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take hard work and persistence. There are a number of ways to cultivate effort 

in your classroom:

Praise the process, not the person. In the early years of my career, I was really 

quick with this piece of praise: “Wow, you are really smart!” According to the 

literature on growth mindset, that’s what not to do. More common in education 

is communicating the idea that everyone is a genius—“Hey class, look at those 

tests! How smart are we?”

Instead of this, we want to target our praise at the specific processes by which 

learning and mastery come about, not the people who successfully engage in 

these processes. In the table shown in Figure 2.4, we see some examples drawn 

from the helpful website MindsetKit.org (2015).

DON’T DO THIS  
(PRAISING THE PERSON)

DO THIS  
(PRAISING THE PROCESS)

Awesome! You must be smart at science. Awesome! You must have worked hard 
and smart. What strategies did you use?

Look at that document-based question 
score—see, you really are smart at world 
history!

You’ve really been working at your DBQ 
skills, and your improvement on this part 
of the rubric shows it. Congratulations.

Yes, that’s correct—I told you you’re great 
at math!

That’s right, and I appreciate how many 
methods you used to try to solve that 
problem.

You’re such a great student! You do the things it takes to learn 
successfully, like taking good notes, 
quizzing yourself, and using effective 
study groups. Keep that up.

FIGURE 2.4 •  The Difference Between Praising the Person  
and Praising the Process

Notice the specificity of each process-oriented compliment in Figure 2.4—that’s 

important, as recent research indicates that vague praise of effort can actually 

estrange adolescents (Gross-Loh, 2016; Sparks, 2018).

Create a culture of improvementism. The Effort Belief is hugely influenced 

by the classroom cultures we create. If my students are to flourish long term,  

I need to help them see the impossible standards that “perfect” social media 

personas create for us. I’m relentless about creating classroom cultures  


