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I just finished a book by Paul Tough, "How Children Succeed".  The book is written by a 
journalist and is a bit "psychology light" but it addresses some of the important research in non-
cognitive factors in successful development.  Tough incorporates personal narratives in the book 
to highlight the basic concepts of optimism, conscientiousness, curiosity, self-control, delay of 
gratification, etc. The personal narratives make the book a lively read and introduces the reader 
to current research on how non-cognitive factors influence successful development.  If you work 
with people the book provides valuable insights into the factors that contribute to successful 
adaptation. 
 
The non-cognitive factors are often under the label of character and are viewed as malleable as 
opposite to cognitive factors which are sometimes viewed as fixed and measured by test such as 
ACT and SAT.  The question of whether cognitive or non-cognitive has the most influence on 
success in educational settings ranging from kindergarten through college and with side trips into 
adulthood is explored through research findings and personal narratives. 
 
The book begins by exploring the possible causal linkages between poverty, affluence, adversity 
in childhood, parenting and stress with its physiological and psychological consequences.  The 
majority of the book explores the research on character, non-cognitive factors, and how they 
impact children’s success in educational settings from K-College and into adulthood.  Tough 
begins with Martin Seligman’s work on learned optimism and the growth of the positive 
psychology school of thought.  The research of Walter Mischel (delay of gratification), Angela 
Duckworth (grit: self-discipline and goals), Carolyn Dweck (motivation and volition), Big Five 
personality dimensions (OCEAN: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, 
neuroticism), and Christopher Peterson (character) is explored in relationship to success in 
educational settings. 
 
The applications of non-cognitive factors to success is explored in relationship to policy, 
interventions, parenting and educational settings in the remainder of the book.  The reader who is 
attracted to the possible application of non-cognitive factors to their setting would be advised to 
pursue the topic in depth by reading some of the primary sources and the current research and 
writing since 2012. 
 
The above thoughts were written by George A. Letchworth, Ph.D. and represent only his 
reflections on the book.    
  

 


