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Paul Tough : Helping Children Succeed: What Works and Why  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or 
not it would be worth my time, and all praised Helping Children Succeed: What Works and Why: 

121 of 132 people found the following review helpful. In which Paul Tough stumbles into progressive education and 
believes he invented the wheelBy DienneIn his second book, HOW CHILDREN SUCCEED, Paul Tough wrote a 
wonderful chapter all about the adverse effects that children living in poverty are subject to: physical, cognitive and 
emotional deficits as a result of the trauma they are more likely to suffer than children living in comparative affluence. 
But then, unfortunately, for most of the rest of that book, Tough took a hard right turn into ldquo;characterrdquo;: 
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what has since become the ldquo;Grit Movementrdquo; as championed by Angela Duckworth, whom Tough 
promoted. Thanks to Duckworth, as promoted by Tough, poor children of color, many of whom face more challenges 
and obstacles in a day than most people face in a year, are routinely told that their problem is that they lack 
ldquo;gritrdquo; and if they could only learn to persevere through obstacles, they too could have the 
ldquo;successrdquo; that affluent whites assume as their due. In my review of that book, I said that I hoped Tough 
would circle back around to explore more deeply the connections among trauma, deprivation, attachment and 
ldquo;characterrdquo;. This book appears to have heeded my call.What seems to have changed Toughrsquo;s direction 
is growing research that shows that ldquo;gritrdquo; cannot be taught, at least not in terms of direct instruction. 
Imagine, simply telling kids to ldquo;work hard, be nicerdquo; doesnrsquo;t seem to do much. How odd. But Tough 
stumbled on the work of Deci and Ryan which seems to show that non-cognitive abilities can be improved, but it 
involves more than rewarding kids for being grittier or punishing them for not. In fact, rewards and punishments 
actually do harm because they increase extrinsic motivation (motivation to get the reward or avoid the punishment) at 
the cost of decreasing intrinsic motivation (motivation for pursuing an activity for its own sake). In other words, 
Tough is trying to morph into Alfie Kohn.I very much appreciate Toughrsquo;s (belated) recognition of research 
demonstrating the benefits of progressive, whole child, experiential, social-emotional learning. Brain science is 
showing us that learning is not something that happens in a vacuum, but within the context of human relationships and 
pursuits based on interest and relevance. Education is not about stuffing random, disconnected facts into kidsrsquo; 
heads and seeing what they can regurgitate on a test, but rather about exciting and channeling (or, at the very least, not 
squelching) childrenrsquo;s innate drive to explore, experiment and adapt. I am very happy that Tough seems to 
understand the challenges that poverty presents to that natural process and how understanding, supportive relationships 
and wraparound services are ways to ameliorate some of the worst effects.But, as always with Tough, there is much to 
argue with. First, Tough canrsquo;t seem to get past the quest for test scores. All of the interventions he supports are 
because they raise test scores. Standardized tests are a snapshot in time which, at best, measure how well particular 
students were able, in that particular moment, to take that particular test. They have little bearing on a childrsquo;s 
actual abilities or their likely success in college or the real world, much less their interests or who they are as people. 
The purpose of education is not to churn out children as widgets that can be plugged into the corporate world. The 
purpose of education is to develop unique, healthy, well-rounded individuals who are prepared to actively participate 
in a democratic republic.Second, after spending his previous books building up the likes of Geoffrey Canada (who 
twice ldquo;firedrdquo; an entire cohort of students because they werenrsquo;t performing well on the standardized 
tests) and Angela Duckworth (who is profiting from teaching children in poverty ldquo;gritrdquo; skills, even though 
she herself denies thatrsquo;s what her work should be used for), Tough refuses to admit any previous error or fully 
acknowledge the implications of his new perspective. I never would have thought I would be an admirer of Diane 
Ravitch after her work as Assistant Secretary of Education under George H.W. Bush and her launching of the 
ldquo;accountabilityrdquo; movement, but she has fully renounced her former positions and openly admitted the error 
of her thinking. Tough needs to take a similar openly self-reflective course.I could also fault Tough for refusing to 
follow his own research to its logical conclusion. If a childrsquo;s environment is so important to his/her development 
(and it is), then why are we only tinkering around the edges of the environment? If poverty is so devastating to 
children who grow up in it, why focus on education for children in poverty, rather than the environment of poverty 
itself? Why not call for solutions to income/wealth inequality? Why not structural social changes to eliminate poverty? 
An end to ldquo;austerityrdquo; and ldquo;neoliberalismrdquo;? A call for good, living wage jobs with good benefits? 
A call for a strong social safety net, universal healthcare and housing as rights? But Tough doesnrsquo;t seem to think 
such grand changes are possible. Neoliberalism is the future, There Is No Alternative. The best we can do is make 
everyone as comfortable as possible within their allotted station in life. We can improve education for children in 
poverty, but therersquo;s nothing we can do about poverty itself.Finally, one of my biggest peeves with Tough (and 
many other ldquo;reformersrdquo;, such as KIPP) is their complete failure to acknowledge and credit the huge body of 
work that has gone before them. After promoting ldquo;gritrdquo; and ldquo;no excusesrdquo; and other harmful 
policies, such ldquo;reformersrdquo; are discovering just how harmful they are and quietly revising their stance to 
become kinder and gentler and focusing more on relationships, less on punishment. But progressive education is no 
new thing. Itrsquo;s been around since at least John Deweyrsquo;s day 100 years ago. There is a substantial body of 
research demonstrating the effectiveness of whole-person, student directed, experiential learning. In fact, the 
superiority of such education over rote, test-based, direct instruction is so clear that for decades the elite have sent their 
own kids to schools that use progressive models, such as Sidwell Friends, Lakeside Academy and the University of 
Chicago Lab School. For decades the powers that be have known what is best for their own children, while foisting 
ldquo;gritrdquo; and standardized testing on other peoplersquo;s children. I guess Irsquo;m supposed to be grateful 
that, in the never-ending quest for ldquo;innovationrdquo;, the ldquo;reformersrdquo; are finally stumbling onto 
whatrsquo;s been known for 100 years, and maybe now everybodyrsquo;s children can get an education rooted in 
whole-child development supported by caring relationships and meeting basic needs. And, if in fact, Toughrsquo;s 
recognition among the ldquo;reformersrdquo; allows for more progressive education for children in poverty (as well as 



children not in poverty, but not rich either), then I will be grateful. But please donrsquo;t pretend that this is anything 
new or ldquo;innovativerdquo;. In fact, Tough and others are quite late to the game.6 of 6 people found the following 
review helpful. Three StarsBy Books Fresh AirNot what I was hoping for. It is general, not specific enough to be put 
in to practice.0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. I love how these sections flow together seamlessly and 
build off ...By rdannenA 5 Star Idea with a 4 Star Outcome The book Helping Children Succeed: What Works and 
Why was written by Paul Tough in 2016 and published by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt as a follow up to the research 
he conducted for his previous book How Children Succeed. As a teacher, the topics that everyone strives to 
accomplish is understanding how children succeed and being able to find ways to help them succeed. Based on a need 
to understand those aspects drew my attention to reading more in depth about it. With the rise in high stakes 
standardized testing, there is a modern obsession with raising students test scores instead of focusing on how to 
support children into exploring ways to be curious, optimistic, persistent and use self-control. Toughrsquo;s book is 
built around the idea that children in poverty struggle in school which results in lower test scores and affects students 
throughout their life, making it crucial for educators to understand the affects of growing up in adversity, especially 
since childhood poverty is on the rise. Since 2013, more than 51% of the nationrsquo;s children ldquo;fall below the 
federal governmentrsquo;s threshold for being low income, meaning they are eligible for free or subsidized school 
lunchrdquo; (p.1). After hitting this milestone, American public schools are now making a mission to help children in 
poverty succeed which is where Tough developed his 125 page book. Throughout Toughrsquo;s book there are 23 
sections where he breaks down each topic. The sections are: adversity, strategies, skills, stress, parents, trauma, 
neglect, early intervention, attachment, home visiting, beyond the home, building blocks, discipline, incentives, 
motivation, assessment, messages, mindsets, relationships, pedagogy, challenge, deeper learning, and solutions. I love 
how these sections flow together seamlessly and build off of each other as more information is given to the reader. 
Tough begins by explaining how adversity affects student success from birth and moves into discussing the 
importance of non-cognitive skills like persistence, growth mindset and grit which is best learned through experience 
as opposed to explicit instruction. Tough states that ldquo;No child ever learned curiosity by filling out curiosity 
worksheetsrdquo; (12). Throughout the book, Tough mentions the work of Deci and Ryan which stresses that non-
cognitive abilities can be improved, but it involves more than simply rewards and punishments. He notes that 
education is not about overloading students with random standards based information, but creating excitement and 
drive to explore and experiment more, which can be a difficult task for students in poverty who need additional 
support. Tough explains that children who do not come from a home where they are able to form secure attachments to 
positive adults do not have the perseverance, grit or non-cognitive traits necessary to be successful. Character is 
developed in environments which children form secure attachments to teachers and caregivers, and are taught in ways 
that stimulate their autonomy and ability to solve problems. From this, he introduced ideas and suggestions for 
educators to help develop those skills within students. Tough mentions Deci and Ryanrsquo;s work by stating that the 
three basic human needs that need to be supported in the classroom are autonomy, competence and relatedness. By 
creating environments that promote these three feelings, students are more motivated and more successful. Overall 
throughout the book, Tough stresses the importance of the environment children are in whether it is at home or at 
school. New York Times said it best that Tough ldquo;Illuminates the extremes of American childhood: for rich kids, 
a safety net drawn so tight itrsquo;s a harness; for poor kids, almost nothing to break their fall.rdquo; Although 
students in poverty face many obstacles at home that challenge their ability to succeed in school, Tough mentions that 
the school environment needs to change. He closes out the book by stating that we need to change our policies, 
practices and way of thinking in order to help children succeed. As a teacher, we can provide 6 hours a day of a 
supporting environment starting at the age of 5, but what he also states is that the early years of a childrsquo;s life is 
when they are most impacted by adversity. Amounts of stress and a lack of serve and return interactions affects 
children starting at a young age. To me, it seems like the real issue surrounding this book is poverty throughout the 
United States. For a teacher, he gives many ways to help children succeed who grow up in adversity which is 
beneficial to know, but it seems like the best way to tackle the issue is to focus on decreasing poverty throughout the 
United States. Although I believe that every new teacher could benefit from reading about child development to 
understand how childhood environments affects children and learn best classroom strategies, I think this book is also 
suited for new parents to realize how important the early childhood environment is for their children. If you are 
interested in learning more about Toughrsquo;s point of view, his books are available on and at major bookstores with 
a retail price of $18.99.

In How Children Succeed, Paul Tough introduced us to research showing that personal qualities like perseverance, 
self-control, and conscientiousness play a critical role in childrenrsquo;s success. nbsp; Now, in Helping Children 
Succeed, Tough takes on a new set of pressing questions: What does growing up in povertynbsp;do to childrenrsquo;s 
mental and physical development? How does adversity at home affect their success in the classroom,nbsp;from 
preschool to high school? And what practical steps can the adults who are responsible for themmdash;from parents 
and teachers to policy makers and philanthropistsmdash;takenbsp;to improve their chances for a positive future? nbsp; 



Tough once again encourages us to think in a brand new way about the challenges of childhood. Rather than trying to 
ldquo;teachrdquo; skills like grit and self-control, he argues, wenbsp;should focus instead on creating the kinds of 
environments, both at home and at school, in which those qualities are most likely to flourish. Mining the latest 
research in psychology and neuroscience, Tough provides us with insights and strategies for a new approach to 
childhood adversity, one designed to help many more children succeed.

ldquo;Toughrsquo;s research demonstrates that all children have the capacity for self-control, grit, and success if given 
the right tools to work with from birth. Informative and effective methods to help children overcome issues and thrive 
at home and in school.rdquo; mdash; Kirkus s ldquo;The good news is that attention is finally turning to the psychic 
and emotional qualities our students bring to the classroom. No one is better at chronicling this shift than Paul Tough. 
Innbsp;Helping Children Succeed,nbsp;he asks how, concretely, we can improve studentsrsquo; noncognitive 
skills.rdquo;nbsp;mdash;David Brooks, New York Times ldquo;Tough (contributing writer, New York Times 
Magazine) builds on the research he outlined in his book How Children Succeed to address at great depth the ways 
adults can build success for children who face the greatest adversity. Contending that it is the environment that shapes 
childrenrsquo;s ability to develop significant noncognitive skills such as perseverance and optimism, Tough presents 
research that shows success in these areas is possible for all children. Diving into studies and supporting their 
conclusions by defining real-life examples, Tough convincingly argues that classroom climate is what needs to be 
changed in order to shape studentsrsquo; experiences. While advocating for transformation of a broken system that 
could turn disadvantaged kidsrsquo; lives around, the author also acknowledges the small things that make a 
difference. Tough calls upon individuals to make those small steps and shows that by looking through a different lens 
it is possible to see how education can be better structured for the future. Verdict: For readers concerned with finding 
practical ways to engage with and improve education for those children with the most to lose.rdquo; mdash; Rachel 
Wadham, Brigham Young University, Library Journal nbsp; 


