
	
 Anyone that has been an educator for a few years ends up asking a question:  “Why are some students 
eager to learn and tenacious in pursuing their learning while others seem apathetic and give up quickly?”  
Parents may ask the same question of their own children who may differ in this regard.
	
 A few weeks ago I wrote about “grit” and the research that has been done on the subject.  (If you are a 
new reader of the Lancer Letter, you can find it (LL#172) in the archives at www.generalmclane.org under 
central office/superintendent.)  In that letter I mentioned one of the researchers, Carol Dweck, who has made 
some interesting discoveries on this matter.
	
 Dweck’s research clearly states that the nuance of how we praise a child has a major impact on his 
development of grit and tenacity.    She talks about children developing one of two mindsets:  the fixed mindset 
and the growth mindset.  Children with a fixed mindset avoid challenges and give up quickly.  Because they’ve 
been often told that they are smart (or athletic or talented), they avoid challenges that would make them look 
otherwise.  When a task is difficult, they give up quickly because they believe either consciously or 
subconsciously that  “either you have it, or you don’t.”
	
 Children with a “growth mindset” welcome challenges as an opportunity for growth and learning.  
Because they’ve been told that their effort is critical and are praised for their work ethic rather than their innate 
ability, they don’t give up easily. They welcome a challenge. 
	
 It is difficult for a parent to believe that you shouldn’t praise your child for her intelligence or abilities.  
Dweck doesn’t ask parents to totally avoid praise but HOW you praise creates a different mindset based on the 
nuance of your language.
	
 It is because of the nuance involved that I am giving a homework assignment.  I would like all parents, 
teachers, administrators, and coaches who deal with our students to read Mindset by Carol Dweck.  It is 
available in paperback for about $9.00.  Your book report is due June 1 and the quiz will be June 2.  (I only say 
that for those of you for whom our education system has conditioned you to do things out of fear or for extrinsic 
rewards.  If you are intrinsically motivated, just read it.)
	
 If you are a parent, you will find this  book to give excellent advice on how to work with your children.  
If you are a grandparent, you will have research-backed information to criticize the way your children are 
raising your grandchildren.  (That is part of your job as a grand-parent, isn’t it?)
	
 If you are not motivated by my homework assignment, let me entice you with an example from the 
book:
	
 A nine year old girl decides to get into gymnastics.  She becomes excited about this activity and about a 
year after beginning her training, she competes in her first gymnastics meet.  She does poorly and is devastated.  
As a parent, you feel horrible and need to say the right thing.
	
 Dweck gives a couple of approaches a parent may use such as blaming the judges or saying, “Well, I 
thought you were the best one there.”  (Both incorrect responses.)  Her options are all enticing as they seem like 
they would soothe your child; but, read carefully the correct response given to the girl by her father:
	
 “Elizabeth, I know how you feel.  It’s so disappointing to have your hopes up and to perform your best 
but not to win.  But you know, you haven’t really earned it yet.  There were many girls there who’ve been in 
gymnastics longer than you and who’ve worked a lot harder than you.  If this is something you really want, then 
it’s something you’ll really have to work for.”
	
 Dweck goes on to say, “Children need honest and constructive feedback.  If children are protected from 
it, they won’t learn well.”
	
 Wow!  I so appreciate those words the father spoke.  They are honest and stress the importance of hard 
work yet they recognize the girls’ feelings without being patronizing.  I know it would take me some time to 
practice this which is why I suggest parents have a copy of the book for reference.
	
 Many people recognize the spread of apathy and poor work ethic among our children.  It is becoming a 
problem for employers.   It is a problem in our schools.   If our community can all get on the same page with an 
approach to correctly praise effort and not just innate ability, we can make a difference for our children and our 
society.  Let’s all get into the right mindset!
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