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20 Hurdles on the Road to Acquiring Grit


I doubt that many adults would disagree with the importance of young people becoming gritty individuals. We want our next generation to work hard, persevere, be self-motivated, accept positive criticism, be responsible, and deal with adversity. Although we want these positive traits in children, our actions often tell a different story.


During the past year or two, I’ve been doing a lot of reading and research and I’ve kept a list of some things adults are saying or doing which actually interfere with our children’s goal of reaching the ‘Land of Grit.’ After you read each of these twenty items, ask yourself, “Does this help or hurt our children’s chances of becoming happy, successful, resilient, and responsible adults….adults with grit?”

1. No more red pens. Psychologists are encouraging teachers not to mark papers in red. Red is too alarming; it denotes failure! When children see red, it may affect their self-esteem. Teachers are told to use more soothing, pleasant colored pens: purple, green, blue.

2. No more frowny faces. One day I looked at a kindergartener’s weekly report. I said, “Zoe, I see you got three smiley faces and three frowny faces.” Zoe looked up at me and said, “Those aren’t frowny faces, they are unsmiley faces!” Heaven forbid we hurt their feelings by mentioning the word frowny! So I guess from now on we are to call the faces, smiley and unsmiley.

3. No more tug-o-war. Now it’s to be called, tug-o-peace.

4. No more ‘at-risk’ students. They are to be referred as, ‘on the verge of success’ students.

5. They haven’t failed. Instead, they are ‘success-delayed.’

6. No more tag or dodge ball. Many child experts claim these games make children feel bad because when they are tagged or hit with the ball, they are “out!” Being out for a period of time hurts their fragile self-esteem!

7. No more musical chairs! Some pre-school programs have stopped playing musical chairs because when the music stops, little Suzie might not have a chair to sit it. She’ll be traumatized for life!

8. Have an iPod.  One North Carolina school is rewarding students with iPods if they receive a perfect score on the state’s writing test. 

9. Have a junk food card. Recently a school in Texas, in order to improve attendance, on Fridays places all the names of students with perfect attendance for the week in a drawing. What can they win?.....a  gift card from the fast-food (junk food) restaurant, Sonic. Should children receive awards just for showing up? And, the last thing some of our kids need is more burgers and fries!

10. Good grades mean more minutes on my cell phone. Some schools in New York City are providing low-income students with cell phones for which they earn usage minutes or ring tones by performing well on tests.

11. Read some books and get a pizza. One major pizza chain awards kids with a free pizza after reading so many books. My experience finds that kids often pick the smallest books, zip through them, and sometimes “exaggerate” how many they’ve read in order to get a pizza. Should children read just for the fun of reading, or because they’ll get a reward?

12. Prizes for doing the right thing. Many schools are implementing Character Education Programs that reward children with tangible items for doing the right thing. Do we want children opening the door for a visitor because a) it’s the right thing to do, or b) because they’ll get a “goody”? Much research done by people like Harvard’s Alfie Kohn, find that children’s behavior will improve with reward systems, but once the rewards are removed, they often return to the old, not-so-good behavior. Children need to learn good character skills, but should they always get goodies when ‘caught being good’?

13. It is okay to use the f-word five times. It seems that every year one or two more “crude” words become acceptable in some classrooms. Instead of nipping-it-in-the-bud, it’s tolerated. Here is one of the more extreme examples. Some schools in London England were having trouble with students and gang members using foul language, especially the f-word. Instead of a zero-tolerance they announced this, “Within each lesson the teacher will initially tolerate the use of the f-word five times and these will be tallied on the board so all students can see a running score.”

14. Forget about shaking hands. Some schools in Northern Virginia have eliminated the post football game handshakes between opponents because they believed it led to trash talking and fights. Instead of having the coaches stress sportsmanship and discipline; they stop the shaking of hands! How does that teach young people about sportsmanship?
15. Thanks for the second set of books. Yes, it is true. Some of the more affluent schools in the country are providing students with a second set of books: one set for home and one set for school. Now the darlings won’t have to lug the heavy books around. Also, they can’t use the homework excuse, “Oh, I left my math book at school.”

16. An after school dilemma: get outside and play, spend quality time with family or do homework. At a time when we worry about childhood obesity, some teachers load up kids with homework, and homework is one of the most sedentary activities ever! And who seems to be getting more and more homework? It is the five and six year-olds! How important is homework? Consider this quote from the New York Daily News, September 24, 2006, “According to a 2006 Duke University review of 180 studies, there is almost zero correlation between homework and achievement in elementary school, and only a minor correlation in middle school.” I don’t have a problem with a small amount of homework (15-20 minutes in elementary school), but I do think it is crucial for children to read every day.

17. What happened to physical education? Because of testing requirements many schools throughout the country have increased reading and math time but cutting back on physical education classes. Ask your child if he or she gets thirty minutes of play every day at school.

18. No winners or losers. Some schools have eliminated competitive games. They don’t keep score. No competition? When these young people grow up don’t they have to compete to get a job, get into college, or make the varsity team?

19. No more Honor Rolls. Some schools have done away with Honor Rolls. What’s wrong with students being recognized for their hard work?

20. Everyone gets an award? Should children who work hard get an occasional reward? Yes, but it must be earned. Schools seem so concerned with the ‘self-esteem’ issue that they don’t want a child to feel bad or left out so they make sure everyone gets a reward, certificate, or medal, even if not really deserved. And, oh yes, besides freely handing awards, let’s not forget ‘phony’ praise. I’ll finish the item with a few comments by Rich Benyo in the September 2007 issue of Marathon & Beyond. He talks about runners who want success but are unwilling to put in the effort.


Runners who train little but expect decent results have spent too much time


in the modern school system where everyone who shows up gets a gold star.


Or if you show up late but not quite as late as last week, you are praised and


rewarded. Or if you merely exist, you expect praise.

