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“This American Life contributor Tough (Whatever It Takes: Geoffrey Canada’s Quest to 

Change Harlem and America) tackles new theories on childhood education with a compelling 

style that weaves in personal details about his own child and childhood. Personal narratives of 

administrators, teachers, students, single mothers, and scientists lend support to the extensive 

scientific studies Tough uses to discuss a new, character-based learning approach.”  

                                                               —Publishers Weekly 

 

“Turning the conventional wisdom about child development on its head, New York Times 

Magazine contributing writer Tough argues that non-cognitive skills (persistence, self-control, 

curiosity, conscientiousness, grit and self-confidence) are the most critical to success in school 

and life....Well-written and bursting with ideas, this will be essential reading for anyone who 

cares about childhood in America.”—STARRED Kirkus Reviews 
 

HOW CHILDREN SUCCEED 

Grit, Curiosity, and the  

Hidden Power of Character 

 

by PAUL TOUGH
 

Journalist Paul Tough has written acclaimed articles about character and childhood in the New 

York Times Magazine and The New Yorker, and he chronicled the way one man is changing the 

lives of poor children in his first book Whatever it Takes: Geoffrey Canada’s Quest to Change 

Harlem and America. This fall comes his bold missive from the frontline of innovation and 

change, HOW CHILDREN SUCCEED: Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character 

(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, September 4, 2012).  

 

Why do some children succeed while others fail? In HOW CHILDREN SUCCEED, Paul Tough 

shows us that it’s not about how much information we can stuff into their brains in the first few 
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years, and it’s not about how highly they score on tests, from preschool admissions to SATs. 

Tough connects the dots between groundbreaking research in neuroscience, economics, and 

psychology to show that the qualities that matter most for success have less to do with IQ and 

more to do with character: skills like grit, curiosity, conscientiousness, and optimism.  

 

Paul Tough’s idea-packed book features a diverse cast of characters changing the way we think 

about how best to steer children toward success including:  

 

 Brooklyn middle school chess teacher Elizabeth Spiegel, who routinely turns C and D 

students into nationally ranked chess players.  

 Young pediatrics star Dr. Nadine Burke Harris in San Francisco, who is uncovering the 

long-lasting biological effects of stress on children. Burke Harris shows that adverse 

childhood experiences are a risk factor not only for school failure, but also for adult 

diseases such as heart disease and cancer, and she’s treating children in a very different 

way because of these effects.  

 Angela Duckworth, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania who studies self-

control and grit. She’s found that it is grit that best predicts high achievement in the 

National Spelling Bee, and it is grit that can demonstrate which cadets will survive the 

grueling West Point summer training course known at Beast Barracks.  

 Dominic Randolph, the head of the prestigious Riverdale Country School, who is 

working to develop character in his affluent, high-achieving students. As Randolph says, 

“The idea of building grit and building self-control is that you get that through failure. 

And in most highly academic environments in the United States, no one fails anything.”  

 

In HOW CHILDREN SUCCEED, Paul Tough argues for a different understanding of the idea of 

character. It is not an innate skill, Tough contends; it’s not something we receive because of good 

luck or good genes. It is molded by the environment in which we grow up. “Character can be 

taught not just by parents but by schools, coaches, and mentors as well,” Tough says. “Which 

means we all have a responsibility to help kids develop their character strengths – as well as 

their math skills.” Paul Tough’s indelible portraits of children trying to pull themselves back 

from the brink of failure suggest both the mysteries of character and the promise of brighter 

futures for more and more children.  
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About the Author 

 

Paul Tough’s first book, Whatever It Takes: Geoffrey Canada’s 

Quest to Change Harlem and America, was published in 2008. He is 

a contributing writer to the New York Times Magazine, where he has 

written extensively about education, child development, and poverty.  

His journalism has also appeared in the New Yorker and GQ and on 

the public-radio program This American Life. 
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A Conversation with Paul Tough     
 

What made you want to write How Children Succeed? 

 

In 2008, I published my first book, Whatever It Takes, about 

Geoffrey Canada and the Harlem Children’s Zone. I spent five 

years reporting that book, but when I finished it, I realized I 

still had a lot of questions about what really happens in 

childhood. How Children Succeed is an attempt to answer 

those questions, which for many of us are big and mysterious 

and central in our lives: Why do certain children succeed 

while other children fail? Why is it, exactly, that poor children 

are less likely to succeed, on average, than middle-class 

children? And most important, what can we all do to steer 

more kids toward success? 

 

Where did you go to find the answers? 

 

My reporting for this book took me all over the country, from a pediatric clinic in a low-income 

San Francisco neighborhood to a chess tournament in central Ohio to a wealthy private school in 

New York City. And what I found as I reported was that there is a new and groundbreaking 

conversation going on, out of the public eye, about childhood and success and failure. It is very 

different than the traditional education debate. There are economists working on this, 

neuroscientists, psychologists, medical doctors. They are often working independently from one 

another. They don’t always coordinate their efforts. But they’re beginning to find some common 

ground, and together they’re reaching some interesting and important conclusions. 

 

What’s new? 

 

Until recently, most economists and psychologists believed that the most important factor in a 

child’s success was his or her IQ. This notion is behind our national obsession with test scores. 

From preschool-admission tests to the SAT and the ACT — even when we tell ourselves as 

individuals that these tests don’t matter, as a culture we put great faith in them. All because we 

believe, on some level, that they measure what matters.  

 

But the scientists whose work I followed for How Children Succeed have identified a very 

different set of skills that they believe are crucial to success. They include qualities like 

persistence, curiosity, conscientiousness, optimism, and self-control. Economists call these non-

cognitive skills. Psychologists call them personality traits. Neuroscientists sometimes use the 

term executive functions. The rest of us often sum them up with the word character.  

 

Who are the big thinkers behind these ideas? 

 

The central scholar in this movement is James Heckman, a Nobel prize–winning economist at the 

University of Chicago. He’s the one who did some of the first work identifying and quantifying 

these non-cognitive skills. And in recent years he has been working to pull together thinkers from 

lots of different disciplines — psychologists and economists and neuroscientists and geneticists 

— to get them to share ideas and find connections between their theories.  
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The book includes plenty of others doing important research, from Angela Duckworth, a 

psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania who studies self-control and grit; to Michael 

Meaney, a neuroscientist in Montreal who found a remarkable connection between a mother rat’s 

licking-and-grooming habits and the future success of her offspring; to Suniya Luthar, a 

psychology professor at Columbia University who has written about the unique stresses faced by 

kids who grow up in affluence. 

 

How do these ideas play out in the lives of actual kids? 

 

There’s a lot of science in How Children Succeed, but much of the book is taken up with stories 

of young people trying to improve their lives, and the teachers and counselors and doctors trying 

to help them, often using unorthodox methods. 

 

Sometimes these kids are achieving great things: Take James Black Jr., a student who just 

graduated from Intermediate School 318 in Brooklyn. He grew up in a low-income neighborhood, 

he has siblings who’ve spent time in prison, and he doesn’t do great on traditional tests of 

cognitive ability. But he might be the best thirteen-year-old chess player in the country. I 

followed him for a year, trying to figure out why he’s so successful. 

 

When I started my reporting, I thought what everyone thinks: that chess is the ultimate 

intellectual activity, a skill inextricable from IQ. But to my surprise, I found that many chess 

scholars now believe that chess success has more to do with non-cognitive skills than with pure 

IQ. James’s chess teacher at IS 318 is a woman named Elizabeth Spiegel. She’s a great teacher, 

and I think what makes her so good is that she’s able to help her students develop their non-

cognitive skills to high levels — in James’s case, to very high levels. 

 

A lot of your reporting for this book was in low-income neighborhoods. Overall, what did 

you learn about kids growing up in poverty? 

 

A lot of what we think we know about the effect of poverty on a child’s development is just plain 

wrong. It’s certainly indisputable that growing up in poverty is really hard on children. But the 

conventional wisdom is that the big problem for low-income kids is that they don’t get enough 

cognitive stimulation early on. In fact, what seems to have more of an effect is the chaotic 

environments that many low-income kids grow up in and the often stressful relationships they 

have with the adults around them. That makes a huge difference in how children’s brains develop, 

and scientists are now able to trace a direct route from those early negative experiences to later 

problems in school, health, and behavior. 

 

Unfortunately, though, that science isn't yet reflected in the way we run our schools and 

operate our social safety net. And that’s a big part of why so many low-income kids don’t do well 

in school. We now know better than ever what kind of help they need to succeed in school. But 

very few schools are equipped to deliver that help. 

 

Many readers were first exposed to your reporting on character through your article in the 

New York Times Magazine in September 2011, which was titled “What If the Secret to 

Success Is Failure?” How does failure help us succeed? 

 

That’s an idea that I think was best expressed by Dominic Randolph, the head of the Riverdale 

Country School, an exclusive private school in the Bronx where they’re now doing some 

interesting experiments with teaching character. Here’s how he put it: “The idea of building grit 
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and building self-control is that you get that through failure. And in most highly academic 

environments in the United States, no one fails anything.” 

 

That idea resonated with a lot of readers. I don’t think it’s quite true that failure itself helps us 

succeed. In fact, repeated failures can be quite devastating to a child’s development. What I think 

is important on the road to success is learning to deal with failure, to manage adversity. That’s a 

skill that parents can certainly help their children develop — but so can teachers and coaches and 

mentors and neighbors and lots of other people. 

 

How did writing this book affect you as a parent? 

 

My wife and I became parents for the first time just as I started reporting this book, and our son 

Ellington is now three. Those are crucial years in a child’s development, and I spent a lot of them 

reading papers on the infant brain and studies on attachment and trauma and stress hormones, 

trying not to get too overwhelmed.  

 

In the end, though, this research had a surprising effect: it made me more relaxed as a parent. 

When Ellington was born, I was very much caught up in the idea of childhood as a race — the 

faster a child develops skills, the better he does on tests, the better he’ll do in life. Having done 

this reporting, I’m less concerned about my son’s reading and counting ability. Don’t get me 

wrong, I still want him to know that stuff. But I think he’ll get there in time. What I’m more 

concerned about is his character — or whatever the right synonym is for character when you’re 

talking about a three-year-old. I want him to be able to get over disappointments, to calm himself 

down, to keep working at a puzzle even when it’s frustrating, to be good at sharing, to feel loved 

and confident and full of a sense of belonging. Most important, I want him to be able to deal with 

failure. 

 

That’s a difficult thing for parents to give their children, since we have deep in our DNA the urge 

to shield our kids from every kind of trouble. But what we’re finding out now is that in trying to 

protect our children, we may actually be harming them. By not giving them the chance to learn to 

manage adversity, to cope with failure, we produce kids who have real problems when they grow 

up. Overcoming adversity is what produces character. And character, even more than IQ, is what 

leads to real and lasting success. 

  



How Children Succeed 
Grit, Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character 
by Paul Tough 
 
Summary 
In this book, Paul Tough challenges the commonly held belief that a child’s success is primarily 
dependent on cognitive skills – what he calls the “Cognitive Hypothesis.”  In this context, 
cognitive skills are those that get measured on tests – things like the ability to recognize letters 
and words, to calculate, to detect patterns. The cognitive hypothesis continues with the belief 
that the best way to develop these skills is to practice them as much as possible, as early as 
possible. 
 
Tough suggests that this conventional wisdom about child development has been misguided. In 
short, he purports that “we have been focusing on the wrong skills and abilities in our children, 
and using the wrong strategies to help nurture and teach those skills.” (xv) 
 
The book is filled with both science‐based research and analysis, as well as true‐life example 
after example of children that succeeded (or not), showing that behavior and social skills are 
truly what make the difference for a child. It’s not that cognitive factors are unimportant, but 
that noncognitive factors account for much more of the benefit that a child receives.  
 
What are noncognitive factors? Tough pulls from several different experts and sources to 
define them. Probably most familiar is James Heckman, Nobel Prize winner in economics and an 
economist at the University of Chicago. Heckman includes curiosity, self‐control, and social 
fluidity in his description of noncognitive factors. (xx) 
 
David Levin, Yale graduate and teacher at KIPP Academy, a middle school in the South Bronx, 
calls these noncognitive factors “character strengths.” His real life experience led to his belief 
that the kids who succeeded in college were those with character strengths, such as grit (a 
passionate commitment to a single mission and an unswerving dedication to achieve that 
mission), self‐control, zest, social intelligence, gratitude, optimism, curiosity (52, 74 and 76). 
 
In How Children Succeed, Tough concludes that “If we want to improve the odds for children in 
general, and for poor children in particular, 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.” (xxiv) 
 
   



Chapter 1: How to Fail (And How Not To) 
This chapter documents how adverse childhood experiences have a significant effect on 
everything including a child’s health and ability to learn. Whether you call it social, economic, or 
neurochemical – childhood stress and trauma may cause long‐term damage to a child. 
According to Tough, the antidote is parents. ”Parents and other caregivers who are able to form 
close, nurturing relationships with their children can foster resilience in them that protects 
them from many of the worst effects 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.” (28)  
 
“… one of the most promising facts about programs that target emotional and psychological 
and neurological pathways is that they can be quite effective later on in childhood too – much 
more so than cognitive interventions.” (48) 
 
Chapter 2: How to Build Character 
This chapter uses multiple examples to show that the students who succeeded in college were 
not necessarily the ones who had excelled academically in lower grades, but rather those who 
possessed certain other skills like optimism and resilience and social agility. (52)  
 
A key point that Tough makes is that these character skills are not something that are innate 
and unchanging, but rather “a set of abilities or strengths that are very much changeable – 
entirely malleable, in fact. They are skills you can learn; they are skills you can practice; and 
they are skills you can teach.” (59) 
 
“Here’s one way of looking at character: It can function as a substitute for the social safety net 
that students at Riverdale enjoy – the support from their families and schools and culture that 
protects them from the consequences of occasional detours and mistakes and bad decisions. If 
you don’t have that kind of safety net – and children in low‐income families almost by definition 
do not – you need to compensate in another way. To succeed, you need more grit, more social 
intelligence, more self‐control than wealthier kids.” (104) 
 
Chapter 3: How to Think 
This chapter focuses on the way that students learn to pay attention, resist distraction, and 
overcome mistakes. It offers examples of students who were challenged to look deeply at their 
own mistakes, examine why they had made them, and think hard about what they might have 
done differently. “And whether you call that approach cognitive therapy or just plan good 
teaching, it seemed remarkably effective in producing change in middle school students.” (121) 
 



Chapter 4: How to Succeed 
This chapter moves to the college end of the education continuum, looking at what it takes for 
children to become successful college students. “… In each case, a teacher or mentor found a 
way to help a student achieve a rapid and unexpected transformation by using what James 
Heckman would call noncognitive skills and David Levin would call character strengths. What if 
we could do that for large numbers of teenagers – not to help them attain chess mastery or 
persuade them to quit fighting in school but to help them develop precisely those mental skills 
and character strengths they would need to graduate from college?” (134) One expert and 
practitioner identified nonacademic skills he believed would lead most directly to and offset 
disparities in college success. They include: resourcefulness, resilience, ambition, 
professionalism and integrity.” (162) 
 
Chapter 5: A Better Path 
Tough summarizes how science suggests a very different reality than the current focus on 
cognitive skills. He states that science shows, “that the character strengths that matter so much 
to young people’s success are not innate; they don’t appear in us magically as a result of good 
luck or good genes. And they are not simply a choice. They are rooted in brain chemistry, and 
they are molded in measureable and predictable ways, by the environment in which children 
grow up…. We now know a great deal about what kind of interventions will help children 
develop those strengths and skills, starting at birth and going all the way through college.” (196) 
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