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Few topics take up as much time in my practice with adoles-
cents as the concern over how to help teens succeed in school 
and in life. Parents emphasize one thing, “good grades,” as if it is 
the magic elixir that will bring them a successful and productive 
life. While good grades are important, there are multiple factors 
that predict success in life, and it is a complex subject.

In Part 1, I reviewed many studies which examine the role that 
demographics play in the outcomes of teens lives—social class, 
family income, family educational level, the effects of poverty, the 
family environment. I also devoted some space to what parents 
can do in the home that would be helpful to their teens. 

In Part 2, I wanted to review research that covers the more 
individual traits of the adolescent; in particular, I wanted to take 
a look at those traits that predict success in school and in adult 
life—intelligence and character traits.

Intellectual Ability
Does intelligence matter? Does it predict a teen’s success in 

high school, college, and beyond? You bet it does. However, we 
don’t’ talk about this subject because it has become the new taboo. 
We like to focus on the American ideal that “all people are created 
equal.” We like to hear teachers tell children, “You can be anything 
you want to be.” It sounds nice. But I can tell you that as hard as 
I might have tried, I could never have been an Olympic athlete, a 
chemist, or an airline pilot. Didn’t have those skills. In 1995 Herrn-
stein and Harvey, two professors, published their classical work, The 
Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life. This 
book was very controversial in that it took a taboo subject—the na-
ture of intelligence—and summarized 50 years of scientific research 
examining the relationship between IQ and such social factors as 
education, poverty, crime, marriage rates, and illegitimacy. 

Here are some of the highlights. In the first 150 years of our 
history as a country, there were highly intelligent people distributed 
throughout the social classes. They were millers, smiths, house-
wives, and shopkeepers. The economic differences between the 
upper classes and lower classes were extreme, but “intellectual 
stratification” was not extreme. This is because no one had very 
much education, and there were not that many jobs that required 
a high degree of knowledge or technical skill. In the early 1900’s, 
not that many people went to college. Those that did were a select 
few—white males from the privileged classes. Immigrants, women, 
racial minorities were locked out. Colleges weren’t selecting students 
based on intellectual capacity but on their “character” or their “good 
family background.“ 

Then, as our society became more technologically advanced, 
it became more advantageous to be very smart. Between 1900 
and 1990, the increase in the percentage of people getting college 
degrees grew fifteen fold. Even more important, students who were 
going to college were being selected for their high cognitive ability. 
Selection criteria began to focus on their GPA and their SAT scores. 
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Colleges were forced to open their admissions to women, Blacks, 
Jews, Asians, the poor, to all Americans. By the beginning of the 
1990’s, about 80% of students in the top quartile (25%) of ability 
went to college. Of those students in the top 10% of ability, a full 
90% would go to college. A few colleges, the Ivy League colleges, 
became magnets for the very brightest students. 

Our society began to divide along the lines of cognitive ability. 
This is because IQ has begun to predict one’s educational level and 
graduation from the top universities. If a large group of high school 
graduates are given IQ tests, the average score will be about 105 
(above average) with about two thirds of scores falling in the range 
of 95 to 115. A large group of college graduates will have a mean 
of about 115. Those with advanced degrees will have a mean IQ of 
about 125. Education predicts occupation, and occupation predicts 
income. Thus, over the last 40 years, those in the upper social 
classes have come to be increasingly those from the upper levels of 
cognitive ability.

A child with a high IQ born into a poor family has a higher likeli-
hood of making it out of poverty than a child with a low IQ born 
into a middle class family. At the time Herrnstein and Murray wrote 
their book (1994), they made this observation: A child who is from 
a wealthy family (in the upper 2 percentile), but who has average 
intelligence, has about a 40% chance of getting a college degree. 
A student from a lower middle class family (whose parents didn’t go 
to college), but who has a high IQ (in the top 2 per cent) has a 75% 
chance of getting a college degree.

Intelligence is strongly inherited. When I took a course in col-
lege in 1970 on the psychology of intelligence, we reviewed what 
was already 50 years of research on the subject. (The first IQ tests 
were developed around 1910 to sort out “feeble minded” immigrants 
as they were being processed on Ellis Island.) Another 46 years of 
research has not changed the data. Intelligence is about 65% due to 
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our genes and about 35% due to our environment. Children’s scores 
on intelligence tests may fluctuate when they are very young, but 
they change very little after the age of 10. SAT scores are strongly 
correlated with IQ. 

In July of 2012, a study was published which took the genetics 
of intelligence a step further. Florida State University researcher 
Kevin Beaver, among others, analyzed survey and interview data 
as well as DNA samples from 1,674 American youth who were in 
high school in the mid-1990’s, then followed up with them in 2008. 
They found that those who possessed three genes—DAT1, DRD2, 
and DRD4—achieved the highest educational levels. The results 
are quite complex. Basically, these three genes are involved with the 
production of the chemical neurotransmitter, dopamine. This chemi-
cal has been found to play a part 
in attention and self-control, in 
violent behavior, motivation, and 
cognitive abilities such as intel-
ligence. 

Of course, IQ is not every-
thing, and genes are not destiny. 
We saw in Part 1 how important 
family background is. But high IQ 
and family background overlap a 
great deal. High IQ parents tend 
to be highly educated and have 
high income occupations. They 
also are more likely to be married 
and have stable families. They 
go on to have high IQ children 
who receive all the resources that 
money can buy. And so it goes. 
Every family will tell you about 
the son or daughter that is “bright but just won’t study” or “is a lazy 
student.” That is very true. They may have a high IQ, even a lot of 
support from a highly successful family, but lack the character traits 
associated with success.

Character Traits
In the years that I have been in practice (40 years and counting), 

I have seen many patients, both children and adults—somewhere 
around 8,000. As a clinician, I have seen the same pattern repeat-
edly as to what traits characterize those students who are successful 
in school--and those who aren’t--and those who go on to be suc-
cessful in life as adults--and those who don’t. I have seen research 
that comes to some of the same conclusions, but I hadn’t seen it 
organized into one book till I read Paul Tough’s book, How Children 
Succeed (2012). We now know that there are very specific traits that 
predict success in school and in life. It is difficult to talk about them 
separately because they overlap with each other. 

Perhaps the most important trait that stands out is self-control or 
self-discipline. This is huge. Children who are disruptive in the class-
room, inattentive, off-task, and unable to complete work, are the larg-
est percentage of children presenting to mental health clinics for as-
sessment and treatment. They are typically diagnosed with Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). In adolescence, they aren’t 
seen as hyperactive typically but are seen as immature, impulsive, 
lacking in good judgment, and unmotivated academically. They often 
have corollary problems of poor emotional control, reckless behavior 
outside the classroom, higher rates of experimentation with drugs 
and alcohol, teen pregnancy, and higher rates of school failure. As a 
group, children who cannot control themselves adequately enough 
to conform to the expectations of the classroom, and to sit still and 
study for at least an hour or more, will have low rates of success in 
the classroom and on the job. Researcher Angela Duckworth found 
that students’ score on a test of self-discipline, or the SD score, was 

a better predictor of academic grades than IQ. Where does self-
control come from? We know from scientific research that ADHD, for 
example, is mostly inherited. However, as we saw from Part 1, grow-
ing up in poverty in an unstable environment can make it worse. 

Self-discipline or self-control overlaps with another trait which we 
call the capacity for delay of gratification. We are all familiar with this 
term. It has become common in everyday conversation. Self-disci-
pline is defined as the ability to control the urge to pursue something 
we want right now in order to have more of it or something more im-
portant at a later time. Children and teens with ADHD live in the mo-
ment. They follow the impulse to do what appeals to them right now, 
rather than look ahead to the consequences of their actions, even 
in the near future, and evaluate their decision accordingly. I see this 

every day in my practice when I 
meet with parents who complain 
about what their teens are spend-
ing a lot of time on—i.e., video-
games, social media, smoking 
pot with friends—things that are 
pleasurable right this moment—
rather than pursuing activities that 
will give them important options in 
the future. 

The most famous study of this 
trait was done by Walter Mischel. 
He conducted the “marshmallow 
study” in which four-year-olds 
were ushered into a room and 
instructed to sit at a table where 
they saw one marshmallow on 
a plate. They were told that if 
they did not eat it during the ten 

minutes the researcher was out of the room, then they could have 
two marshmallows. I have seen the videos of the children who did 
this task successfully, and it is hilarious. Some talked or sang to 
themselves, some put their hands over their eyes, one took a nap. 
When they were followed up later in life, Mischel found that those 
who didn’t eat the marshmallow had SAT scores that were 210 points 
higher than those who couldn’t wait. They were more successful as 
college students and were more successful in life in general. 

Here is a side note for parents of high school students making 
applications to college. Studies have consistently shown that high 
school GPA is far more predictive of success in college than are SAT 
scores. This was found by Geiser and Santalieces in a 2007 study 
of 80,000 college students in California. Why is this? Because IQ 
predicts SAT scores, but SAT scores don’t predict success in college. 
In other words, SAT scores reflect a level of ability to understand 
complex material, but they don’t indicate whether the student has the 
character traits necessary to succeed in college. High school GPA 
reflects those character traits.

One of the traits that stands out in the research on success-
ful students is grit. This is the term used by researcher Angela 
Duckworth. We know what grit is on the ballfield and in the military. 
Teachers see grit in the classroom when a student is struggling with 
advanced math but won’t quit. Instead they go to tutorials, study with 
friends, ask for extra work. They resolve to do whatever it takes to do 
well. It is that capacity to persist at a goal and not give up. 

 When psychologists study it, we usually call it task persistence 
or perseverance. It includes not just the quality of hanging in there 
but also these things: being calm while working at something difficult, 
not getting overly frustrated, solving problems in order to overcome 
obstacles, recovering emotionally from setbacks, and having the 
optimism to believe that they will eventually succeed. When I think of 
grit I recall a girl in my troupe when I was a Girl Scout mom whom I 
observed on an outing at a roller skating rink. She was awkward and 
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uncoordinated. She kept falling, and falling again, and falling again. 
She kept this up for at least an hour and a half and would not take 
a break. She was just so determined to skate. She went on to get a 
full scholarship to Yale University, and is now working on her Ph.D. in 
physics at Harvard.

Where does grit come from? How can we teach our children to 
have grit? This is a good question, one for which we don’t have good 
answers as yet. If you look at the cognitive components of grit, which 
I described above, they all have something to do with self-control 
or self-regulation. (Again, these traits seem to overlap). A child can’t 
persist at a task if he is so frustrated and emotional that he shuts 
down.

 The tendency toward grit may be inherited. Or, children may in-
herit a tendency toward perseverance which is then reinforced in the 
family. Some parents may be very demanding with their children—in-
sisting they finish what they start and not to stop until it is done well. 
Some may praise children more for “sticking with it” and “not being 
a quitter.” It may be that participation in sports or music lessons 
teaches perseverance because the child is working incrementally 
toward a goal. The expectation of eventual success is an important 
factor. All of us are more likely to work harder if we expect to succeed 
eventually. We quit when we expect to eventually fail. The wise par-
ent will push children and teens to persist at something where the 
expectation of success is at least 66%.

A similar finding is that successful students work harder. Is this 
the same thing as grit? Well, sort of. Researchers have found that 
successful students tend to try to do their very best at all times—
even when the task is not important, even when they don’t care for 
the work (or don’t like the teacher), even when they’re not rewarded 
for it. Some researchers have called this trait conscientiousness, 
or big C. It predicts many important things in life. Researcher Brent 
Roberts, and others, have done ground-breaking research on the 
association between personality traits and success in school and in 
life. They have studied the Big Five—a set of personality traits that 
have been found to be reliably measured and consistent throughout 
the lifespan. They found that agreeableness and conscientious-
ness predicted high school grades better than IQ. Those high in big 
C also have more success in the workplace, stay married longer, 
live longer, are healthier, and even have lower rates of Alzheimer’s 
disease. What is conscientiousness? Conscientious people are will-
ing to follow social rules, show good self-control, are organized, and 
they persevere toward long-term goals. (There’s the overlap again). 
In the classroom it is seen in students who follow class rules, get to 
class on time and are prepared, don’t talk in class, and turn work in 
on time.

Another area of character traits of high achievers is indepen-
dence. When I did my master’s thesis on achievement orientation 
in women back in 1974, I read all the research on this topic up to 
that date. What stood out in the backgrounds of high achieving high 
school and college students was that their families had pushed them 
to be independent from a very early age. Mothers not only didn’t 
intervene when the child was struggling to master a new skill (i.e., 
“Here, let mommy do it for you”), they insisted the child attempt to 
master every new skill, even struggle with it, until they got it right. 
Why is this important? I often find myself explaining this to mothers, 
especially, who don’t want their children to be frustrated and upset, 
and who enjoy being helpful. Several things take place when a child 
masters a new skill: 

1.  The child acquires the new skill. This is inherently pleasurable 
and satisfying. Think of all the times this has occurred to you in 
your own life. 

2.  This gives the child a tremendous boost to her self-esteem to 
know that she doesn’t need you to do it for her, and that she is 
able to something that her peers aren’t yet able to do. This low-
ers her anxiety level too. 

3.  It gives her the belief that she can master other new skills in 
the future. Thus, she is more likely to try new things because 
she expects to succeed at them, which makes her grittier, and 
there we have overlap again.

Adolescents who are more independent are more likely to seek 
a part-time job, go away to summer camp, travel far from home, or 
take on leadership roles in clubs. Why? Because they are more con-
fident. Independent teens are more active, less passive. In his book, 
Paul Tough reviewed studies which found that successful teens did 
not wait for good things to come their way. They took the initiative. 
They were more likely to walk up to a teen they didn’t know and start 
talking. They were more likely to speak to the teacher if they had a 
problem with a class. They would ask a friend to study with them 
after school. They participate more in class—they don’t wait to be 
called on. They raise their hands. Independent and active teens are 
happier than passive teens. They are engaged with the world around 
them, have more friends, and have fewer worries and less frustration 
with themselves and with attaining academic success. 

Another trait associated with success in high school and college 
life is problem-solving skills. I reviewed a large body of research in 
this field when I wrote my first book, Raising a Responsible Child, 
in 1995. Myrna Shure, the leading researcher in this area, studied 
this factor for more than 20 years. The results consistently show that 
children of all ages (and adults for that matter), who are successful 
in virtually all areas of life, have the ability to do the following when 
faced with a problem: (1) analyze the problem in a logical way and 
break it down into sub-parts, (2) generate a range of alternative 
solutions for solving the problem, (3) evaluate each one to see which 
one would have the best consequences, or the best  likelihood of 
succeeding, (4) choose that option and follow through with it. 

Where do problem-solving skills come from? Well, to do the 
above, a teen needs to have self-control, the ability to slow down 
and think things through. If the best solution involves delay of grati-
fication, he needs to have that capacity as well. If the best solution 
to the problem is one that involves grit and determination, he needs 
to have grit in his personality. Do you see how these overlap again? 
Children and teens learn to have good problem solving skills by be-
ing allowed, even pressured, to solve problems independently. Pas-
sive students wait for others to solve the problem for them, or they 
ignore the problem. Students who are active and take the initiative, 
will learn a great deal and grow in independence and confidence. 
There’s the overlap again.
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Part III

Research studies have found 

that valedictorians are no more 

successful in life than students 

who have simply above average 

grades.  Does that surprise you?  In 

Part III, we’ll address other factors 

that emerge in the teen years that 

predict success in adulthood.  We 

will focus on pathways in which 

special talents are identified early 

in life and how this contributes to 

a well developed sense of identity 

in adolescence and early adulthood.


