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It is commonly known that telling a child she is stupid is harmful. But what about telling her she is
smart? Although the latter case is unlikely to be as bad as the former, there is research to suggest
that even praising a child’s intelligence (as well as other abilities) may have negative effects,
because of how it shapes children’s views about the nature of these traits (1 (http://journals.sagepub.
com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01896.x?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.
org&rfr_dat=cr_pub%3Dpubmed) ; 2
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022096510000755)). This is an example of the

many ways that the language used by parents (and other adults) can have a powerful impact on
children’s development.
It turns out that certain kinds of praise – praise that focuses on the person (e.g., you’re so smart!”
rather than the process (e.g., “you worked so hard studying for that test!”) make children more likely
to think about abilities as being fixed rather than malleable through effort and hard work. This applies
to intelligence, but appears to be relevant for abilities fairly broadly - for example, “You are a good
drawer,” vs. “You did a good job drawing,” (1
(http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-9280.2007.01896.x)). If you believe that being
good at something is a trait, or an ability that you either have or don’t, that implies that it isn’t
changeable. Adopting this kind of fixed ability mindset can have cascading effects on motivation and
performance, if efforts to improve are consciously or unconsciously viewed as wasted energy (e.g., 3
(https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=fsWqDAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA66&dq=Dweck%2C
%20C.%20S.%20%282007%29.%20The%20perils%20and%20promises%20of%20praise.%20ASC
D%2C%2065%282%29%2C%2034%E2%80%9339.&ots=3yJ5eTT3Cr&sig=H8j44ce8XjhRcGJK5W6
QFXBXblY#v=onepage&q&f=false)) If you can’t get any smarter or better at something through
effort, why bother trying?
During graduate school, I was involved in a study that suggested you can elicit this kind of fixed
mindset thinking in children—and its associated negative consequences on motivation and
performance—just by linking an ability to a social category (e.g., “Boys are really good at the shape
game!”). In contrast, statements that link an ability to a single individual (e.g., “There’s a boy who is
really good at the shape game!”) appear less likely to induce this kind of mindset (4
(http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0956797611429803)). When 4 to 7-year-old children
heard language linking gender to ability, they performed worse, and were less motivated than
children who had heard about individual boys or girls that were good at a game. This was true
whether the outcome measure was motor performance on a shape tracing task completed by one set
of children, or a mental rotation task completed by another set of children, who were are asked to
imagine what a 3D object would look like rotated to a different orientation in space. This drop in
motivation and performance was even observed for children who were from the group that was
expected to perform well (e.g., boys who were told that boys were supposed to excel at the game
they were able to play). Another way to think about this is that if you’re already expected to be good
at something, you don’t need to expend much effort, and if you are expected to do poorly at
something, there’s not much point in trying.
The results from this study can be situated within a larger literature that has documented the negative
effect of stereotypes on performance—termed “stereotype threat” (5
(http://psycnet.apa.org/buy/1996-12938-001)). Generally, this literature has focused on adults, and on
how belonging to a negatively-stereotyped group can particularly hurt performance. Notably, the child
study described above showed how quickly a negative stereotype can be created (the games were
referred to as “the shape game” and the “finding game” to ensure children were unfamiliar with the
groups and thus could not hold preconceived notions about who should excel or struggle), and that
even positive stereotypes can negatively impact performance. After all, children only heard about
individuals or genders that were good at the tasks. It is unclear whether children went beyond these
statements to infer that another group was bad at the task (if a child heard that girls were good at a
game, did she infer that boys weren’t so good at the game?), or whether the simple act of creating
expectations about performance based on group membership—in this case, gender identity—created
task anxiety that made children perform worse and enjoy the games less.
The powerful effects that stereotypes about ability can exert is likely to play an important role in
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achievement gaps in STEM that exist between different social groups. According to one study, the
extent to which certain fields are perceived to require raw brilliance rather than hard work is a strong
predictor of how underrepresented women are in that field - for example, women earned 54% of
Ph.D.’s in molecular biology in 2011 but only 31% of Ph.D.’s in philosophy (6
(http://science.sciencemag.org/content/347/6219/262)). Perhaps even more disheartening is the
finding that by age 6, girls have become less likely to associate brilliance with their gender and are
more likely to avoid activities that are said to require brilliance (7
(http://science.sciencemag.org/content/355/6323/389)).
Addressing achievement gaps based on gender and ethnicity is a complicated problem that is likely
to require a multi-pronged approach, but the research discussed here suggests that the kind of
language we use to talk about abilities and performance to children really matters, and may play an
important role in this process. To the extent that we can talk to children (and train the professionals
working with children in daycares and schools) in ways that encourage them to think about
intelligence and other abilities as malleable through effort, and minimize making connections between
social groups and abilities, we may encourage them to strive toward their full potential.
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