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CAUTION-
PRAISE CAN
BE DANGEROUS

By CAROL S. DWECK

HE SELF-ESTEEM movement, which was flourishing

just a few years ago, is in a state of decline.Although
many educators believed that boosting students’ self-es-
teem would boost their academic achievement, this did
not happen. But the failure of the self-esteem movement
does not mean that we should stop being concerned with
what students think of themselves and just concentrate
on improving their achievement.Every time teachers give
feedback to students, they convey messages that affect
students’ opinion of themselves, their motivation, and
their achievement. And I believe that teachers can and
should help students become high achievers who also feel
good about themselves. But how, exactly, should teachers
go about doing this?

In fact,the self-esteem people were on to something ex-
tremely important. Praise, the chief weapon in their ar-
mory, is a powerful tool. Used correctly it can help stu-
dents become adults who delight in intellectual challenge,
understand the value of effort, and are able to deal with
setbacks. Praise can help students make the most of the
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gifts they have. But if praise is not handled properly, it can
become a negative force, a kind of drug that, rather than
strengthening students, makes them passive and depend-
ent on the opinion of others. What teachers—and par-
ents—need is a framework that enables them to use praise
wisely and well.

Where Did Things Go Wrong?

I believe the self-esteem movement faltered because of
the way in which educators tried to instill self-esteem.
Many people held an intuitively appealing theory of self-
esteem, which went something like this: Giving students
many opportunities to experience success and then prais-
ing them for their successes will indicate to them that
they are intelligent. If they feel good about their intelli-
gence, they will achieve.They will love learning and be
confident and successful learners.

Much research now shows that this idea is wrong. Giv-
ing students easy tasks and praising their success tells stu-
dents that you think they’re dumb.' It’s not hard to see
why. Imagine being lavishly praised for something you
think is pretty Mickey Mouse. Wouldn’t you feel that the
person thought you weren’t capable of more and was try-
ing to make you feel good about your limited ability?

But what about praising students’ ability when they per-
form well on challenging tasks? In such cases,there would



be no question of students’ thinking you were just trying
to make them feel good. Melissa Kamins, Claudia Mueller,
and I decided to put this idea to the test.

Mueller and I had already found, in a study of the rela-
tionship between parents’ beliefs and their children’s ex-
pectations, that 85 percent of parents thought they
needed to praise their children’s intelligence in order to
assure them that they were smart.? We also knew that
many educators and psychologists thought that praising
children for being intelligent was of great benefit. Yet in al-
most 30 years of research, I had seen over and over that
children who had maladaptive achievement patterns were
already obsessed with their intelligence—and with prov-
ing it to others. The children worried about how smart
they looked and feared that failing at some task—even a
relatively unimportant one—meant they were dumb.They
also worried that having to work hard in order to succeed
at a task showed they were dumb.Intelligence seemed to
be a label to these kids,a feather in their caps, rather than
a tool that,with effort,they could become more skillful in
using.

In contrast, the more adaptive students focused on the
process of learning and achieving.They weren’t worried
about their intelligence and didn’t consider every task a
measure of it. Instead, these students were more likely to
concern themselves with the effort and strategies they
needed in order to master the task. We wondered if prais-
ing children for being intelligent, though it seemed like a
positive thing to do, could hook them into becoming de-
pendent on praise.

Praise for Intelligence

Claudia Mueller and I conducted six studies, with more
than 400 fifth-grade students, to examine the effects of
praising children for being intelligent.* The students
were from different parts of the country (a Midwestern
town and a large Eastern city) and came from varied
ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Each of
the studies involved several tasks, and all began with
the students working, one at a time, on a puzzle task
that was challenging but easy enough for all of them to
do quite well. After this first set, we praised one-third of
the children for their intelligence . They were told:
“Wow, you got x number correct. That’s a really good
score. You must be smart at this” One-third of the chil-
dren were also told that they got a very good score,but
they were praised for their effort: “You must have
worked really hard.”The final third were simply praised
for their performance , with no comment on why they
were successful. Then, we looked to see the effects of
these different types of praise across all six studies.

We found that after the first trial (in which all of the stu-
dents were successful) the three groups responded simi-
larly to questions we asked them. They enjoyed the task
equally, were equally eager to take the problems home to
practice, and were equally confident about their future
performance.

In several of the studies, as a followup to the first trial,
we gave students a choice of different tasks to work on
next. We asked whether they wanted to try a challenging
task from which they could learn a lot (but at which they

might not succeed) or an easier task (on which they were
sure to do well and look smart).

The majority of the students who had received praise
for being intelligent the first time around went for the task
that would allow them to keep on looking smart.Most of
the students who had received praise for their effort (in
some studies,as many as 90 percent) wanted the challeng-
ing learning task.(The third group, the students who had
not been praised for intelligence or effort, were right in
the middle and I will not focus on them.)

These findings suggest that when we praise children for
their intelligence, we are telling them that this is the name
of the game: Look smart; don’t risk making mistakes. On
the other hand,when we praise children for the effort and
hard work that leads to achievement, they want to keep
engaging in that process.They are not diverted from the
task of learning by a concern with how smart they
might—or might not—look.

The Impact of Difficulty

Next, we gave students a set of problems that were harder
and on which they didn’t do as well.Afterwards, we re-
peated the questions we had asked after the first task:
How much had they enjoyed the task? Did they want to
take the problems home to practice? And how smart did
they feel? We found that the students who had been
praised for being intelligent did not like this second task
and were no longer interested in taking the problems
home to practice.What’s more, their difficulties led them
to question their intelligence. In other words, the same
students who had been told they were smart when they
succeeded now felt dumb because they had encountered
a setback.They had learned to measure themselves from
what people said about their performance,and they were
dependent on continuing praise in order to maintain their
confidence.

In contrast, the students who had received praise for
their effort on the easier task liked the more difficult task
just as much even though they missed some of the prob-
lems. In fact, many of them said they liked the harder
problems even more than the easier ones, and they were
even more eager to take them home to practice. It was
wonderful to see.

Moreover, these youngsters did not think that the diffi-
culty of the task (and their relative lack of success) re-
flected on their intelligence.They thought, simply, that
they had to make a greater effort in order to succeed.
Their interest in taking problems home with them to prac-
tice on presumably reflected one way they planned to do
this.

Thus, the students praised for effort were able to keep
their intellectual self-esteem in the face of setbacks.They
still thought they were smart; they still enjoyed the chal-
lenge; and they planned to work toward future success.
The students who had been praised for their intelligence
received an initial boost to their egos, but their view of
themselves was quickly shaken when the going got rough.

As a final test, we gave students a third set of problems
that were equal in difficulty to the first set—the one on
which all the students had been successful. The results
were striking. Although all three groups had performed
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equally well on the first trial, the students who had re-
ceived praise for their intelligence (and who had been dis-
couraged by their poor showing on the second trial) now
registered the worst performance of the three groups. In-
deed, they did significantly worse than they had on the
first trial.In contrast,students who were praised for work-
ing hard performed the best of the three groups and sig-
nificantly better than they had originally. So the different
kinds of praise apparently affected not just what students
thought and felt, but also how well they were able to per-
form.

Given what we had already seen, we reasoned that
when students see their performance as a measure of
their intelligence, they are likely to feel stigmatized
when they perform poorly and may even try to hide
the fact. If, however, students consider a poor perform-
ance a temporary setback, which merely reflects how
much effort they have put in or their current level of
skill, then it will not be a stigma. To test this idea, we
gave students the opportunity to tell a student at an-
other school about the task they had just completed by
writing a brief description on a prepared form. The
form also asked them to report their score on the sec-
ond,more difficult trial.

More than 40 percent of the students who had been
praised for their intelligence lied about their score (to im-
prove it, of course).They did this even though they were
reporting their performance to an anonymous peer whom
they would never meet. Very few of the students in the
other groups exaggerated their performance.This suggests
that when we praise students for their intelligence, failure
becomes more personal and therefore more of a disgrace.
As a result, students become less able to face and there-
fore deal with their setbacks.

The Messages We Send

Finally, we found that following their experiences with the
different kinds of praise, the students believed different
things about their intelligence.Students who had received
praise for being intelligent told us they thought of intelli-
gence as something innate—a capacity that you just had
or didn’t have. Students who had been praised for effort
told us they thought of intelligence more in terms of their
skills,knowledge,and motivation—things over which they
had some control and might be able to enhance.

And these negative effects of praising for intelligence
were just as strong (and sometimes stronger) for the high-
achieving students as for their less successful peers. Per-
haps it is even easier to get these youngsters invested in
looking smart to others. Maybe they are even more at-
tuned to messages from us that tell them we value them
for their intellects.

How can one sentence of praise have such powerful
and pervasive effects? In my research,I have been amazed
over and over again at how quickly students of all ages
pick up on messages about themselves—at how sensitive
they are to suggestions about their personal qualities or
about the meaning of their actions and experiences.The
kinds of praise (and criticism) students receive from their
teachers and parents tell them how to think about what
they do—and what they are.

This is why we cannot simply forget about students’
feelings, their ideas about themselves and their motiva-
tion, and just teach them the “facts” No matter how ob-
jective we try to be, our feedback conveys messages
about what we think is important, what we think of
them, and how they should think of themselves.These
messages, as we have seen, can have powerful effects on
many things including performance. And it should sur-
prise no one that this susceptibility starts very early.

Melissa Kamins and I found it in kindergarten
children.” Praise or criticism that focused on children’s
personal traits (like being smart or good) created a real
vulnerability when children hit setbacks.They saw set-
backs as showing that they were bad or incompetent—
and they were unable to respond constructively. In con-
trast, praise or criticism that focused on children’s strate-
gies or the efforts they made to succeed left them hardy,
confident, and in control when they confronted setbacks.
A setback did not mean anything bad about them or their
personal qualities. It simply meant that something needed
to be done, and they set about doing it. Again, a focus on
process allowed these young children to maintain their
self-esteem and to respond constructively when things
went wrong.

Ways of Praising

There are many groups whose achievement is of particu-
lar interest to us:minorities, females,the gifted,the under-
achieving,to name a few.The findings of these studies will
tell you why I am so concerned that we not try to encour-
age the achievement of our students by praising their in-
telligence.When we worry about low-achieving or vulner-
able students, we may want to reassure them they’re
smart.When we want to motivate high-achieving students,
we may want to spur them on by telling them they’re
gifted.Our research says:Don’t do that.Don’t get students
so invested in these labels that they care more about
keeping the label than about learning.Instead of empow-
ering students, praise is likely to render students passive
and dependent on something they believe they can’t con-
trol.And it can hook them into a system in which setbacks
signify incompetence and effort is recognized as a sign of
weakness rather than a key to success.

This is not to say that we shouldn’t praise students. We
can praise as much as we please when they learn or do
well, but we should wax enthusiastic about their strate-
gies,not about how their performance reveals an attribute
they are likely to view as innate and beyond their control.
We can rave about their effort,their concentration,the ef-
fectiveness of their study strategies, the interesting ideas
they came up with, the way they followed through. We
can ask them questions that show an intelligent apprecia-
tion of their work and what they put into it. We can enthu-
siastically discuss with them what they learned.This, of
course, requires more from us than simply telling them
that they are smart, but it is much more appreciative of
their work, much more constructive,and it does not carry
with it the dangers I've been describing.

‘What about the times a student really impresses us by
doing something quickly, easily—and perfectly? Isn’t it ap-
propriate to show our admiration for the child’s ability?

AMERICAN EDUCATOR
SPRING 1999
AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS
3



My honest opinion is that we should not. We should not
be giving students the impression that we place a high
value on their doing perfect work on tasks that are easy
for them. A better approach would be to apologize for
wasting their time with something that was too easy, and
move them to something that is more challenging.When
students make progress in or master that more challeng-
ing work, that’s when our admiration—for their efforts—
should come through.

A Challenging Academic Transition

The studies I have been talking about were carried out in
a research setting. Two other studies® tracked students
with these different viewpoints in a real-life situation, as
they were making the transition to junior high school and
during their first two years of junior high.This is a point at
which academic work generally becomes more demand-
ing than it was in elementary school, and many students
stumble.The studies compared the attitudes and achieve-
ment of students who believed that intelligence is a fixed
quantity with students who believed that they could de-
velop their intellectual potential. We were especially inter-
ested in any changes in the degree of success students ex-
perienced in junior high school and how they dealt with
these changes. For the sake of simplicity, I will combine
the results from the two studies, for they showed basically
the same thing.

First, the students who believed that intelligence is
fixed did indeed feel that poor performance meant they
were dumb. Furthermore, they reported, in significantly
greater numbers than their peers,that if they did badly on
a test, they would seriously consider cheating the next
time. This was true even for students who were highly
skilled and who had a past record of high achievement.

Perhaps even worse, these students believed that hav-
ing to make an effort meant they were dumb—hardly an
attitude to foster good work habits.In fact,these students
reported that even though school achievement was very
important to them,one of their prime goals in school was
to exert as little effort as possible.

In contrast to the hopelessly counterproductive attitude
of the first group, the second group of students, those
who believed that intellectual potential can be developed,
felt that poor performance was often due to a lack of ef-
fort, and it called for more studying.They saw effort as
worthwhile and important—something necessary even
for genuises if they are to realize their potential.

So once again, for those who are focused on their fixed
intelligence and its adequacy, setbacks and even effort
bring a loss of face and self-esteem. But challenges, set-
backs, and effort are not threatening to the self-esteem of
those who are concerned with developing their potential;
they represent opportunities to learn. In fact, many of
these students told us that they felt smartest when things
were difficult; they gained self-esteem when they applied
themselves to meeting challenges.

What about the academic achievement of the two
groups making the transition to junior high school? In
both studies, we saw that students who believed that intel-
ligence was fixed and was manifest in their performance
did more poorly than they had in elementary school.Even

many who had been high achievers did much less well.In-
cluded among them were many students who entered jun-
ior high with high intellectual self-esteem. On the other
hand,the students who believed that intellectual potential
could be developed showed, as a group, clear gains in
their class standing, and many blossomed intellectually.
The demands of their new environment, instead of caus-
ing them to wilt because they doubted themselves, en-
couraged them to roll up their sleeves and get to work.

These patterns seem to continue with students entering
college. Research with students at highly selective univer-
sities found that,although they may enter a situation with
equal self-esteem, optimism, and past achievement, stu-
dents respond to the challenge of college differently: Stu-
dents in one group by measuring themselves and losing
confidence; the others by figuring out what it takes and
doing it.

Believing and Achieving

Some of the research my colleagues and I have carried out
suggests that it is relatively easy to modify the views of
young children in regard to intelligence and effort in a re-
search setting. But is it possible to influence student atti-
tudes in a real-life setting? And do students become set in
their beliefs as they grow older? Some exciting new re-
search shows that even college students’ views about in-
telligence and effort can be modified—and that these
changes will affect their level of academic achievement.”
In their study, Aronson and Fried taught minority students
at a prestigious university to view their intelligence as a
potentiality that could be developed through hard work.
For example, they created and showed a film that ex-
plained the neural changes that took place in the brain
every time students confronted difficulty by exerting ef-
fort. The students who were instructed about the relation-
ship between intelligence and effort went on to earn sig-
nificantly higher grades than their peers who were not.
This study, like our intelligence praise studies, shows that
(1) students’ ideas about their intelligence can be influ-
enced by the messages they receive, and (2) when these
ideas change, changes in performance can follow.

But simply getting back to basics and enforcing rigorous
standards—which some students will meet and some will
not—won’t eliminate the pitfalls I have been describing.
This approach may convey, even more forcefully, the idea
that intelligence is a gift only certain students possess.And
it will not, in itself, teach students to value learning and
focus on the process of achievement or how to deal with
obstacles. These students may, more than ever, fear failure
because it takes the measure of their intelligence.

A Different Framework

Our research suggests another approach.Instead of trying
to convince our students that they are smart or simply en-
forcing rigorous standards in the hopes that doing so will
create high motivation and achievement, teachers should
take the following steps: first, get students to focus on
their potential to learn; second, teach them to value chal-
lenge and learning over looking smart; and third, teach
them to concentrate on effort and learning processes in
the face of obstacles.
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This can be done while holding students to rigorous
standards. Within the framework I have outlined,tasks are
challenging and effort is highly valued, required, and re-
warded. Moreover, we can (and must) give students frank
evaluations of their work and their level of skill, but we
must make clear that these are evaluations of their current
level of performance and skill, not an assessment of their
intelligence or their innate ability. In this framework, we
do not arrange easy work or constant successes, thinking
that we are doing students a favor. We do not lie to stu-
dents who are doing poorly so they will feel smart:That
would rob them of the information they need to work
harder and improve. Nor do we just give students hard
work that many can’t do,thus making them into casualties
of the system.

I am not encouraging high-effort situations in which
students stay up studying until all hours every night, fear-
ing they will displease their parents or disgrace them-
selves if they don’t get the top test scores. Pushing stu-
dents to do that is not about valuing learning or about ori-
enting students toward developing their potential. It is
about pressuring students to prove their worth through
their test scores.

It is also not sufficient to give students piles of home-
work and say we are teaching them about the importance
of effort. We are not talking about quantity here but about
teaching students to seek challenging tasks and to engage
in an active learning process.

However, we as educators must then be prepared to do
our share. We must help students acquire the skills they
need for learning,and we must be available as constant re-
sources for learning. It is not enough to keep harping on
and praising effort, for this may soon wear thin.And it will
not be effective if students don’t know how to apply their
effort appropriately. It is necessary that we as educators
understand and teach students how to engage in
processes that foster learning,things like task analysis and
study skills.?

When we focus students on their potential to learn and
give them the message that effort is the key to learning,
we give them responsibility for and control over their
achievement—and over their self-esteem. We acknowledge
that learning is not something that someone gives stu-
dents; nor can they expect to feel good about themselves
because teachers tell them they are smart. Both learning
and self-esteem are things that students achieve as they
tackle challenges and work to master new material.

Students who value learning and effort know how to
make and sustain a commitment to valued goals. Unlike
some of their peers,they are not afraid to work hard;they
know that meaningful tasks involve setbacks; and they
know how to bounce back from failure.These are lessons
that cannot help but serve them well in life as well as in
school.

These are lessons I have learned from my research on
students’motivation and achievement,and they are things
I wish I had known as a student.There is no reason that
every student can’t know them now. [
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