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Character is higher than intellect.
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—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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About a decade ago, I attended a conference for principals that changed
how I think about the purpose of schools and the focus of my work. One
of the speakers, James Honan of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, asked us to consider the following question: “How do you know
when your school is successful?” We thought silently to ourselves for a
moment before engaging in animated discussions at our tables. After
a few minutes, we shared our responses with Honan, who wrote them
down on a paper attached to a large easel.
Unsurprisingly, answers included high test scores, strong graduation
rates, good student attendance, and graduates being accepted at schools
of their choice. Someone shouted out “winning sports teams,” to which
a wise person replied, “How about winning sports teams where everyone
plays?” eliciting lots of smiles and afﬁrming nods. Another person suggested that a good mark of success would be going a week without the
toilets getting clogged and with no school bus delays. Again there were
many smiles and nods. Others mentioned going a week with no discipline problems; still others, going a week with productively involved
parents. A couple of folks, myself included, mentioned the value of
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students being engaged in learning. When we were all done sharing,
Honan spoke.
“You’re all missing the boat,” he said.
The room was silent.
“These achievements are important,” he continued, “but you should
be asking yourselves whether your students are going to be productive
and happy citizens at age 25, 45, and 65. What kinds of adults will they
be? Will they be good spouses, good friends, and good parents? Will they
be respectful and honest, and will they work to make the world a better
place? Those are the qualities that we should be valuing and pursuing in
our schools. And those are the measures of your school’s effectiveness.”

Our Challenges
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Of course, Honan was right. We must teach students to read, write, and
calculate, but that’s only the beginning; those goals should form the
ﬂoor, not the ceiling, of their education. Our timeline is too short and
our aspirations are too low if we limit our curriculum and pedagogical focus to tests, grades, and diplomas. We must step back and look at
what’s needed to achieve success in the real world, not just in school.
Although it has not been a signiﬁcant part of the dialogue among
educators, the distinction between what is needed to succeed in school
versus out of it is one that writers and leaders have talked about for some
time. Among the implications of Tom Friedman’s “ﬂattened world”
(2005), for example, is that our workers increasingly compete against
people who live thousands of miles away in other countries, rendering traditional scholastic skills important but insufﬁcient. As Friedman
put it more recently, “Thanks to the merger of, and advances in, globalization and the information technology revolution, every boss now
has cheaper, easier access to more above-average software, automation,
robotics, cheap labor and cheap genius than ever before” (2012). We
need to prepare our students to be adaptable and ﬂexible to meet a
future in which the only constant will be change.
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Friedman is not alone in expressing concern; there is a growing
awareness that our graduates will need much more than mastery of the
three Rs to make it in the world. As Kay and Greenhill (2012) note,
“Doing well in school no longer guarantees a lifelong job or career as it
did for previous generations of Americans . . . only people who have the
knowledge and skills to negotiate constant changes and reinvent themselves for new situations will succeed” (p. xvii). Paul Tough, referring to
those who question the “cognitive hypothesis” of academic accomplishment being the singular key to success, says, “What matters most in a
child’s development, they say, is not how much information we can stuff
into her brain in the ﬁrst few years. What matters, instead, is whether we
are able to help her develop a very different set of qualities, a list that
includes persistence, self-control, curiosity, conscientiousness, grit, and
self-conﬁdence” (2012, p. xv).
Henry Cloud makes a similar point in his 2006 book Integrity. After
describing the traditional skills that are commonly associated with leadership, he cites the greater importance of factors that are not generally
considered part of schools’ curriculum or measured on scholastic tests.
The qualities that determine good leaders, says Cloud,
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have little to do with IQ, talent, brains, education, training, or
most of the other important components of success. Instead,
they have to do with the other aspects of character functioning
that we pay way too little attention to in training people to be
leaders and to be successful. The most important tool is the person
and his or her makeup, and yet it seems to get the least amount of
attention and work. Mostly, we focus on professional skills and
knowledge instead. (p. 10)

Similarly, Jensen (2012) cites research by the Carnegie Institute of
Technology showing “that 85 percent of your ﬁnancial success is due
to skills in ‘human engineering,’ your personality and ability to communicate, negotiate, and lead. Shockingly, only 15 percent is due to
technical knowledge.”
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As difﬁcult as it is to transition from the cognitive hypothesis to a
focus on success in life after graduation, we really have no choice: continuing to teach the same content does a disservice to our students. We
cannot be deterred by fear from venturing into the nonscholastic realm.
To quote Lisa Firestone (2016):
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Too often, we tend to think of our kids as less sophisticated and
incapable of processing or understanding the emotional complexities of their world. We think we’re protecting them by not
bringing up the trickier, less pleasant subjects. But I can tell you
ﬁrsthand that kids absorb a tremendous amount. Pretty much
as soon as they’re verbal, children can be taught to identify and
communicate their feelings. In a trusted environment where
emotions are talked about openly, most kids will speak freely
about their feelings and are quick to have empathy for their peers.
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In Social Emotional Learning: Opportunities for Massachusetts and Lessons for the Nation (2016), Rennie Center and ASCD note that success
“in our increasingly dynamic global society requires students to develop
skills that extend far beyond mastery of academic content” (p. 1).
They continue:
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Various terms have been used to refer to these abilities, such
as noncognitive skills, soft skills, or 21st century skills. More
important, however, is the growing acknowledgment that students’ social and emotional learning (SEL)—or the processes
through which students and adults acquire and effectively apply
the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show
empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions is critical to developing
competencies besides academic content knowledge that are necessary to succeed in college and in careers. (p. 1)

Perhaps the need for this book is captured best by Smith, McGovern,
Larson, Hillaker, and Peck (2016):
116043 • 9781760562847 • © 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Not long ago, success in school meant success in life. We also
believed that things like grit and determination were traits people were born with, not skills that could be developed over time.
Over the past few decades, hard and soft sciences have produced
an impressive body of evidence that teaches us two very new,
very important things. First, that we can take our innate abilities and cultivate them, just like we build up muscle, dexterity,
and language ﬂuency. And secondly, that social and emotional
skills matter just as much in determining life satisfaction and
success as traditional intelligence. The use of the word “skills”
here is intentional. These qualities are not only innate. They can
be taught. And, they can be learned. (p. v)
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Our Solution
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Who you are is more important than what you know—to me, this phrase
captures the priorities that we as educators must embrace. For years I’ve
cited it at faculty meetings, during back-to-school nights, and I refer to it
in my weekly letters to parents (see Appendix B). This isn’t to denigrate
scholastic knowledge or traditional learning in any way—absolutely,
students do need to learn to read, write, and calculate. Rather, I repeat
the phrase—who you are is more important than what you know—to make
the sentiment an integral part of our school culture. And I believe that
I’ve been successful: for example, the ﬁrst page of students’ New City
School report cards is now devoted to sharing their progress on the personal intelligences (conﬁdence, motivation, problem solving, responsibility, effort and work habits, appreciation for diversity, and teamwork).
We also begin parent-teacher conferences by talking about students’
strengths and weakness in these areas.
Of course, it hasn’t always been easy. Investing time and energy in
areas that may not lead to higher test scores or broadening the curriculum to include nonacademic spheres of instruction can be an uphill
struggle. At our school, some teachers struggled to focus their instruction and assessment on less measurable areas because they were trained
© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760562847 • 116043
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solely to measure success (both their students’ and their own) according
to progress in the three Rs. We spent time talking at faculty meetings not
just about how we would determine students’ progress in the personal
intelligences, but about why it was important to do so. The messages
our graduates sent helped: they would talk about how valuable it was for
them to appreciate and work with peers of different races and socioeconomic levels. Sometimes teachers would focus one of their professional
goals on how to teach “the personals.”
Our faculty also read books—typically during the summer, but occasionally as part of a committee’s work—that reinforced the message: who
you are is more important than what you know. Daniel Goleman’s Emotional
Intelligence (1995) was one of them, as was Melba Beals’s Warriors Don’t
Cry (1994). We read Beals’s account of being one of the Little Rock Nine
for what it had to reveal about our nation’s racial consciousness and
progress, but it was also a way to learn about and admire Beals’s personal intelligences.
As with some of our teachers, some of our students’ parents also
found it hard to accept a wider deﬁnition of our goals and broader focus
of our efforts. During large meetings with parents, I found that one effective technique of addressing this was to begin by asking parents to think
of successful people they know—making a point not to provide a deﬁnition of successful. I would give them a minute or so to think and then
ask them to talk in groups of three or four. After a few more minutes, I
would ask the parents how many of them used income as a measure of
success. A small number of hands went up. Then I would ask how many
used qualities related to personal intelligences as criteria instead (e.g.,
working well with others; making a difference in the world; being good
parents, spouses, and friends)—and a forest of hands would go up!
“The characteristics you are using,” I would say, “are what we have
listed on the ﬁrst page of your students’ report cards. We cannot stop
with simply teaching students the three Rs.”
The continued need to explain our rationale for measuring personal
intelligence is not a surprise, because our schools have been focused
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almost exclusively on academic outcomes. Many parents naturally anticipate that the education their children receive in school will mirror
their own experiences. The “cognitive hypothesis” to which Tough refers
is strong!

The Purpose of This Book
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A Word on Terminology
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I have high hopes for the difference that this book can make. It is
designed to be an asset for teachers and principals to use in preparing
their students for success beyond school—students who will be kind
and caring people, responsible and productive workers, and citizens
who make a positive difference in the world. Of course, such outcomes
are the result of the incredibly hard work that parents and educators do
to make a difference for young people. This book is meant to be a useful
tool for them to use in that quest.
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Perhaps the most common phrase used to describe the important qualities that are not captured on standardized tests is noncognitive skills. I ﬁnd
the term noncognitive awkward; it is rooted in something that is not rather
than in something that exists, which makes it hard to garner enthusiasm
for it despite its ubiquity and the importance of what it represents. An
example of the power of terminology comes from Howard Gardner, creator of the theory of multiple intelligences. He has noted that his theory
would not have generated so much enthusiasm if he had called it the
theory of multiple talents.
So, what should we call the important qualities that are not assessed
in standardized testing? Social-emotional learning is frequently used,
as are emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) and personal intelligences
(Gardner, 1983). From this point on, I will be referring to these areas of
learning as success skills, because I believe that they will promote success
in every arena of life.
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