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intelligence or innate ability one is endowed with, an incrementalist 
believes that all children have the intellectual capacity to eventually meet 
proficiency standards; it is not a deficient brain that is holding them back 
but any number of other variables, all of which can potentially be modi-
fied, accommodated, or influenced in some way.

Those who hold to this theory, when confronted with differences in 
children’s development or performance, interpret the disparity as a func-
tion of disadvantages in their past that have created obstacles to their 
development and learning: gaps in knowledge, limited experiences and 
vocabulary, mismatch in learning-teaching style, and myriad other possi-
ble causes, none of which is internally hardwired in a person, and all of 
which may be subject to change under the right circumstances. This not to 
say that there are no differences in learners that are part of their birthright, 
and students clearly bring different inclination or disposition to topics. But 
they all have enough god-given brainpower to attain proficiency in literacy 
and numeracy at rigorous standards.

Two assumptions are embedded in this theory:

•• There is no way of telling from children’s attitudes, speech, cleanli-
ness, clothing, record of past performance, and current performance 
what they are capable of learning and achieving if given time, moti-
vation, and instruction that reaches out to meet their needs.

•• Differences of color and culture have nothing to do with the capaci-
ties of children’s brains.

Whereas the entity theory is deterministic, the incrementalist theory is 
optimistic. Those who espouse the incrementalist theory engage in an 
ongoing quest to discover what will enable students to turn on and take off.
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Figure 2.3  Jeff Howard Diagram

Source: Adapted from Efficacy Institute, Lexington, Massachusetts.




