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    BRING 
 
Bring an electronic or paper copy of: 

• a written lesson you like to teach and the unit that it is part of 
• a blank report card from your school for each division 
• your school Mission, vision, philosophy or other foundational documents 
• Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) standards, including dispositions, values, beliefs or SEL skills that your school  has 

identified 
• K-12 Service Learning or Community Service action plan, if available 

 

READ 
 
READ 
Putting it All Together The Aspen Institute: National Commission on social, emotional and academic development. 

• Focus Question: Identify and highlight in yellow the five key learnings from the reading in relation to your current 
school or context. Print the highlighted article and be prepared to discuss. 

Don’t!  - The Secret of Self Control by Jonah Lehrer, The New Yorker 2018 
• Focus Question: What are some ways you have helped students focus their attention or exercise self-control for 

optimal learning? 
WATCH 
Learning With an Emotional Brain by Helen Immordino-Yang https://youtu.be/DEeo350WQrs 

• Focus Question:  What resonates for you from this video and how could it impact your teaching? 
 
 

PREPARE 
 
WATCH 
…a short video to prepare for your course. 
 
BRING A LAPTOP (REQUIRED) 
Your course materials are digital. Hard copies of the materials will not be available on site.  Bring a laptop computer with 
appropriate adapters and wireless internet capability. Click here for more information about iPads and tablets. Chromebook 
users can use the free Kami extension to annotate. 

• Download Adobe Acrobat Reader DC now in order to be able to access your materials properly. 
 

JOIN Schoology 
...your required online portal for everything related to your TTC course.  

• Have a Schoology account? Click here. 
• New to Schoology? Click here. 

 
Use this access code to join your course group in Schoology. 
 
Access Code: RSTZN-VDVB5 
 
If you need help with this process, please contact us at registrations@theptc.org. 
 

We look forward to seeing you this summer! 
Pat Handly and Amy Gallie 

Course check in: 1pm-3pm 
Course begins: 4pm 
Course concludes: 1pm on the final day 
Schedule your travel appropriately. 
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https://app.schoology.com/login
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c4731c893fc047731cea43/t/5a95ae59652dea70b5c28d42/1519758938399/Schoology+Instructions+-+Already+Registered.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c4731c893fc047731cea43/t/5a95af538165f530d600a1ca/1519759187838/Schoology+Instructions+-+New+User.pdf
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Putting It All Together

Curriculum that addresses the social and emotional 
dimensions of learning helps all students thrive 
academically and prepare for challenges beyond school.

Making the Case
This publication is the first 

of several reports that will 

explore promising practices 

for integrating social, 

emotional, and academic 

development so that all 

students reach their potential.

Sixth-grade teacher Samantha 
Clark asks for a volunteer to 

join her at the front of the class, 
where the overhead projector 
and screen stand at the ready. 
Virtually every student, clustered 
at four-seat tables throughout the 
room, wants in on the action. 

Brandon is eager to get Clark’s 
feedback on his city plan. The 
21 students in the class have 
been working, individually and in 
groups, to use geometric shapes 
to produce blueprints that depict 
their cities’ buildings, green 
spaces, and transportation routes. 

For the past two weeks, that’s 
meant using geometry formulas 
to determine the area of triangles 
and complex shapes as well as the 
volume of rectangular prisms.

Clark has asked Brandon to help 
her model a tightly scripted “peer 
critique” protocol that the students 
will use to give and get feedback 
on their blueprints. The protocol 
requires students to be “kind, 
specific, and helpful.” Remember, 
Clark says, “You’re assessing the 
math that’s being used, not the 
person, not that person’s artistic 
ability. Be specific.”
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“A strong social curriculum—where 
kids are learning how to interact 
with one another, share with one 
another, be a part of a community, 
take their work seriously, and have 
a sense of purpose—makes their 
academic learning richer.” 

—Karen Dresden, head 
Capital City Public Charter School

Why is getting feedback important? 
“Because it helps to have a second 
set of eyes—a second, third, fourth 
set of eyes—on your math so that, 
when you’re doing your final drafts, 
you don’t make the same mistakes 
over and over again.”

Students at the nearly 
1,000-student Capital City Public 
Charter School in Washington, 
D.C., a member of the EL Education 
network, are accustomed to this 
type of classroom dialogue. (See 
page 3.) The school focuses not 
only on the content students need 
to understand and use to complete 
their tasks, but also on social and 
emotional skills and techniques 
that can enhance their learning.

“A strong social curriculum—where 
kids are learning how to interact 
with one another, share with one 
another, be a part of a community, 
take their work seriously, and have 
a sense of purpose—makes their 

academic learning richer, more 
possible,” says Karen Dresden, the 
head of school. “I’m not sure if our 
approach captures everything, but 
I feel like trying to separate them 
is what trips people up. They really 
do work in tandem.”

First, Brandon takes a minute with 
the overhead projector to describe 
the math he’s used so far to create 
his still-evolving blueprint; he says 
he wants feedback on figuring out 
the area of complex shapes. “I’ve 
been struggling with that,”  
he admits.

Next, Clark asks some “clarifying 
questions,” and then she shares 
her feedback. First, the positive 
(“I like that you separated out the 
area of each shape so it’s clear 
how you got the total area of 
your complex shapes”) and then 
feedback designed to provide 
helpful guidance (“One thing I 
see is that you’ve written out the 

formula for some of your shapes 
but not for others; maybe, if  
you’re not totally sure about the 
math for your complex shapes, 
 you could write out the formulas 
for each shape so you can be 
totally sure you followed that 
formula correctly”).

Brandon then gets a chance to 
respond. He likes the idea of 
showing formulas for each shape. 
Every student in the class appears 
engaged and genuinely interested 
in the unfolding lesson.

The students turn their attention  
to their four-person groups, and 
the chatter begins immediately 
as they share feedback that will 
ultimately be incorporated into 
their revised plans. There’s no 
downtime in this class.

 “The point is that it’s equally about 
teaching mathematical-practice 
and life skills as it is the actual 

http://www.ccpcs.org/
http://www.ccpcs.org/
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Founded as an Expeditionary Learning school in 2000, Capital City Public Charter School in Washington, 
D.C., now serves nearly 1,000 students from pre-kindergarten through grade 12. 

Expeditionary Learning, now called EL Education, is a network of nearly 170 U.S. public district and public 
charter schools that was born in 1992 out of a collaboration between the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education and Outward Bound USA. EL Education’s vision of student achievement has three dimensions: 
mastery of academic skills and content, high-quality work, and character. EL also produces open resources  
for teachers that unite academic learning with character growth, including publications, videos, models of 
student work, and a K–8 literacy curriculum. 

Capital City was named a “mentor school” for the EL Education network in 2011. Its students, who are  
chosen through a citywide lottery, reflect a broad range of ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds: 50 
percent are Hispanic, 37 percent African-American, 7 percent white, and 6 percent Asian, multi-racial, or 
other ethnicities. During the 2016–17 school year, 72 percent were eligible for free or reduced-price school 
meals, 14 percent received special–education services, and 19 percent were identified as having limited 
English–language proficiency.

Since the school’s first graduating class in 2012, 100 percent of graduating seniors—in 2017, there were 64 
graduates—have been accepted to college. In 2016, the latest year for which results are available, Capital 
City saw growth in student proficiency in both English language arts and math from 2015 as measured by 
scores for the PARCC, or Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers, assessment. 
The school’s growth outpaced that for the overall district.

Student scores in 2016 were also generally better than the district’s. On the ELA assessment, 47 percent 
of lower school students (compared with 51 percent in the district), 58 percent of middle school students 
(compared with 52 percent), and 57 percent of high school students (compared with 37 percent) were 
approaching readiness (scoring at least at level 3 on PARCC) and poised to meet the standard. In math, the 
comparable “readiness” numbers were 59 percent for the lower school (compared with 58 percent for the 
district); 45 percent for the middle school (compared with 46 percent); and 43 percent for the high school 
(compared with 29 percent). 

School Head Karen Dresden acknowledges 
that the school’s math performance in 
middle and high school needs attention. 
In a letter to parents last fall, she reported 
that Capital City students did better 
than their district peers in mathematical 
reasoning but that they were weaker 
in content. As a result, she added, 
administrators and teachers worked on 
the school’s math curriculum “to ensure 
more time will be spent on major math 
content clusters.”

“It’s always a balance,” Dresden says. “We 
want our kids to be able to show what 
they know on the test. But we’re not a test-prep school, not a test-driven school. …It’s not easy. Our job is 
much broader than preparing kids for a test; we’re preparing kids to do well in college, in careers, and in 
life. We want to make sure that they have all those skills.”

PROFILE: CAPITAL CITY PUBLIC CHARTER SCHOOL 

https://eleducation.org/
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geometry content skills,” Clark says 
of the project. “My job is to build 
them as people.” 

So, what are the life skills Clark is 
working to develop? “Definitely 
independence; definitely the  
ability to work collaboratively; 
definitely perseverance.”When 
students are faced with a 
challenge, “We want them to think 
about what they can do to help 
themselves before giving up and 
asking us for help. But we also 
want them to know that working 
with their peers can be helpful to 
accomplishing a task.”

Camille A. Farrington, a senior 
research associate and managing 
director at the University of 

Chicago Consortium on School 
Research, lauds EL Education  
for its intentional approach to 
social and emotional development 
alongside academic knowledge 
and skills. “EL thoughtfully marries 
SEL and academic curricula with 
the goal of helping young people 
succeed in school and beyond,” 
says Farrington, a national  
expert on academic mindsets  
and the measurement of psycho-
social factors.

Integration is Essential

More than ever, educators, 
policymakers, and community 
members are championing the 
need to ensure that young people 
graduate from high school ready 

to succeed in college, the rapidly 
changing workforce, and civic 
and family life. What’s new is the 
explicit and growing recognition 
that students need to develop 
skills not traditionally considered 
a part of the academic curriculum 
that is taught and tested. These 
include the ability to think critically 
and solve problems, communicate 
effectively, collaborate and resolve 
conflict, and become lifelong 
learners. These are also outcomes 
that many families embrace as key 
for life success.

The Aspen Institute’s National 
Commission on Social, Emotional, 
and Academic Development views 
the integration of all these skills  
as essential. When academic, 
social, and emotional components 
are effectively woven into the 
fabric of a school, students  
develop skills to manage and  
take care of themselves; to 
get along and work well within 
their learning communities; to 
successfully engage in academic 
learning; and to serve as 
responsible and participating 
members of their communities.

In the same vein, the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL)—a partner to the 
Aspen Commission and a longtime 
promoter of social and emotional 
learning—has developed a 
framework that promotes 
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
cognitive competence across five 
competencies: self-awareness, 
self–management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making.

“It’s important to recognize that 
schools have no choice about 

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/national-commission-on-social-emotional-and-academic-development/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/national-commission-on-social-emotional-and-academic-development/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/programs/national-commission-on-social-emotional-and-academic-development/
http://www.casel.org/
http://www.casel.org/
http://www.casel.org/
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Integrated curricular approaches 
that build social, emotional, and 
academic skills are consistent 
with how brains take in and 
process information.

teaching students these types of 
skills,” says Ron Berger, the chief 
academic officer for EL Education 
and a member of the Commission’s 
Council of Distinguished 
Educators. “The very experience 
of being in school shapes student 
dispositions and habits. The key is 
to be intentional about doing this 
well.” He adds, “When social and 
emotional learning is done well 
and is integrated into academic 
work, learning is elevated in  
both realms.”

Schools that intentionally address 
students’ social and emotional 
development in the curriculum 
typically do it in two ways. The 
first approach—which employs 
explicit instruction via stand–
alone programs and freestanding 
classroom lessons focused on 
the development of social skills 
and competencies—has gained 
currency over the past couple 
of decades. But it’s the second 
approach—which pursues 
integrated curricular approaches 
that simultaneously build social 
and academic skills—that many 
believe holds the greatest promise 
for helping young people to 
achieve their potential.

A growing body of research, drawn 
from the brain sciences and child 
development, shows that these 
integrated curricular approaches 
are consistent with how brains  
take in and process information. 
What’s more, such approaches 
have been shown to improve 
student performance and 
outcomes. Indeed, researchers 
agree, learning by its very nature 
involves social, emotional, and 
cognitive capabilities that are 
fundamentally intertwined.

“A narrow focus on content 
knowledge in isolation from 
other foundational components 
undermines learning and 
development,” says Farrington, a 
member of the Aspen Commission. 
There may be conceptual reasons 
to distinguish between cognitive 
and noncognitive factors, she 
writes, but the distinction has little 
functional meaning. “Adults will 
make little headway if they target 
only one particular component or 
subcomponent in isolation.” 

Approaches that integrate social 
and emotional development with 
academic learning span grade 

levels and can be found in both 
traditional and charter schools. 
While the general sentiment is that 
it’s easier to integrate academic 
and social skills development in 
English and social studies classes, 
increasing attention is being paid 
to such efforts in math and science 
curricula and cross-disciplinary 
learning opportunities.

Think about Clark’s math 
lesson that combined the goals, 
pedagogies, and assessments for 
teaching geometric formulas while 
explicitly weaving in strategies for 
developing social skills like giving 
and receiving feedback. 
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In San Francisco Unified School District, the pre-K–12 math curriculum is taught using principles of “growth 
mindset,” a concept developed by Carol Dweck, the well-regarded Stanford University psychologist. Students 
are helped to expect and embrace mistakes as learning opportunities; they are given time to reflect on their 
mistakes and try again; and they are encouraged to learn from one another. “The goal is to help students 
stay motivated in the face of challenging work,” says Lizzy Hull Barnes, the district’s math administrator. “The 
Common Core has provided all of us a precious window to reframe the question, ‘What does it mean to be ‘good 
at math’?”

The district’s math curriculum, in use for four years, centers on the vision that “all students will make sense 
of rigorous mathematics in ways that are creative, interactive, and relevant.” Barnes explains that the units 
that make up each grade’s “scope and sequence” are built around rich math tasks designed to spur students’ 
conceptual understanding, problem-solving skills, and procedural fluency. These take time to solve and require 
collaboration, multiple perspectives, and opportunities for students to communicate their reasoning.

Practically speaking, she continues, the tasks—similar to Clark’s geometry unit at Capital City—are designed to 
allow for divergent ways of thinking and support students’ “productive struggle.” “Math is notorious for being 
one of the subjects that turns kids off to school,” she says.  “If we can promote the idea that ‘mistakes are gifts’ 
and that you can learn from your mistakes, we can counter that outcome. It should be like we think of the 
process of revising writing in English class.”

The nonprofit organization Facing History and Ourselves seeks through its curriculum to engage students 
of diverse backgrounds in an examination of racism, prejudice, and religious intolerance in order “to promote 
the development of a more humane and informed citizenry.” Created in 1976 by educators who believed that 
instilling intellectual vigor and curiosity goes hand-in-hand with teaching facts and figures, Facing History is in 
use today in more than 15,000 U.S. middle and high schools. It combines historical analysis, literature, and the 
study of human behavior to help students make the essential connection between history and the moral choices 
they confront in their own lives.

“One of the explicit goals of Facing History,” says Dennis Barr, Facing History’s director of evaluation, “is to help 
students gain a greater understanding of their roles and responsibilities in a democracy. There’s nothing for-
sure about democracy. Helping young people understand their world more deeply makes a difference in their 
civic participation. It makes it clear that they can make a difference.”

Through its integrated curriculum, Facing History seeks to foster empathy and reflection, improve students’ 
academic performance, reinvigorate teachers, and build safe and inclusive schools. Not only do teachers seek 
to promote students’ historical understanding through the program’s approach to pedagogy and classroom 
resources, but they also seek to develop their critical thinking and social-emotional skills.

Each Facing History course begins with an exploration of individual and group behavior. Students then apply 
the concepts related to individual and group behavior to study history or a piece of literature and its historical 
context. As students move from thought to judgment, they discuss questions of good and evil, guilt and 
responsibility, prevention and punishment. The journey then returns to themes developed earlier in the course, 
as students explore the ways we remember the past, and how those memories shape the present. The unit 
ends with stories of individuals who have made a difference in their community and nation, delving into the 
choices of those who have had an impact in large and small ways. 

TAKING A COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH:
Teachers, schools, and districts are embracing curriculum that integrates the 
development of students’ academic, social, and emotional skills. 

http://www.sfusdmath.org/growth-mindset.html
http://www.facinghistory.org/
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At the core of the Center for the Collaborative Classroom’s reason for being is the belief that “how we teach 
matters as much as what we teach.” The nonprofit’s goal, says Kelly Stuart, the vice president for dissemination 
and implementation, is to provide continuous learning for teachers and curricula that support the academic, 
ethical, and social development of children. Its literacy programs, for example—in use in nearly 25,000 K–6 
classrooms, including district-wide in Seattle—are designed to help children appreciate the ideas and opinions 
of others, learn to agree and disagree respectfully, think critically about big ideas, and become responsible 
citizens of the world.

By incorporating authentic ways for learners to collaborate, equipping students with the social skills needed to 
support classroom discourse, and ensuring deep content knowledge, Stuart explains, students are spurred to 
extend their own thinking and expand on the thinking of their peers. “The very success of our instruction hinges 
on students being able to work together and push each other,” says Stuart. Collaborative Classroom’s integrated 
curriculum is not only designed to foster meaningful learning, but also to develop “a sense of connectedness.” 
“We know from research that when students develop these social skills,” Stuart adds, “they are more capable of 
seeking help when needed, managing their own emotions, and problem-solving in difficult situations.”

“We believe that relationships are fundamental, that a sense of community is essential to healthy development 
and intellectual growth,” Stuart says. “Undergirding our pedagogy is the belief that literacy, and a sense of 
connectedness, are two foundational elements upon which all other learning builds.”  

Lyon Terry, a fourth-grade teacher at Lawton Elementary School in the Seattle Public School District, and a 
member of the Commission’s Council of Distinguished Educators, says the curriculum prompted him to make 
small changes in his teaching that really matter. “I now know to ask, ‘What questions do you have?’ instead of 
‘Does anyone have any questions?’ The first recognizes that questions are a necessary part of learning. The 
second can close down inquiry and conversation.”

Seeking to spur comprehensive school change, New Tech Network (NTN) works with nearly 200 districts and 
schools to, among other goals, inspire and engage all students by offering relevant and authentic learning 
experiences in all subjects. Through project-based learning, teachers become curriculum designers, and 
students learn to be collaborative problem-solvers, Jim May, the network’s chief schools officer, says.

In NTN’s approach to project-based learning, May explains, students start each new unit of study with a complex 
and authentic task to complete. Learning often occurs in interdisciplinary courses, like English and science, 
where students collaborate with their peers to investigate a real-world problem. (For instance, May says, one 
high school project last year tackled the task of designing a prosthesis for an injured dog.) “Not only does the 
curriculum demand mastery of subject-matter content,” May adds, “but it also puts an emphasis on student 
agency, and seeks to develop students’ critical-thinking, problem-solving, and communications skills.”

Baked into NTN’s school model is the idea that outcomes matter. For each outcome, a rubric, or set of rubrics, 
has been developed to help ensure that students are being provided with regular feedback on their growth 
and needs in each of these areas. The network’s learning outcomes measure “knowledge and thinking,” or, 
as May explains, the integration of content knowledge and critical thinking, collaboration, written and oral 
communication, and the development of student responsibility for their own learning. 

“People get why students need to collaborate, why students need to have opportunities to think critically and 
creatively,” May says. “But how you do that on a day-to-day basis…how you make the changes necessary to make 
that systemic, that’s really difficult. That’s the tough nut we’ve tried to crack.”

4

3

A LOOK AT FOUR EXAMPLES

http://www.collaborativeclassroom.org/
http://newtechnetwork.org/


  8    Aspen Institute 2017  

Curricula that integrate academic 
content with social and emotional 
skills development are attractive 
because they are less apt to be 
considered an add–on that can be 
crowded out of the school day. 

States’ college- and career-ready 
standards, including the Common 
Core State Standards, also provide 
a prod to pursue an integrated 
curricular approach. They make 
explicit the need to develop 
the ability to work with diverse 
groups, provide and accept critical 
feedback, and have civil debates 
and disagreements.

In Clark’s sixth grade class at 
Capital City, for instance, the city 
blueprint project addresses the 
Common Core math standard 
that requires students to develop 
expertise “to solve real-world and 
mathematical problems involving 
area, surface area, and volume.” 

Clark says she works purposely 
to develop students’ proficiency 
related to the “mathematical 
practices” incorporated into  
the standards. 

Among the eight practices, 
she points to helping students 
develop skills to make sense 
of problems and persevere in 
solving them, reason abstractly 
and quantitatively, construct 
viable arguments, and critique 
the reasoning of others. “I don’t 
see social and academic skills 
separately at all,” Clark says. “I 
don’t think first about designing a 
lesson and then think next about 
how to develop students’ social-
emotional skills. It’s all one.”

Meaningful Work

In a word, Capital City’s approach 
to its integrated curriculum is 
“intentional.”

“It is essential that students care 
about the work they are doing 
and see their work as meaningful,” 
says Dresden, the head of school. 
“What kids are learning isn’t 
only important for later in life; 
it’s important for now. They can 
make a difference in their world 
now, and I think our kids need 
that sense of agency. It’s really 
empowering for them.”

The goal of the curriculum, as 
articulated in the school’s mission 
statement, is to “graduate young 
adults who are self-directed, 
intellectually engaged, and possess 
a commitment to personal and 
civic responsibility.”

Core to the school’s curriculum 
is the belief that learning should 
prepare students for success 
in college and careers (“deeper 
learning” skills are emphasized), 
that learning should educate 
the whole child (arts and health/
wellness programs are stressed), 
and that learning should be 
equitable and tailored to the 
needs of individual students 
(differentiated and culturally 
responsive teaching is supported). 

Portfolio projects and “learning 
expeditions” that put an emphasis 
on high-quality student work are 
embedded in the curriculum of 
each class and grade and are 
natural opportunities for students 
to practice and apply social, 
emotional, and academic skills.

Class assignments and tasks are 
designed to push students to  
apply knowledge and analyze 
source materials; to revise and 
produce multiple drafts of their 
work; and to connect with the 
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world beyond the school through 
fieldwork, expert collaborators, 
and service learning. 

Among other strategies, Capital 
City intentionally works to develop 
students’ social skills and attitudes 
by fostering a culture where 
students feel they can take risks, 
and by building in opportunities for 
students to present their learning 
and their work.

Dedicated “crew” or “advisory” 
time is built into middle and 
high schoolers’ schedules, and 
ensures that students have a 
chance—outside of their academic 
classes—to practice their social 
skills in groups of their peers and 
a teacher. In the lower school, 
each day begins with a morning 
meeting. “We make a lot of time for 
student talk,” Dresden says. 

Commitment to the development 
of its students’ academic skills—
and its explicit cross-walking with 
the need to develop students’ 

social skills—can be seen in the 
school’s curriculum design and 
maps, including efforts to ensure 
they are aligned with standards; 
its commitment to literacy across 
the curriculum; and its approach to 
teacher-designed assessments. 

A research-skills curriculum and  
a program of technology 
instruction are integrated into 
students’ coursework to prepare 
them for college success. And data 
are used by both teachers and 
students to track progress toward 
learning goals.

Teachers have dedicated planning 
time each day and week, and 
instructional coaches are paired 
with teachers to help develop 
and revise curricular units and 
pedagogical approaches with 
an eye to honing its integrated 
curricular approach. And nearly 
weekly professional development 
sessions bring together teachers 
in each school (lower, middle, and 
high) to address curricular  

and programmatic issues of  
shared concern.

Jacob Fishbein, the school’s 
director of instruction, says Capital 
City puts a high premium on 
student-engagement strategies 
and activities that serve to 
differentiate instruction and 
maintain high expectations for 
all students. “Teachers talk less; 
students talk more. Learning 
targets in each class are explicit, 
and students know they own 
them and share responsibility for 
achieving them.”

In particular, Fishbein says, EL 
schools are known for their 
learning expeditions. These are 
designed to be age appropriate 
and serve as vehicles to learn 
grade-specific academic content 
and skills, while at the same time 
giving students an opportunity to 
produce high—quality work and 
stretch their social muscles. For 
example, in recent expeditions at 
Capital City:

“Teachers talk less; students talk 
more. Learning targets in each 
class are explicit, and students 
know they own them and  
share responsibility for 
achieving them.” 

—Jacob Fishbein  
director of instruction 

Capital City Public Charter School
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Kindergarten students 
explored their neighborhood 
and city by studying “modes 
of movement.” Fieldwork 
focused on exploring the 
“engineering of going,” 
and students built a three-
dimensional city and 
produced original stories  
about it. 

Third and fourth graders 
compared Washington’s 
“temperate forest” to tropical 
rainforests in Central and 
South America. Fieldwork 
included trips to the National 
Zoo and a local park.

Students in the sixth grade 
learned about human 
impact on natural disasters 
and climate change. They 
studied Hurricane Katrina, 
earthquakes in Haiti and Chile, 
and energy sources used in 
Washington. They created 
data displays about global 
warming and wrote nonfiction 
essays arguing about whether 
humans are “masters of 
disaster” and how individuals 
can positively affect their  
local environments. 

And, ninth-grade students 
studied local fish ecology. 
They investigated why habitat 
preservation is important for 
any organism, how humans 
interfere with the survival of 
local fish populations, and 
restoration efforts that can 
remediate negative effects.

“We learn about our world; we 
learn about our community. We 
see how we, as students, can get 
involved and be leaders,” says  

Eric, who finished eighth grade in 
June 2017.

Dona, a recent graduate who 
attended Capital City for seven 
years, adds: “You really get a lot  
of opportunities to grow. I’m  
really different than I was when I 
first arrived here, and that’s a  
good thing.”

Barriers to Change

Most school leaders and teachers 
would say that they aim to 
teach the “whole child,” and that 
academic and social and emotional 
learning are intertwined. Helping 
students develop empathy, believe 
in themselves, feel that they are 
in charge of their own learning, 
and work collaboratively and 
productively with peers are all 
outcomes that most educators 
would say are key aspects  

of schooling. Still, the real world 
of classrooms and schools brings 
challenges.Whatever educators’ 
intentions and beliefs, they say, 
their success in helping children 
advance socially and emotionally 
in school depends on a curriculum 
that explicitly embeds such goals in 
academically rigorous lessons. 

Without such a curriculum, social 
and emotional learning can 
become a mere add-on, a few 
exercises or activities each week 
disconnected from what students 
perceive to really matter, such as 
mastering multiplication facts or 
understanding the process  
of photosynthesis.

Teachers must feel ownership 
of the curriculum and be given 
time to plan and collaborate 
on lessons that are designed to 
develop students’ social skills 
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and are aligned with academic 
standards. Teachers need time to 
try out lessons and then work with 
peers to refine and improve them, 
and they should have a chance 
to observe other teachers, and 
to learn from them, as well as to 
provide their peers with feedback.

Even as educator-preparation 
programs must improve their 
program offerings, attention must 
be paid to providing well-designed 
in-service professional learning 
opportunities. Specifically, teachers 
benefit from working with peer 
coaches or instructional leaders 
who have experience writing 
curriculum that integrates social 
and academic learning. 

Professional learning opportunities 
should be designed around the 
curriculum and teaching methods 
aligned with it—including how 
to conduct group discussions, 
ask open-ended questions, and 
differentiate instruction for 
students—and put a focus on 
actual student work. In addition 
to instructional changes, this 
new, more comprehensive 

definition of student success 
also necessitates a more evolved 
and sophisticated approach to 
assessments and accountability. 
Work by districts, schools, and 
teachers to incorporate student 
surveys, teacher observations, 
and performance assessments 
of students’ social competencies, 
as well as the work to redesign 
classroom tests, is complex and in 
an early stage.

Perhaps most important is 
the need to make integrated 
curriculum a systemic priority for 
all schools, not just the relatively 
few deemed to be model efforts. 
At the local level, schools and 
districts need to incorporate 
their commitment to social and 
academic skills development 
into their vision and mission 
statements, and the capacity of 
district and school leaders to lead 
and manage such approaches 
must be supported. 

Acknowledging the challenges of 
working authentically to engage 
parents and others, many experts 
emphasize that districts and 

schools need to redouble their 
efforts to involve the community 
in the rollout and use of integrated 
curricular approaches. 

Tim Shriver chairs the Aspen 
Institute’s National Commission on 
Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Development with Linda Darling 
Hammond, the president and CEO 
of the Learning Policy Institute, and 
John Engler, a former governor of 
Michigan and a former president of 
the Business Roundtable. Shriver, 
the chairman of the board of 
Special Olympics and the chair of 
CASEL, argues that nothing short 
of a transformation in schools’ 
approach to student learning 
and development is needed. The 
good news, says Shriver, is that 
the nation is in the midst of a 
fundamental shift in how it views 
teaching and learning. 

“We’ve arrived at a huge moment 
of leverage, and we need to  
seize the opportunity we have,”  
he says. “A curriculum that 
develops the whole child, in the 
hands of a high-quality teacher, is 
the secret sauce.” 

Integrated 
curriculum 
must be a 
systemwide 
priority.
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I n the late nineteen-sixties, Carolyn Weisz, a four-year-old with long brown hair, was
invited into a “game room” at the Bing Nursery School, on the campus of Stanford

University. The room was little more than a large closet, containing a desk and a chair.
Carolyn was asked to sit down in the chair and pick a treat from a tray of
marshmallows, cookies, and pretzel sticks. Carolyn chose the marshmallow. Although
she’s now forty-four, Carolyn still has a weakness for those air-puffed balls of corn
syrup and gelatine. “I know I shouldn’t like them,” she says. “But they’re just so
delicious!” A researcher then made Carolyn an offer: she could either eat one
marshmallow right away or, if she was willing to wait while he stepped out for a few
minutes, she could have two marshmallows when he returned. He said that if she rang
a bell on the desk while he was away he would come running back, and she could eat
one marshmallow but would forfeit the second. Then he left the room.

Although Carolyn has no direct memory of the experiment, and the scientists would
not release any information about the subjects, she strongly suspects that she was able
to delay grati�cation. “I’ve always been really good at waiting,” Carolyn told me. “If you
give me a challenge or a task, then I’m going to �nd a way to do it, even if it means not
eating my favorite food.” Her mother, Karen Sortino, is still more certain: “Even as a
young kid, Carolyn was very patient. I’m sure she would have waited.” But her brother
Craig, who also took part in the experiment, displayed less fortitude. Craig, a year older
than Carolyn, still remembers the torment of trying to wait. “At a certain point, it must
have occurred to me that I was all by myself,” he recalls. “And so I just started taking all
the candy.” According to Craig, he was also tested with little plastic toys—he could
have a second one if he held out—and he broke into the desk, where he �gured there
would be additional toys. “I took everything I could,” he says. “I cleaned them out. After
that, I noticed the teachers encouraged me to not go into the experiment room
anymore.”

Dept. of Science May 18, 2009 Issue

Don’t!
The secret of self-control.

By Jonah Lehrer

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/dept-of-science
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/05/18
https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/jonah-lehrer
https://www.newyorker.com/
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Footage of these experiments, which were conducted over several years, is poignant, as
the kids struggle to delay grati�cation for just a little bit longer. Some cover their eyes
with their hands or turn around so that they can’t see the tray. Others start kicking the
desk, or tug on their pigtails, or stroke the marshmallow as if it were a tiny stuffed
animal. One child, a boy with neatly parted hair, looks carefully around the room to
make sure that nobody can see him. Then he picks up an Oreo, delicately twists it apart,
and licks off the white cream �lling before returning the cookie to the tray, a satis�ed
look on his face.

Most of the children were like Craig. They struggled to resist the treat and held out for
an average of less than three minutes. “A few kids ate the marshmallow right away,”
Walter Mischel, the Stanford professor of psychology in charge of the experiment,
remembers. “They didn’t even bother ringing the bell. Other kids would stare directly at
the marshmallow and then ring the bell thirty seconds later.” About thirty per cent of
the children, however, were like Carolyn. They successfully delayed grati�cation until
the researcher returned, some �fteen minutes later. These kids wrestled with temptation
but found a way to resist.

The initial goal of the experiment was to identify the mental processes that allowed
some people to delay grati�cation while others simply surrendered. After publishing a
few papers on the Bing studies in the early seventies, Mischel moved on to other areas
of personality research. “There are only so many things you can do with kids trying not
to eat marshmallows.”

But occasionally Mischel would ask his three daughters, all of whom attended the Bing,
about their friends from nursery school. “It was really just idle dinnertime
conversation,” he says. “I’d ask them, ‘How’s Jane? How’s Eric? How are they doing in
school?’ ” Mischel began to notice a link between the children’s academic performance
as teen-agers and their ability to wait for the second marshmallow. He asked his
daughters to assess their friends academically on a scale of zero to �ve. Comparing
these ratings with the original data set, he saw a correlation. “That’s when I realized I
had to do this seriously,” he says. Starting in 1981, Mischel sent out a questionnaire to
all the reachable parents, teachers, and academic advisers of the six hundred and �fty-
three subjects who had participated in the marshmallow task, who were by then in high
school. He asked about every trait he could think of, from their capacity to plan and
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think ahead to their ability to “cope well with problems” and get along with their peers.
He also requested their S.A.T. scores.

Once Mischel began analyzing the results, he noticed that low delayers, the children
who rang the bell quickly, seemed more likely to have behavioral problems, both in
school and at home. They got lower S.A.T. scores. They struggled in stressful situations,
often had trouble paying attention, and found it difficult to maintain friendships. The
child who could wait �fteen minutes had an S.A.T. score that was, on average, two
hundred and ten points higher than that of the kid who could wait only thirty seconds.

Carolyn Weisz is a textbook example of a high delayer. She attended Stanford as an
undergraduate, and got her Ph.D. in social psychology at Princeton. She’s now an
associate psychology professor at the University of Puget Sound. Craig, meanwhile,
moved to Los Angeles and has spent his career doing “all kinds of things” in the
entertainment industry, mostly in production. He’s currently helping to write and
produce a �lm. “Sure, I wish I had been a more patient person,” Craig says. “Looking
back, there are de�nitely moments when it would have helped me make better career
choices and stuff.”

Mischel and his colleagues continued to track the subjects into their late thirties—
Ozlem Ayduk, an assistant professor of psychology at the University of California at
Berkeley, found that low-delaying adults have a signi�cantly higher body-mass index
and are more likely to have had problems with drugs—but it was frustrating to have to
rely on self-reports. “There’s often a gap between what people are willing to tell you
and how they behave in the real world,” he explains. And so, last year, Mischel, who is
now a professor at Columbia, and a team of collaborators began asking the original
Bing subjects to travel to Stanford for a few days of experiments in an fMRI machine.
Carolyn says she will be participating in the scanning experiments later this summer;
Craig completed a survey several years ago, but has yet to be invited to Palo Alto. The
scientists are hoping to identify the particular brain regions that allow some people to
delay grati�cation and control their temper. They’re also conducting a variety of genetic
tests, as they search for the hereditary characteristics that in�uence the ability to wait
for a second marshmallow.

If Mischel and his team succeed, they will have outlined the neural circuitry of self-
control. For decades, psychologists have focussed on raw intelligence as the most



4/12/2018 Don’t! | The New Yorker

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/05/18/dont-2 4/14

W

important variable when it comes to predicting success in life. Mischel argues that
intelligence is largely at the mercy of self-control: even the smartest kids still need to do
their homework. “What we’re really measuring with the marshmallows isn’t will power
or self-control,” Mischel says. “It’s much more important than that. This task forces
kids to �nd a way to make the situation work for them. They want the second
marshmallow, but how can they get it? We can’t control the world, but we can control
how we think about it.”

alter Mischel is a slight, elegant man with a shaved head and a face of deep
creases. He talks with a Brooklyn bluster and he tends to act out his sentences,

so that when he describes the marshmallow task he takes on the body language of an
impatient four-year-old. “If you want to know why some kids can wait and others can’t,
then you’ve got to think like they think,” Mischel says.

Mischel was born in Vienna, in 1930. His father was a modestly successful businessman
with a fondness for café society and Esperanto, while his mother spent many of her
days lying on the couch with an ice pack on her forehead, trying to soothe her frail
nerves. The family considered itself fully assimilated, but after the Nazi annexation of
Austria, in 1938, Mischel remembers being taunted in school by the Hitler Youth and
watching as his father, hobbled by childhood polio, was forced to limp through the
streets in his pajamas. A few weeks after the takeover, while the family was burning
evidence of their Jewish ancestry in the �replace, Walter found a long-forgotten
certi�cate of U.S. citizenship issued to his maternal grandfather decades earlier, thus
saving his family.

The family settled in Brooklyn, where Mischel’s parents opened up a �ve-and-dime.
Mischel attended New York University, studying poetry under Delmore Schwartz and
Allen Tate, and taking studio-art classes with Philip Guston. He also became fascinated
by psychoanalysis and new measures of personality, such as the Rorschach test. “At the
time, it seemed like a mental X-ray machine,” he says. “You could solve a person by
showing them a picture.” Although he was pressured to join his uncle’s umbrella
business, he ended up pursuing a Ph.D. in clinical psychology at Ohio State.

But Mischel noticed that academic theories had limited application, and he was struck
by the futility of most personality science. He still �inches at the naïveté of graduate
students who based their diagnoses on a battery of meaningless tests. In 1955, Mischel
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was offered an opportunity to study the “spirit possession” ceremonies of the Orisha
faith in Trinidad, and he leapt at the chance. Although his research was supposed to
involve the use of Rorschach tests to explore the connections between the unconscious
and the behavior of people when possessed, Mischel soon grew interested in a different
project. He lived in a part of the island that was evenly split between people of East
Indian and of African descent; he noticed that each group de�ned the other in broad
stereotypes. “The East Indians would describe the Africans as impulsive hedonists, who
were always living for the moment and never thought about the future,” he says. “The
Africans, meanwhile, would say that the East Indians didn’t know how to live and
would stuff money in their mattress and never enjoy themselves.”

Mischel took young children from both ethnic groups and offered them a simple
choice: they could have a miniature chocolate bar right away or, if they waited a few
days, they could get a much bigger chocolate bar. Mischel’s results failed to justify the
stereotypes—other variables, such as whether or not the children lived with their father,
turned out to be much more important—but they did get him interested in the
question of delayed grati�cation. Why did some children wait and not others? What
made waiting possible? Unlike the broad traits supposedly assessed by personality tests,
self-control struck Mischel as potentially measurable.

In 1958, Mischel became an assistant professor in the Department of Social Relations
at Harvard. One of his �rst tasks was to develop a survey course on “personality
assessment,” but Mischel quickly concluded that, while prevailing theories held
personality traits to be broadly consistent, the available data didn’t back up this
assumption. Personality, at least as it was then conceived, couldn’t be reliably assessed at
all. A few years later, he was hired as a consultant on a personality assessment initiated
by the Peace Corps. Early Peace Corps volunteers had sparked several embarrassing
international incidents—one mailed a postcard on which she expressed disgust at the
sanitary habits of her host country—so the Kennedy Administration wanted a
screening process to eliminate people unsuited for foreign assignments. Volunteers were
tested for standard personality traits, and Mischel compared the results with ratings of
how well the volunteers performed in the �eld. He found no correlation; the time-
consuming tests predicted nothing. At this point, Mischel realized that the problem
wasn’t the tests—it was their premise. Psychologists had spent decades searching for
traits that exist independently of circumstance, but what if personality can’t be
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separated from context? “It went against the way we’d been thinking about personality
since the four humors and the ancient Greeks,” he says.

While Mischel was beginning to dismantle the methods of his �eld, the Harvard
psychology department was in tumult. In 1960, the personality psychologist Timothy
Leary helped start the Harvard Psilocybin Project, which consisted mostly of self-
experimentation. Mischel remembers graduate students’ desks giving way to mattresses,
and large packages from Ciba chemicals, in Switzerland, arriving in the mail. Mischel
had nothing against hippies, but he wanted modern psychology to be rigorous and
empirical. And so, in 1962, Walter Mischel moved to Palo Alto and went to work at
Stanford.

here is something deeply contradictory about Walter Mischel—a psychologist
who spent decades critiquing the validity of personality tests—inventing the

marshmallow task, a simple test with impressive predictive power. Mischel, however,
insists there is no contradiction. “I’ve always believed there are consistencies in a person
that can be looked at,” he says. “We just have to look in the right way.” One of Mischel’s
classic studies documented the aggressive behavior of children in a variety of situations
at a summer camp in New Hampshire. Most psychologists assumed that aggression was
a stable trait, but Mischel found that children’s responses depended on the details of the
interaction. The same child might consistently lash out when teased by a peer, but
readily submit to adult punishment. Another might react badly to a warning from a
counsellor, but play well with his bunkmates. Aggression was best assessed in terms of
what Mischel called “if-then patterns.” If a certain child was teased by a peer, then he
would be aggressive.

One of Mischel’s favorite metaphors for this model of personality, known as
interactionism, concerns a car making a screeching noise. How does a mechanic solve
the problem? He begins by trying to identify the speci�c conditions that trigger the
noise. Is there a screech when the car is accelerating, or when it’s shifting gears, or
turning at slow speeds? Unless the mechanic can give the screech a context, he’ll never
�nd the broken part. Mischel wanted psychologists to think like mechanics, and look at
people’s responses under particular conditions. The challenge was devising a test that
accurately simulated something relevant to the behavior being predicted. The search for
a meaningful test of personality led Mischel to revisit, in 1968, the protocol he’d used
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on young children in Trinidad nearly a decade earlier. The experiment seemed
especially relevant now that he had three young daughters of his own. “Young kids are
pure id,” Mischel says. “They start off unable to wait for anything—whatever they want
they need. But then, as I watched my own kids, I marvelled at how they gradually
learned how to delay and how that made so many other things possible.”

A few years earlier, in 1966, the Stanford psychology department had established the
Bing Nursery School. The classrooms were designed as working laboratories, with large
one-way mirrors that allowed researchers to observe the children. In February, Jennifer
Winters, the assistant director of the school, showed me around the building. While the
Bing is still an active center of research—the children quickly learn to ignore the
students scribbling in notebooks—Winters isn’t sure that Mischel’s marshmallow task
could be replicated today. “We recently tried to do a version of it, and the kids were very
excited about having food in the game room,” she says. “There are so many allergies and
peculiar diets today that we don’t do many things with food.”

Mischel perfected his protocol by testing his daughters at the kitchen table. “When
you’re investigating will power in a four-year-old, little things make a big difference,” he
says. “How big should the marshmallows be? What kind of cookies work best?” After
several months of patient tinkering, Mischel came up with an experimental design that
closely simulated the difficulty of delayed grati�cation. In the spring of 1968, he
conducted the �rst trials of his experiment at the Bing. “I knew we’d designed it well
when a few kids wanted to quit as soon as we explained the conditions to them,” he
says. “They knew this was going to be very difficult.”

t the time, psychologists assumed that children’s ability to wait depended on how
badly they wanted the marshmallow. But it soon became obvious that every child

craved the extra treat. What, then, determined self-control? Mischel’s conclusion, based
on hundreds of hours of observation, was that the crucial skill was the “strategic
allocation of attention.” Instead of getting obsessed with the marshmallow—the “hot
stimulus”—the patient children distracted themselves by covering their eyes, pretending
to play hide-and-seek underneath the desk, or singing songs from “Sesame Street.”
Their desire wasn’t defeated—it was merely forgotten. “If you’re thinking about the
marshmallow and how delicious it is, then you’re going to eat it,” Mischel says. “The
key is to avoid thinking about it in the �rst place.”
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In adults, this skill is often referred to as metacognition, or thinking about thinking,
and it’s what allows people to outsmart their shortcomings. (When Odysseus had
himself tied to the ship’s mast, he was using some of the skills of metacognition:
knowing he wouldn’t be able to resist the Sirens’ song, he made it impossible to give in.)
Mischel’s large data set from various studies allowed him to see that children with a
more accurate understanding of the workings of self-control were better able to delay
grati�cation. “What’s interesting about four-year-olds is that they’re just �guring out
the rules of thinking,” Mischel says. “The kids who couldn’t delay would often have the
rules backwards. They would think that the best way to resist the marshmallow is to
stare right at it, to keep a close eye on the goal. But that’s a terrible idea. If you do that,
you’re going to ring the bell before I leave the room.”

According to Mischel, this view of will power also helps explain why the marshmallow
task is such a powerfully predictive test. “If you can deal with hot emotions, then you
can study for the S.A.T. instead of watching television,” Mischel says. “And you can
save more money for retirement. It’s not just about marshmallows.”

Subsequent work by Mischel and his colleagues found that these differences were
observable in subjects as young as nineteen months. Looking at how toddlers
responded when brie�y separated from their mothers, they found that some
immediately burst into tears, or clung to the door, but others were able to overcome
their anxiety by distracting themselves, often by playing with toys. When the scientists
set the same children the marshmallow task at the age of �ve, they found that the kids
who had cried also struggled to resist the tempting treat.

The early appearance of the ability to delay suggests that it has a genetic origin, an
example of personality at its most predetermined. Mischel resists such an easy
conclusion. “In general, trying to separate nature and nurture makes about as much
sense as trying to separate personality and situation,” he says. “The two in�uences are
completely interrelated.” For instance, when Mischel gave delay-of-grati�cation tasks to
children from low-income families in the Bronx, he noticed that their ability to delay
was below average, at least compared with that of children in Palo Alto. “When you
grow up poor, you might not practice delay as much,” he says. “And if you don’t practice
then you’ll never �gure out how to distract yourself. You won’t develop the best delay
strategies, and those strategies won’t become second nature.” In other words, people
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learn how to use their mind just as they learn how to use a computer: through trial and
error.

But Mischel has found a shortcut. When he and his colleagues taught children a simple
set of mental tricks—such as pretending that the candy is only a picture, surrounded by
an imaginary frame—he dramatically improved their self-control. The kids who hadn’t
been able to wait sixty seconds could now wait �fteen minutes. “All I’ve done is given
them some tips from their mental user manual,” Mischel says. “Once you realize that
will power is just a matter of learning how to control your attention and thoughts, you
can really begin to increase it.”

arc Berman, a lanky graduate student with an easy grin, speaks about his
research with the infectious enthusiasm of a freshman taking his �rst

philosophy class. Berman works in the lab of John Jonides, a psychologist and
neuroscientist at the University of Michigan, who is in charge of the brain-scanning
experiments on the original Bing subjects. He knows that testing forty-year-olds for
self-control isn’t a straightforward proposition. “We can’t give these people
marshmallows,” Berman says. “They know they’re part of a long-term study that looks
at delay of grati�cation, so if you give them an obvious delay task they’ll do their best to
resist. You’ll get a bunch of people who refuse to touch their marshmallow.”

This meant that Jonides and his team had to �nd a way to measure will power
indirectly. Operating on the premise that the ability to delay eating the marshmallow
had depended on a child’s ability to banish thoughts of it, they decided on a series of
tasks that measure the ability of subjects to control the contents of working memory—
the relatively limited amount of information we’re able to consciously consider at any
given moment. According to Jonides, this is how self-control “cashes out” in the real
world: as an ability to direct the spotlight of attention so that our decisions aren’t
determined by the wrong thoughts.

Last summer, the scientists chose �fty-�ve subjects, equally split between high delayers
and low delayers, and sent each one a laptop computer loaded with working-memory
experiments. Two of the experiments were of particular interest. The �rst is a
straightforward exercise known as the “suppression task.” Subjects are given four
random words, two printed in blue and two in red. After reading the words, they’re told
to forget the blue words and remember the red words. Then the scientists provide a
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stream of “probe words” and ask the subjects whether the probes are the words they
were asked to remember. Though the task doesn’t seem to involve delayed grati�cation,
it tests the same basic mechanism. Interestingly, the scientists found that high delayers
were signi�cantly better at the suppression task: they were less likely to think that a
word they’d been asked to forget was something they should remember.

In the second, known as the Go/No Go task, subjects are �ashed a set of faces with
various expressions. At �rst, they are told to press the space bar whenever they see a
smile. This takes little effort, since smiling faces automatically trigger what’s known as
“approach behavior.” After a few minutes, however, subjects are told to press the space
bar when they see frowning faces. They are now being forced to act against an impulse.
Results show that high delayers are more successful at not pressing the button in
response to a smiling face.

When I �rst started talking to the scientists about these tasks last summer, they were
clearly worried that they wouldn’t �nd any behavioral differences between high and low
delayers. It wasn’t until early January that they had enough data to begin their analysis
(not surprisingly, it took much longer to get the laptops back from the low delayers),
but it soon became obvious that there were provocative differences between the two
groups. A graph of the data shows that as the delay time of the four-year-olds
decreases, the number of mistakes made by the adults sharply rises.

The big remaining question for the scientists is whether these behavioral differences are
detectable in an fMRI machine. Although the scanning has just begun—Jonides and
his team are still working out the kinks—the scientists sound con�dent. “These tasks
have been studied so many times that we pretty much know where to look and what
we’re going to �nd,” Jonides says. He rattles off a short list of relevant brain regions,
which his lab has already identi�ed as being responsible for working-memory exercises.
For the most part, the regions are in the frontal cortex—the overhang of brain behind
the eyes—and include the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, the anterior prefrontal cortex,
the anterior cingulate, and the right and left inferior frontal gyri. While these cortical
folds have long been associated with self-control, they’re also essential for working
memory and directed attention. According to the scientists, that’s not an accident.
“These are powerful instincts telling us to reach for the marshmallow or press the space
bar,” Jonides says. “The only way to defeat them is to avoid them, and that means
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paying attention to something else. We call that will power, but it’s got nothing to do
with the will.”

The behavioral and genetic aspects of the project are overseen by Yuichi Shoda, a
professor of psychology at the University of Washington, who was one of Mischel’s
graduate students. He’s been following these “marshmallow subjects” for more than
thirty years: he knows everything about them from their academic records and their
social graces to their ability to deal with frustration and stress. The prognosis for the
genetic research remains uncertain. Although many studies have searched for the
underpinnings of personality since the completion of the Human Genome Project, in
2003, many of the relevant genes remain in question. “We’re incredibly complicated
creatures,” Shoda says. “Even the simplest aspects of personality are driven by dozens
and dozens of different genes.” The scientists have decided to focus on genes in the
dopamine pathways, since those neurotransmitters are believed to regulate both
motivation and attention. However, even if minor coding differences in�uence delay
ability—and that’s a likely possibility—Shoda doesn’t expect to discover these
differences: the sample size is simply too small.

In recent years, researchers have begun making house visits to many of the original
subjects, including Carolyn Weisz, as they try to better understand the familial contexts
that shape self-control. “They turned my kitchen into a lab,” Carolyn told me. “They
set up a little tent where they tested my oldest daughter on the delay task with some
cookies. I remember thinking, I really hope she can wait.”

hile Mischel closely follows the steady accumulation of data from the laptops
and the brain scans, he’s most excited by what comes next. “I’m not interested

in looking at the brain just so we can use a fancy machine,” he says. “The real question
is what can we do with this fMRI data that we couldn’t do before?” Mischel is applying
for an N.I.H. grant to investigate various mental illnesses, like obsessive-compulsive
disorder and attention-de�cit disorder, in terms of the ability to control and direct
attention. Mischel and his team hope to identify crucial neural circuits that cut across a
wide variety of ailments. If there is such a circuit, then the same cognitive tricks that
increase delay time in a four-year-old might help adults deal with their symptoms.
Mischel is particularly excited by the example of the substantial subset of people who
failed the marshmallow task as four-year-olds but ended up becoming high-delaying



4/12/2018 Don’t! | The New Yorker

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/05/18/dont-2 12/14

adults. “This is the group I’m most interested in,” he says. “They have substantially
improved their lives.”

Mischel is also preparing a large-scale study involving hundreds of schoolchildren in
Philadelphia, Seattle, and New York City to see if self-control skills can be taught.
Although he previously showed that children did much better on the marshmallow task
after being taught a few simple “mental transformations,” such as pretending the
marshmallow was a cloud, it remains unclear if these new skills persist over the long
term. In other words, do the tricks work only during the experiment or do the children
learn to apply them at home, when deciding between homework and television?

Angela Lee Duckworth, an assistant professor of psychology at the University of
Pennsylvania, is leading the program. She �rst grew interested in the subject after
working as a high-school math teacher. “For the most part, it was an incredibly
frustrating experience,” she says. “I gradually became convinced that trying to teach a
teen-ager algebra when they don’t have self-control is a pretty futile exercise.” And so, at
the age of thirty-two, Duckworth decided to become a psychologist. One of her main
research projects looked at the relationship between self-control and grade-point
average. She found that the ability to delay grati�cation—eighth graders were given a
choice between a dollar right away or two dollars the following week—was a far better
predictor of academic performance than I.Q. She said that her study shows that
“intelligence is really important, but it’s still not as important as self-control.”

Last year, Duckworth and Mischel were approached by David Levin, the co-founder of
����, an organization of sixty-six public charter schools across the country. ���� schools
are known for their long workday—students are in class from 7:25 �.�. to 5 �.�.—and
for dramatic improvement of inner-city students’ test scores. (More than eighty per cent
of eighth graders at the ���� academy in the South Bronx scored at or above grade level
in reading and math, which was nearly twice the New York City average.) “The core
feature of the ���� approach is that character matters for success,” Levin says.
“Educators like to talk about character skills when kids are in kindergarten—we send
young kids home with a report card about ‘working well with others’ or ‘not talking out
of turn.’ But then, just when these skills start to matter, we stop trying to improve them.
We just throw up our hands and complain.”
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Self-control is one of the fundamental “character strengths” emphasized by ����—the
���� academy in Philadelphia, for instance, gives its students a shirt emblazoned with
the slogan “Don’t Eat the Marshmallow.” Levin, however, remained unsure about how
well the program was working—“We know how to teach math skills, but it’s harder to
measure character strengths,” he says—so he contacted Duckworth and Mischel,
promising them unfettered access to ���� students. Levin also helped bring together
additional schools willing to take part in the experiment, including Riverdale Country
School, a private school in the Bronx; the Evergreen School for gifted children, in
Shoreline, Washington; and the Mastery Charter Schools, in Philadelphia.

For the past few months, the researchers have been conducting pilot studies in the
classroom as they try to �gure out the most effective way to introduce complex
psychological concepts to young children. Because the study will focus on students
between the ages of four and eight, the classroom lessons will rely heavily on peer
modelling, such as showing kindergartners a video of a child successfully distracting
herself during the marshmallow task. The scientists have some encouraging preliminary
results—after just a few sessions, students show signi�cant improvements in the ability
to deal with hot emotional states—but they are cautious about predicting the outcome
of the long-term study. “When you do these large-scale educational studies, there are
ninety-nine uninteresting reasons the study could fail,” Duckworth says. “Maybe a
teacher doesn’t show the video, or maybe there’s a �eld trip on the day of the testing.
This is what keeps me up at night.”

Mischel’s main worry is that, even if his lesson plan proves to be effective, it might still
be overwhelmed by variables the scientists can’t control, such as the home environment.
He knows that it’s not enough just to teach kids mental tricks—the real challenge is
turning those tricks into habits, and that requires years of diligent practice. “This is
where your parents are important,” Mischel says. “Have they established rituals that
force you to delay on a daily basis? Do they encourage you to wait? And do they make
waiting worthwhile?” According to Mischel, even the most mundane routines of
childhood—such as not snacking before dinner, or saving up your allowance, or holding
out until Christmas morning—are really sly exercises in cognitive training: we’re
teaching ourselves how to think so that we can outsmart our desires. But Mischel isn’t
satis�ed with such an informal approach. “We should give marshmallows to every
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kindergartner,” he says. “We should say, ‘You see this marshmallow? You don’t have to
eat it. You can wait. Here’s how.’ ” ♦
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