mother; it was the licking-

and-grooming habit of the rearing mother. Subtle parental be-
havior had predicable and long-lasting DNA-related effects that 
could be traced and observed. 

The brain tissue of human suicides who had been mal-
treated and abused in childhood had experienced methylation 
effects on that exact segment of their DNA as the human equiv-
alent of the rat DNA sequence. The conclusion is that environ-
mental risks, like family turmoil and chaos and crowding, had 
a big effect on children’s cortisol levels—but only when their 
mothers were inattentive or unresponsive. High-quality moth-
ering can act as a powerful buffer against the damage that ad-
versity inflicts on a child’s stress-response system, much as the 
dams’ licking and grooming seemed to protect their pups. The 
children whose parent had responded most sensitively to their 
emotional needs as infants were the most self-reliant. Early pa-
rental care predicted which students would graduate even more 
reliably than IQ or achievement-test scores. The human and rat 
babies who received the extra dose of early care were, later on, 
more curious, self-reliant, calmer, and better able to deal with 
obstacles. The early nurturing attention from their mothers had 
fostered in them a resilience that acted as a protective buffer 
against stress. 

Parents can overcome histories of trauma and poor at-
tachment. They can change their approach to their children 
from one that produces anxious attachment to one that promotes 
secure attachment and healthy function. Attachment-promoting 
parenting can be nurtured in even the most troubled parents and 
the benefit to both them and their children can be profound. Im-
proving attachment is the most powerful lever home visitors 
have for improving child outcomes. Even if you can’t take away 
bad housing or bad schooling, you can build in the parent an 
inner strength and resilience, so they can be the best parent they 
can be. Unlike a subpar vocabulary, anxiety-producing parent-
ing can be undone with relatively minor intervention. Pure IQ 
is stubbornly resistant to improvement after about age 8. But 
executive functions and the ability to handle stress and manage 
strong emotions can be improved, sometimes dramatically, well 
into adolescence and even adulthood.  

Students who persisted in college were not necessarily 
the ones who had excelled academically. Instead, they seemed 
to be the ones who possessed certain other gifts, skills like op-
timism and resilience and social agility. Pessimists tend to react 
to negative events by explaining them as permanent, personal, 
and pervasive. Optimists, by contracts, look for specific, lim-
ited, short-term explanations for bad events, and as a result, in 
the face of a setback, they’re more likely to pick themselves up 
and try again.  

In Victorian England a person of good character was 
one who displayed values like chastity, thrift, cleanliness, piety, 
and social propriety. On the American frontier, good character 
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had more to do with courage, self-sufficiency, ingenuity, indus-
triousness, and grit. In most societies, character strengths have 
a moral valence and overlap with religious laws and strictures. 
But moral laws are limiting when it comes to character because 
they reduce virtuous conduct to a simple matter of obedience to 
a higher authority. Virtues are much more interesting than laws. 
The value of 24 character strengths does not come from their 
relationship to any system of ethics but from their practical ben-
efit—what you could actually gain by possessing and express-
ing them. One researcher found that the students’ self-discipline 
scores from the previous fall were better predictors of their final 
GPAs than their IQ scores.  

Walter Mischel’s famous 1960s marshmallow study of 
4-year-olds’ delayed gratification as a measure of self-control 
had many lessons. When the marshmallows were hidden from 
view, children were able to delay much longer than when the 
marshmallows were right in front of them. The children who 
did best at the delay test created their own distractions. The 
problem with self-control techniques like the ones that the most 
disciplined marshmallow resister employed is that they work 
only when a child knows what he or she wants. Researchers find 
it useful to divide the mechanics of achievement into 2 separate 
dimensions: motivation and volition. The problem with trying 
to motivate people is that no one really know how to do it well. 
It is precisely why we have such a booming industry in inspira-
tional posters and self-help books and motivational speakers: 
what motivates us is often hard to explain and measure.  

Low scoring students may not be low in IQ, but low in 
whatever quality it is that makes a person try hard on an IQ test 
without any obvious incentive. Over the past couple of decades, 
a consensus has emerged among personality psychologists that 
the most effective way to analyze the human personality is to 
consider it along dimensions known as the Big Five: agreeable-
ness, extraversion, neuroticism, openness to experience, and 
conscientiousness. 

Researchers prefer to study the things they value. And 
the people in society who value conscientiousness are not intel-
lectuals, and they’re not academics, and they’re not liberals. 
They tend to be religious-right conservatives who think people 
should be more controlled. Most of us in personality psychol-
ogy are liberal, and we like studying ourselves. Conscientious-
ness is emerging as one of the primary dimensions of successful 
functioning across the lifespan. There is no true disadvantage 
of having too much self-control; it is a capacity, like strength or 
beauty or intelligence, with no inherent downside. One re-
searcher developed a simple test to measure grit, which she 
called the Grit Scale. It is just 12 brief statements on which re-
spondents score themselves, but they found it remarkably pre-
dictive of success. 

Children of affluent parents now exhibit unexpectedly 
high rates of emotional problems beginning in junior high 
school. Wealthy parents today are more likely than others to be 
emotionally distant from their children while at the same time 
insisting on high levels of achievement, a potentially toxic 
blend of influences that can create intense feelings of shame and 
hopelessness in affluent children. Affluent teenagers use alco-
hol, cigarettes, marijuana, and harder illegal drugs more than 
low-income teens. Among the affluent children the main cause 
of distress was excessive achievement pressures and isolation 
from parents—both physical and emotional. As a teacher at a 
private school, if your premise is that your students are lacking 
in deep traits like grit and gratitude and self-control, you’re im-
plicitly criticizing the parenting they’ve received—which 
means you’re implicitly criticizing your employers. The best 
way for a young person to build character is for him to attempt 
something where there is a real and serious possibility of fail-
ure. The teacher wants his students to succeed, of course—it’s 
just that he believes that in order for them to do so, they first 
need to learn how to fail. Character is what keeps people happy 
and successful and fulfilled. 

For cognitive-behavior therapy the most fruitful time 
to transform pessimistic children into optimistic ones is before 
puberty, but late enough in childhood that they are matacogni-
tive (capable of thinking about thinking). One method, called 
mental contrasting (MCII), creates a series of “implementation 
intentions”—specific plans in the form of if/then statement that 
link obstacles with ways to overcome them, such as “If I get 
distracted by TV after school, then I will wait to watch TV until 
after I finish my homework.” MCII amounts to a way to set 
rules for yourself. Rules provide structure, preparing us for en-
counters with tempting stimuli and redirecting our attention 
elsewhere. The traits we call virtues are no more or less than 
simple habits. Habit and character are essentially the same 
thing. There are tricks to make the virtuous path easier to fol-
low. For example, group identity is a central part of what makes 
magnet schools effective.  

One of the most effective techniques is exposing stu-
dents at risk to a very specific message: Intelligence is mallea-
ble. Students do much better academically if they believe intel-
ligence is malleable. Those who believe that people can im-
prove their intelligence actually do improve their grades. And 
whether or not intelligence is malleable, mindset certainly is. 
The students who heard a growth-mindset message before test-
ing did significantly better than those who heard an anti-drug 
message.  

This applies to character as well. Each student’s first 
character report card represents the beginning of a conversation 
he’ll have with teachers and administrators at KIPP about his 
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character and how to improve it. Children of low-income fami-
lies need to compensate for lack of opportunities in other ways. 
To succeed, you need more grit, more social intelligence, more 
self-control than wealthier kids.  

Intermediate School 318 in Brooklyn has the best mid-
dle-school chess program in the US. Elisabeth Spiegel teaches 
her students chess there as well as a new way to think. Two of 
the most important executive functions are cognitive flexibility 
and cognitive self-control. Cognitive flexibility is the ability to 
see alternative solutions to problems, to think outside the box, 
to negotiate unfamiliar situations. Cognitive self-control is the 
ability to inhibit an instinctive or habitual response and substi-
tute a more effective, less obvious one. Very rarely do kids have 
an experience in life of losing when it is entirely in their control. 

When children reach early adolescence, what moti-
vates them most effectively isn’t licking and grooming-style 
care but a very different kind of attention—the unexpected ex-
perience of someone’s taking them seriously, believing in their 
abilities, and challenging them to improve themselves. Spie-
gel’s ability to master new subjects on her own, a skill she 
learned entirely from chess, carried her through her years at 
what she describes as “a terrible American high school” and 
into college. Every day, in the classroom and at tournaments I 
saw Spiegel trying to teach her students grit, curiosity, self-con-
trol. And optimism. For example, AJ wanted advice on how to 
get better at what was to him, another incredibly complex game 
with way too many moving pieces: surviving middle school and 
getting other kids to like you.  

Jonathan Rowson was the Scottish grand master who 
had written about the importance of emotion and psychology in 
chess success. “When it comes to ambition, it is crucial to dis-
tinguish between ‘wanting’ something and ‘choosing’ it.” If 
you choose to become world champion, then you will reveal 
your choice through your behavior and your determination. 
“What,” I asked him, “was so fun about a year of complete im-
mersion in chess?” “It was mostly the feeling of being intellec-
tually productive,” he replied.  Spiegel said the same thing, “I 
miss how productive I used to be” about her years of competi-
tion.” [Intellectually productivity may be the source of fun from 
doing WendellNotes]. 

In the 19th century, it was possible to start playing 
chess at 17 and still become a grand master. Among players 
born in the 20th century, though, no one who started playing af-
ter the age of 14 became a grand master. By the end of the 20th 
century, those who went on to become chess masters had started 
playing chess at an average age of 10 ½, and the typical grand 
master had started playing at 7. Was it better to spend your 
childhood, or your life, a little bit interested in a lot of things or 
a lot interested in 1 thing? Siegel made a convincing case for 

the benefits of single-minded devotion—a case, in fact that re-
minded me very much of the definition of grit: self-discipline 
wedded to a dedicated pursuit of a goal. “They’re having mo-
mentous experiences that they’ll always remember.” Flow mo-
ments most often occur when person’s body or mind is 
stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish some-
thing difficult or worthwhile. Chess experts, classically trained 
dancers, and mountain climbers all described flow moments in 
similar ways, as a feeling of intense well-being and control. One 
study found that physiological changes among expert chess 
players in tournaments mimicked those of athletes in competi-
tion: muscle contractions, increased blood pressure, and breath-
ing rate 3X normal. You simply don’t experience flow if you 
aren’t good at something.  

The only way to test the validity of any particular the-
ory is to prove it wrong, a process labeled falsification. When 
testing a theory, an individual doesn’t instinctively look for ev-
idence that contradicts it: he looks for data that prove him right, 
a tendency known as confirmation bias. That tendency and the 
ability to overcome it turn out to be crucial elements in chess 
[and investment] success. It feels much better to find evidence 
that confirms what you believe to be true than to find evidence 
that falsifies it. Why go in search of disappointment? It turns 
out that confirmation bias is a big problem for chess players. 
Expert players analyze their positions more accurately than the 
novice. What was surprising was how they were better. In a 
word, they were more pessimistic. They were able to falsify 
their hypotheses and thus avoid deadly traps.  

In the past decade or so, the US has fallen from 1st to 
12th in the percentage of its 24 to 34-year-olds who are gradu-
ates of 4-year colleges. It has been growing very slowly, while 
the rates of other nations have raced ahead. The rate among the 
most disadvantaged young Americans—students in the lowest-
income quartile whose parents were not college graduates—ac-
tually fell, from 11.1% to 9.5%. Between 1925 and 1945, the 
percentage of American men graduating from college doubled, 
from 5% to 10%, and then doubled again between 1945 and 
1965, thanks in no small measure to the GI Bill. But over the 
past few years, it has become clear that the US does not so much 
have a problem of limited and unequal college access; it has a 
problem of limited and unequal completion. In college comple-
tion—the percentage of entering college freshmen who go on 
to graduate—the US ranks 2nd to last, ahead of Italy. Now it 
leads the world in producing college dropouts. The data showed 
that low-income students generally weren’t overreaching their 
abilities when they chose their colleges; many of them, in fact, 
were attending schools well below what their GPAs and stand-
ardized-test scores qualified them for, a phenomenon labeled 
undermatching. Choosing a less challenging college didn’t 
make it more likely that those highly qualified students would 
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graduate—it had the opposite effect. A far better predictor of 
college completion than ACT scores was a student’s high-
school GPA, no matter where the student attended high-school. 
The standardized-test scores were predicted by scores on IQ 
tests but GPA was predicted by scores on test of self-control. 
High school grades reveal much more than mastery of content. 
They reveal qualities of motivation and perseverance—as well 
as the presence of good study habits and time management 
skills—that tell us a great deal about the chances that a student 
will complete a college program. In each case of the study, a 
teacher or mentor found a way to help a student achieve a rapid 
and unexpected transformation by using noncognitive skills.  

It dawned on Jeff Nelson that he had somehow man-
aged to turn down a job with the biggest and most established 
education-reform organization in the country in order to take a 
position with one of the smallest and least established. Oddly, 
it felt like the right move. A critical component of college suc-
cess is “noncognitive academic skills,” including “study skills, 
work habits, time management, help-seeking behavior, and so-
cial/academic problem-solving skills.” Nelson, using instinct 
more than research, identified 5 skills, which he called leader-
ship principles, that he wanted OneGoal teachers to emphasize: 
resourcefulness, resilience, ambition, professionalism, and in-
tegrity.  

The ACT-prep component of the OneGoal curriculum 
Nelson developed serves 2 purposes. First, improving their 
scores by a few points would give students access to more and 
higher-quality colleges. But Second, the experience of improv-
ing one’s outcome on a test that ostensibly measures intelli-
gence serves as an unforgettable reinforcement of the growth-
mindset message: You can get smarter. You can do better.  Stu-
dents like Kewauna will show up on campus with many im-
portant tools for success that other students do not have. And 
those skills are going to be more useful in getting her to gradu-
ation day than a good score on the ACT. Nelson sees freshman 
year as a “magical timeframe” for OneGoal students where they 
can radically close the achievement gap. The other African 
American students all tended to sit at the back which disap-
pointed Kewauna. (“That’s what they expect you to do, “she 
said. “Back in the civil rights movement, if they told you to sit 
in the back, you wouldn’t do it.”) OneGoal and the theories that 
underlie it seem like a most valuable intervention, a program 
that, for about $1400/year/student, regularly turns underper-
forming, undermotivated, low-income teenagers into successful 
college students.  

The idea of building grit and self-control is that you 
get that through failure. And in the most highly academic envi-
ronments in the US, no one fails anything. Steve Job said, 
“What had been the focus of my entire adult life was gone, and 
it was devastating. I was a very public failure.” What he wasn’t 

able to see at the time, but what became clear later was that the 
experience of such a dramatic failure allowed him to reorient 
himself and his work in a way that led to his greatest successes. 
The heaviness of being successful was replaced by the lightness 
of being a beginner again, less sure about everything. 

The most profound discovery this new generation of 
neuroscientists has made is the powerful connection between 
infant brain chemistry and adult psychology. The most reliable 
way to produce an adult who is brave, curious, kind, and pru-
dent is to protect him from serious trauma and chronic stress; 
then provide him with a secure, nurturing relationship with at 
least one parent and ideally two. We need to help him learn to 
manage failure and how to learn from each failure. Our bright-
est and best are kids who work very hard but never have to make 
a difficult decision or confront a real challenge and enter the 
adult world competent but lost. They go to work as management 
consultants. The reason that path is so well trod is not just the 
money. It’s that the firms make the path and the decision so easy 
to take and so hard to resist. While it is hard to argue that the 
general public has a responsibility to help Ivy League grads 
reach their full potential, it is easier to make the case that society 
has an important role to play in the successful development of 
children growing up in poverty and adversity.  

Although poverty is at least as big an issue today as it 
was in the 1960s, we have stopped talking about it due to the 
psychology of public intellectuals. The debate disappeared as it 
merged with the education debate. Increasingly there’s just one 
conversation, and it’s about the achievement gap between rich 
and poor. If we can help poor children improve their academic 
skills and academic outcomes, they can escape the cycle of pov-
erty by virtue of their own abilities and without additional 
handouts or set-asides.  
 Three facts come together to form a powerful syllo-
gism for those who care about poverty: First, scores on achieve-
ment tests in school correlate strongly with life outcomes, no 
matter what a student’s background. Second, children in low-
income home do much worse on achievement tests than chil-
dren in middle-income and high-income homes. And third, cer-
tain schools, using a very different model from traditional pub-
lic schools, are able to substantially raise the achievement test 
scores of low-income children.  
 Education reformers have mostly united around one 
specific issue: teacher quality. It is possible to identify, through 
a statistical method known as value-added, two distinct groups 
of teachers: those who regularly raise the achievement level of 
their students and those whose students consistently fall behind. 
This theory has been embraced at the highest levels of govern-
ment. The Gates Foundation, which spends more money on ed-
ucation than any other philanthropy, has embarked on a $300 
million research project called Measure of Effective Teaching 
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to try to answer definitively the questions of what good teaching 
is and how to create a better national teaching force. The current 
system has tended for many years to assign the least capable 
teachers to the students who are most in need of excellent teach-
ing. We could design an entirely different system for children 
who are dealing with deep and pervasive adversity at home. 
Whatever academic help they were getting in the classroom 
would need to be supplemented by social and psychological and 
character-building interventions outside the classroom.  

The new science of adversity presents a real challenge 
to some deeply held political beliefs on both the right and the 
left. Parents are an excellent vehicle for interventions, but not 
the only ones. Transformative help also comes regularly from 
social workers, teachers, clergy members, pediatricians, and 
neighbors. The Perry Preschool (Chicago) produced between 
$7-12 of tangible benefit to the American economy for every 
dollar that was invested in it.  

 
[This book summarizes the latest data which show the few im-
portant ingredients in character formation and the one most im-
portant to education quality.] The GED has become a test that 
separates bright but nonpersistent and undisciplined dropouts 
from other dropouts. Students’ self-discipline scores were bet-
ter predictors of their final GPAs than IQ scores. Early parental 
care predicted which students would graduate more reliably 
than IQ or achievement-test scores. Whether or not intelligence 
is malleable, mindset certainly is. Very rarely do kids have an 
experience in life of losing when it is entirely in their control. 
You simply don’t experience flow if you aren’t good at some-
thing. High school grades reveal qualities of motivation and 
perseverance. The most reliable way to produce an adult who is 
brave, curious, kind, and prudent is to protect him from serious 
trauma and chronic stress; then provide him with a secure, nur-
turing relationship with at least one parent and ideally two.  Ed-
ucation reformers have mostly united around one specific issue: 
teacher quality.  
 
 


