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The Perils and Promises of Praise
Carol S. Dweck
The wrong kind of praise creates self-defeating behavior. The right kind motivates students to learn. We often hear
these days that we've produced a generation of young people who can't get through the day without an award. They
expect success because they're special, not because they've worked hard. Is this true? Have we inadvertently done
something to hold back our students?
I think educators commonly hold two beliefs that do just that. Many believe that (1) praising students' intelligence
builds their confidence and motivation to learn, and (2) students' inherent intelligence is the major cause of their
achievement in school. Our research has shown that the first belief is false and that the second can be harmful—even
for the most competent students. As a psychologist, I have studied student motivation for more than 35 years. My
graduate students and I have looked at thousands of children, asking why some enjoy learning, even when it's hard,
and why they are resilient in the face of obstacles. Research shows us how to praise students in ways that yield
motivation and resilience. In addition, specific interventions can reverse a student's slide into failure during the
vulnerable period of adolescence.
Fixed or Malleable?
Praise is intricately connected to how students view their intelligence. Some students believe that their intellectual
ability is a fixed trait. They have a certain amount of intelligence, and that's that. Students with this fixed mind-set
become excessively concerned with how smart they are, seeking tasks that will prove their intelligence and avoiding
ones that might not (Dweck, 1999, 2006). The desire to learn takes a backseat.
Other students believe that their intellectual ability is something they can develop through effort and education.
When students believe that they can develop their intelligence, they focus on doing just that. Not worrying about
how smart they will appear, they take on challenges and stick to them (Dweck, 1999, 2006). More and more
research in psychology and neuroscience supports the growth mind-set. We are discovering that the brain has more
plasticity over time than we ever imagined (Doidge, 2007); that fundamental aspects of intelligence can be enhanced
through learning (Sternberg, 2005); and that dedication and persistence in the face of obstacles are key ingredients in
outstanding achievement (Ericsson, Charness, Feltovich, & Hoffman, 2006).
The Two Faces of Effort
The fixed and growth mind-sets create two different psychological worlds. In the fixed mind-set, students care first
and foremost about how they'll be judged: smart or not smart. Repeatedly, students with this mind-set reject
opportunities to learn if they might make mistakes (Hong, Chiu, Dweck, Lin, & Wan, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998).
When they do make mistakes or reveal deficiencies, rather than correct them, they try to hide them (Nussbaum &
Dweck, 2007). They are also afraid of effort because effort makes them feel dumb. They believe that if you have the
ability, you shouldn't need effort (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007), that ability should bring success all by
itself. Finally, students in the fixed mind-set don't recover well from setbacks. When they hit a setback in school,
they decrease their efforts and consider cheating (Blackwell et al., 2007). The idea of fixed intelligence does not offer
them viable ways to improve.
By contrast, in the growth mind-set, students care about learning. When they make a mistake or exhibit a deficiency,
they correct it (Blackwell et al., 2007; Nussbaum & Dweck, 2007). For them, effort is a positive thing: It ignites their
intelligence and causes it to grow. In the face of failure, these students escalate their efforts and look for new
learning strategies. It is not surprising, then, that when we have followed students over challenging school
transitions or courses, we find that those with growth mind-sets outperform their classmates with fixed mind-sets—
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even when they entered with equal skills and knowledge. A growth mind-set fosters the growth of ability over time
(Blackwell et al., 2007; Mangels, Butterfield, Lamb, Good, & Dweck, 2006; see also Grant & Dweck, 2003).
The Effects of Praise
Many educators have hoped to maximize students' confidence in their abilities, their enjoyment of learning, and their
ability to thrive in school by praising their intelligence. We've studied the effects of this kind of praise in children as
young as 4 years old and as old as adolescence, in students in inner-city and rural settings, and in students of
different ethnicities—and we've consistently found the same thing (Cimpian, Arce, Markman, & Dweck, 2007; Kamins
& Dweck, 1999; Mueller & Dweck, 1998): Praising students' intelligence gives them a short burst of pride, followed by
a long string of negative consequences. In another study, we asked students to define intelligence. Students praised
for intelligence made significantly more references to innate, fixed capacity, whereas the students praised for effort
made more references to skills, knowledge, and areas they could change through effort and learning. Thus, we found
that praise for intelligence tended to put students in a fixed mind-set (intelligence is fixed, and you have it), whereas
praise for effort tended to put them in a growth mind-set (you're developing these skills because you're working
hard). As a group, students who had been praised for their intelligence lost their confidence in their ability and their
enjoyment of the task as soon as they began to struggle with the problem. If success meant they were smart, then
struggling meant they were not. The whole point of intelligence praise is to boost confidence and motivation, but
both were gone in a flash. Only the effort-praised kids remained, on the whole, confident and eager.
Praising students for their intelligence, then, hands them not motivation and resilience but a fixed mind-set with all
its vulnerability. In contrast, effort or “process” praise (praise for engagement, perseverance, strategies,
improvement, and the like) fosters hardy motivation. It tells students what they've done to be successful and what
they need to do to be successful again in the future. Process praise sounds like this:





You really studied for your English test, and your improvement shows it. You read the material over several
times, outlined it, and tested yourself on it. That really worked!
I like the way you tried all kinds of strategies on that math problem until you finally got it.
It was a long, hard assignment, but you stuck to it and got it done. You stayed at your desk, kept up your
concentration, and kept working. That's great!
I like that you took on that challenging project for your science class. It will take a lot of work—doing the
research, designing the machine, buying the parts, and building it. You're going to learn a lot of great things.

What about a student who gets an A without trying? I would say, “All right, that was too easy for you. Let's do
something more challenging that you can learn from.” We don't want to make something done quickly and easily the
basis for our admiration. What about a student who works hard and doesn't do well? I would say, “I liked the effort
you put in. Let's work together some more and figure out what you don't understand.” Process praise keeps students
focused, not on something called ability that they may or may not have and that magically creates success or failure,
but on processes they can all engage in to learn.
Going Forward
Adolescents often see school as a place where they perform for teachers who then judge them. The growth mind-set
changes that perspective and makes school a place where students vigorously engage in learning for their own
benefit. Our research shows that educators cannot hand students confidence on a silver platter by praising their
intelligence. Instead, we can help them gain the tools they need to maintain their confidence in learning by keeping
them focused on the process of achievement.
Carol S. Dweck is the Lewis and Virginia Eaton Professor of Psychology at Stanford University and the author of
Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (Random House, 2006).
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