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Most of us were raised in an environment that reinforced this theory 
and set of assumptions, and we bought into those assumptions as if they 
were fact. This is not a statement of blame. It’s a statement about the air we 
breathe in a society where this belief is played out more strongly than any-
where else in the world. These are undiscussed assumptions that domi-
nated our country and our schools throughout the 20th century and still 
have equally pervasive influence now. Our contention is that these 
assumptions are flat-out wrong.

The Effort-Based Ability or Incrementalist Theory

The effort-based theory posits that all children are born with sufficient 
innate ability to achieve anything asked of them in school and that this abil-
ity (in fact, intelligence itself) is malleable through application of effective 
effort (Figure 2.3). Whether a student achieves and develops (gets smarter) 
is not a matter of having the raw material or ability to work with, but rather 
believing he or she has what it takes (confidence) and investing effort effec-
tively (working hard and acquiring knowledge and strategies for working 
smart). Another way of summarizing this theory is that “smart is not some-
thing you are; smart is something you get (incrementally) by working hard 
and working smart” (Jeff Howard and Verna Ford, Efficacy Institute maxim).

Indeed, all teachers see differences in children every day in their class-
rooms, sometimes big differences: differences in readiness to learn, in 
speed of learning, in motivation, and clearly in current academic perfor-
mance. Some students are way behind the others. But unlike an entity 
theorist, who would explain away the differences as a matter of how much 
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Figure 2.2 The Bell Curve

Source: Saphier, Haley-Speca, & Gower (2008). Used with permission.




