
	
 Kids today are lazy.  Students start a math problem and as soon as they encounter difficulty, they give 
up.  Children in elementary school won’t do homework.  Employers can’t find employees willing to show up 
every day on time, willing to work.  Students gladly accept mediocrity because they don’t want to do the work 
to be better.  
	
 The statements above are becoming more and more common.  Anyone who has been in education more 
than 10 years has seen a decline in student work ethic.  It is quite frustrating to teachers who must work with 
these students every day in the classroom.  It is even more frustrating when we hear statements from employers 
making it sound like the work ethic decline is the fault of the schools.  It’s driving us crazy too!
	
 We were kicking around this problem at our strategic planning session this past summer but were unable 
to get our arms around it well enough to make it an initiative for this year.  Then, I attended a conference in July 
and learned that this problem is now the subject of research.  Researchers are trying to discover why students 
don’t have “grit” and what we can do to help them get it.
	
 One of the leading researchers on grit is a professor at the University of Pennsylvania, Amanda 
Duckworth.  She defines grit as “sticking with things over the very long term until you master them.” In a paper, 
she writes that “the gritty individual approaches achievement as a marathon; his or her advantage is stamina.”  
Duckworth began her career as a middle school math teacher and that is where she first started noticing the 
problem.  
	
 Duckworth’s research has found that grit is as essential to high achievement as is intelligence.  For a 
long time, it has been believed that intelligence is the key but the research is finding (and I think many of us will 
agree) that intelligent people who lack grit are not as successful as their less intelligent counterparts who are 
“gritty.”
	
 Speaking of intelligence, another researcher in this field, Carol Dweck, has found an interesting 
connection between praise for intelligence and grit.  Dweck had American and Asian children work on a very 
difficult math test.  Halfway through the test they were given a break and their mothers were permitted to enter 
the testing room with the child.  In every case the mother was told that her child was not performing well on the 
test.  The American mothers went into the room, sometimes offering their child a treat and offering encouraging 
words like: “You’re smart.  I know you’ll do well.  Don’t worry about it.”  The Asian mothers sat with the child 
and reviewed the test, trying to help the child understand what they did wrong, not sugar-coating the situation.
	
 In another study, children sat with the same test-giver who praised some of the children for their 
intelligence and others for their effort.  In every case, the kids praised for intelligence gave up when the test 
became difficult.  The children praised for their effort continued to work hard on the test.   When these children 
were given an option to work on harder or easier problems, the children praised for their intelligence selected 
easier problems because they wanted to look smart.  The children praised for their efforts selected more difficult 
problems because they wanted the challenge.
	
 If you think about it, this makes sense.  Most people see intelligence as a given –you either have it or 
you don’t.  So if a kid is told she is intelligent and can’t understand something, why bother?  Intelligence isn’t 
going to change.  But if a child understands that effort, above all, is what determines success, then he will work 
and not give up.
	
 I could offer theories as to why we’ve developed so many children without grit.   Why we have so many 
“gritless” children is not as important as how we get them to get it back.  A group I regularly meet with, the 
Superintendent’s Advisory, has been looking at this problem.  We are studying a report from the US Department 
of Education, Office of Educational Technology called, “Promoting Grit, Tenacity, and Perseverance:  Critical 
Factors for Success in the 21st Century.”   We would like to mount a major campaign for grit, but realistically, 
we are dealing with so many mandates from the state, we can’t take on another major project.  But, some of the 
research seems to indicate that if we start using common language and simply raise the issue with students, they 
will become more aware of the necessity of grit.  That is where we will start.
	
 If you are a parent, I strongly encourage you to do some research in this area.  Get online and google 
Duckworth and Dweck.  Duckworth has a “grit assessment” you and your children can take.  Dweck’s book, 
entitled, Mindset, is a good read to get you started.
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 I recently met with a group of small business owners who shared their frustrations and difficulty finding 
employees with good work ethic.  Thomas Lickona, a nationally recognized character educator, said a long time 
ago, “The crisis in education is a moral one.”  I think his words ring true when you talk to these employers.  
While educators are being thrust head first into the waters of testing and accountability, our nation slips further 
from what matters most.  I hope General McLane can be different.  I hope we can be a place where “grit 
happens.”
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