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Discourses about the value of effort and hard work are prevalent and powerful in many western societies and educational contexts. Yet, paradoxically, in these same contexts effortless achievement is often lauded, and in certain discourses is her- alded as the pinnacle of success and a sign of genius. In this paper we interrogate discourses about effort and especially ‘effortlessness’ in Swedish and English educational contexts. Informed, in particular, by interview data generated in upper secondary schools in Sweden and secondary schools in England, we address the questions: why is effortless achievement attractive, and for whom is it possible to be discursively positioned as an effortless achiever? We argue that the subject position of ‘effortless achiever’ is not available to all categories of students equally, and for some it would be almost impossible to attain; the intersections of gender, social class, ethnicity and institutional setting are inﬂuential. We end by considering the problematic implications of effortless achievement discourses.
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Introduction
There is no doubt that discourses about the value of effort and hard work are prevalent and powerful in many societies; the Protestant work ethic is a good example, which constructs hard work as worthy and yielding desirable outcomes, and ‘idleness’ and time ‘wasting’ as things to be avoided (Christopher and Zabel 2011). These discourses extend into educational contexts where the value of hard work is stressed in a multitude of ways. Indeed, ask any teacher whether they regard effort by their students to be a good or a bad thing and it is likely you will be met with an incredulous look and an immediate response that effort is undoubtedly good. After all, students are repeatedly incited to work hard by their teachers; indeed, their effort may be formally graded in school, or at least commented on in student– teacher meetings or reports to parents. Yet, paradoxically, in some western societies effortless achievement is frequently lauded, and in certain discourses is heralded as the pinnacle of success, the epitome of true talent and a mark of genius.
In this article we interrogate discourses about effort and especially ‘effortless- ness’ in various western educational contexts; according to Stables et al. (2014), such interrogations are largely absent yet essential. Informed, in particular, by data
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[bookmark: _Intelligence_and_effort]generated in upper secondary schools in Sweden and secondary schools in England, we address the questions: why is effortless achievement attractive, and for whom is it possible to be discursively positioned as an effortless achiever? We suggest that effortless achievement is valorised in many western academic settings as it is equa- ted with authentic intelligence, which too is revered. However, we argue that the subject position of ‘effortless achiever’ is not available to all categories of students equally, and for some it would be almost impossible to attain; the intersections of gender, social class, ethnicity and institutional setting are very inﬂuential.
As idolisation of ‘authentic’ intelligence is at the heart of effortless achievement discourses, we begin by considering ways in which intelligence has been, and is, constructed and conceptualised. First, we identify psychological constructions, as psychologists have been tremendously inﬂuential in constructing discourses about intelligence and its relationship to effort. We then consider research about individu- als’ views of the effort–intelligence relationship and the implications of such views for how students approach learning and respond to failure in educational contexts. This is followed by short overviews of our research projects, which we draw on to consider the risks of effort and the value of an effortless achiever identity. We then explore who can and who cannot be discursively positioned as an effortless achiever, before ending with a discussion of the implications.


Intelligence and effort

If people knew how hard I had to work to gain my mastery, it would not seem so wonderful at all (Michelangelo)
Effortless academic achievement is equated with authentic intelligence in many western societies, and being intelligent or smart is highly valued both in, and outside of, educational contexts. Indeed, Castles (2012, 3) argues that American society has a ‘love affair with intelligence’ and that intelligence is seen as the primary indicator of innate individual worth (see also, Covington 1998, 2000). This is certainly not unique to America and is applicable to many other countries, including England and Sweden. We note that there are important cultural differences: there is much greater emphasis on ‘intelligence’ in western countries and effort in Asian ones, for example (Stables et al. 2014; Stevenson, Chen, and Lee 1993). When explaining the causes of academic outcomes, individuals (teachers, parents and children) from Asia ascribe most importance to effort and least to intelligence, Europeans show the reverse pat- tern, with people in the USA falling in between (Kurtz-Costes et al. 2005). Under- standing how intelligence is constructed and conceptualised – as innate and something that we have or as something that we can develop through effort – is important for understanding effortless achievement discourses.
The concept of intelligence, as it is broadly understood today, is relatively modern, emerging in the latter half of the nineteenth century; but even over its short yet controversial history, constructions have shifted (Castles 2012). At points, psy- chologists have argued that intelligence is a ‘biologically determined property of the brain’ (Castles 2012, 65). For example, Francis Galton, working in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, argued that ‘genius’ was inherited and that reputation was a good measure of a person’s mental ability (Fletcher and Hattie 2011). These ideas were taken up with zeal in some quarters and applied in ways that are now widely condemned as abhorrent. For example, Galton’s work laid the
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foundation for the eugenics movement which sought ‘to regulate marriage and fam- ily size according to parental capacity and (in Galton’s case) this was deﬁned as mental capacity … dull people should not be allowed to procreate and produce more dull kids’ (Fletcher and Hattie 2011, 17). The development of tests to measure intel- ligence (IQ tests), combined with dominant views that intelligence was genetically derived, underpinned American psychologist Goddard’s attempts in the early twenti- eth century to identify ‘feeble-mindedness’ and subsequently, to promote pro- grammes to sterilise ‘feebleminded’ individuals as well as to prevent their immigration to the USA (Fletcher and Hattie 2011). The ways in which IQ tests were used for social control are now well documented and denounced, as are the ways in which such tests were used to give scientiﬁc credibility to the labelling of certain social groups as inferior. In a similar vein, around the late 1800s, arguments were promoted by various medical professionals that women’s weak brains could easily be overtaxed by too much mental work – we return to this later. Overall, dis- courses at the time tended to present low-status groups – in terms of ‘race’, social class and gender – as biologically, mentally inferior (see Castles 2012 for an excel- lent history and analysis).
Over time, there has been a reduced emphasis on the role of genetics in deter- mining intelligence and ability; most contemporary psychologists working in the sphere argue that intelligence is shaped by both genes and environment, where envi- ronment incorporates a host of factors, including effort and engagement (Nisbett et al. 2012). While there is no agreement about the relative importance of the two, in their recent review of intelligence research, Nisbett et al. (2012, 131) argue that ‘Much more is [now] known about the effects of environment on intelligence, and a great deal of that knowledge points toward assigning a larger role to the environ- ment’ than was previously the case (e.g. in a review published in 1996). A corollary of the decreasing emphasis on intelligence as innate has been an increased acknowl- edgement of the role of effort and engagement as Sternberg, a leader in the ﬁeld, notes: the major factor in whether people achieve expertise ‘is not some ﬁxed prior ability, but purposeful engagement’. (cf. Castles 2012; Henderlong  and  Lepper 2002; Sternberg 2005, cited in Dweck 2006, 5).
Despite substantial shifts in ‘scientiﬁc’ ﬁelds, ideas about the hereditary nature of intelligence, and also eugenics, remain inﬂuential in educational discourses, policies and  practices today (Ball  2013; Chitty  2009; Gillborn  2010;  Tsay and Banaji 2011; White 2006). White (2006) and Gillborn (2010), for example, argue that Gifted and Talented programmes are recent manifestations of the project started by Galton and continued by other psychologists: ‘As with the classic IQism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, contemporary policy in the UK typically envis- ages a tripartite division in human abilities: “we must make sure that every pupil – gifted and talented, struggling or just average – reaches the limits of their capacity (Department for Education and  Skills  2005,  20)”’  (Gillborn  2010,  244). Indeed, Gillborn (2010, 231) quotes Lauder et al. (2006), to argue that ‘Among the core neo-liberal assumptions are: “There are always natural differences in intelli- gence, motivation, moral character, etc.; this is a fact of life around which society must be organised …”’.


[bookmark: _Implications_of_intelligence_and_effort]Implications of intelligence and effort perceptions in learning
Discourses about effort and intelligence – which as we have seen are contested and sometimes contradictory – are, unsurprisingly, reﬂected in individuals’ ‘personal’ views about effort and intelligence. Furthermore, individuals’ perceptions about effort and intelligence can shape the ways they approach learning and respond to ‘failure’ (Dweck 2000, 2006). Carol Dweck’s extensive research over more than two decades suggests that there are two main views (personal theories) about intelligence and ability, which map on to the nature vs. nurture perspectives outlined earlier. With the ﬁxed/entity view, intelligence is perceived as a ﬁxed, internal entity – indi- viduals are seen to have a certain amount of intelligence and they cannot do much to change it. By contrast, with the incremental/malleable view, intelligence is seen as a more dynamic quality that can be developed and increased with effort. Dweck acknowledges that many people subscribe to elements of both views and that per- ceptions are shaped by context and culture (see also Mercer and Ryan 2010). For example, research suggests that national and institutional cultures shape individuals’ beliefs about intelligence (Jones, Rakes, and Landon 2013; Kurtz-Costes et al. 2005; Murphy and Dweck 2010).
Individuals’ views about whether intelligence is ﬁxed or malleable have impor- tant implications for approaches to learning and the role of effort (Jones, Rakes, and Landon 2013). A ﬁxed/entity view is generally associated with demonstrating intel- ligence or competence rather than developing it: as intelligence is regarded as being ﬁxed and intelligence is very highly valued, the goal of an individual is to prove that they ‘have it’, to look smart. A growth/incremental view, on the other hand, is asso- ciated with developing competence, and intelligence and competence are cultivated through effort. Such views also have implications for how individuals explain and respond to setbacks. For example, based on an extensive research review, Henderlong and Lepper (2002, 779) conclude that ‘Following personal failure, performance tends to improve when individuals make attributions to lack of effort, but tends to worsen when they make attributions to lack of ability’. There is not enough space to explore all the implications of holding ﬁxed or incremental views; researchers have demonstrated signiﬁcant corollaries in a host of domains (e.g. Dweck 2006;  Levontin, Halperin,  and Dweck 2013; Rattan,  Good, and  Dweck 2012). However, of pertinence to this article are the implications for perceptions of effort.
If one perceives intelligence as internal and non-malleable, then ‘effort is for those who don’t have the ability’, after all, ‘things come easily to people who are true geniuses’ (Dweck 2006, 40). As ﬂagged above, in practice, many people regard intelligence and effort, to varying degrees, as being important for success. However, this does not lessen the allure of the image of the ‘natural genius’ (see Tsay and Banaji 2011), especially as apparent effortless achievement is valorised in numerous ways in many western societies:
As a society we value natural, effortless accomplishment over achievement through effort. We endow our heroes with superhuman abilities that led them inevitably toward their greatness. It’s as if Midori popped out of the womb ﬁddling, Michael Jordan dribbling, and Picasso doodling. This captures the ﬁxed mindset perfectly. And it’s everywhere … Americans aren’t the only people who disdain effort. French executive Pierre Chevalier says, ‘We are not a nation of effort. After all, if you have savoir-faire [a mixture of know-how and cool], you do things effortlessly.’ (Dweck 2006, 41)


[bookmark: _Research_projects]As noted earlier, this is not to say that discourses about the value of effort are absent, they are not. Attributing achievement to effort is common in countries such as Japan and China, but western children and students are more often praised for their intrinsic capacity (Henderlong and Lepper 2002; Stevenson, Chen, and Lee 1993). In addition, even in western countries, discourses about the value of hard work are evident in a variety of spheres, including employment, sport and education. However, there are often counter discourses, and effort can be risky for reasons that we explore later. First, we provide brief overviews of our projects.


Research projects
This article is informed principally by two research projects: one conducted in England and one in Sweden.
The English project explored approaches to schoolwork amongst year-9 pupils (13–14 years old), particularly in relation to concerns about ‘laddishness’, central to which is the notion that it is ‘uncool’ to be seen to put a lot of effort into academic work (Jackson 2006). The study generated questionnaire data from approximately 800 pupils and interview data from 153 pupils (75 girls and 78 boys) and 30 teach- ers. Six secondary schools in the north of England were involved: four co-educa- tional (Beechwood, Elmwood, Firtrees, Oakﬁeld), one girls’ (Hollydale) and one boys’ (Ashgrove). The schools were selected to ensure a mix of pupils in terms of social class and ethnicity, and a mix of schools in terms of examination results and gender of intake (single sex and co-educational). This article draws upon the inter- view data. Pupils were interviewed individually in spring–summer 2004, during the school day, in school, for approximately 30 minutes. Interviews were semi-struc- tured and covered several topics, including attitudes and approaches to schoolwork and effort; exams; pressures in school; friends and popularity; ‘laddishness’; out-of-school activities. Teacher interviews covered similar topics but were generally longer (around an hour). Interviews were recorded and transcribed in full. Transcripts were  analysed using Nud*ist  Vivo, in  which responses  were coded thematically (see Jackson 2006 for more details).
The Swedish project was informed by ethnographic methods and carried out in two upper secondary schools in one of Sweden’s larger university cities. The research questions focused on young people’s gendered and classed student practices and narratives of masculinity, schooling and underachievement. It involved 56 ﬁrst- year students (young men and women aged 15–16 years) in two school classes: one class following a natural science programme, the other a vehicle programme. Both settings were predominantly white and associated with masculine subjects; however, reﬂecting the national structure, they were different in terms of class and gender. The upper secondary school system in Sweden is unitary, nevertheless, most vocational programmes are taken by working-class students and are either male or female dominated; the vehicle programme is male dominated. The higher education preparatory programmes, on the other hand, attract more class-privileged students and are gender balanced; this is especially true for the natural science programme. In this study, the high status of the local school and university meant that the science programme students were from particularly class-privileged backgrounds. Participant observation was undertaken in autumn 2006 (N = 35 men and 16 women) during the students’ ﬁrst semester. During spring 2007, all students were invited to participate in semi-structured group interviews and most accepted (N = 23 men and


[bookmark: _The_risks_of_effort_and_the_value_of_an]15 women). Thirteen group interviews were conducted; the groups were self-selected and mirrored the observed ‘natural’ group formations in the classes (cf. Munday 2006; Nyström 2012b). Fifteen students were thereafter interviewed individually; some of those were approached by the interviewer, others volunteered. The interviews, about 90 minutes each, were recorded, transcribed verbatim and coded in Atlas.ti; quotations in this article were translated from Swedish by Nyström.  Names in this article are pseudonyms.


The risks of effort and the value of an effortless achiever identity
For most students, effort in educational contexts is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, effort is always necessary for academic success (and academic success is generally equated with intelligence), and academic success and the associated credentials are widely acknowledged to be extremely important in most contempo- rary societies. Applying effort is also valuable in other ways, for example, for devel- oping in-depth understanding, following interests, personal satisfaction and so on.
On the other hand, effort can be risky for three main reasons, all of which were voiced explicitly and frequently in our projects. First, effort without ensuing success leads to attributions of lack of intelligence which – in the many societies that are infatuated with, and venerate, intelligence – is a considerable problem (Castles 2012). In such climates, some students can be wary about revealing effort lest they ‘fail’ and be labelled as lacking intelligence. Israr (Oakﬁeld), for example, like all students in our research, did not want to be positioned as stupid by his peers. He recounted that he preferred other students not to know he had done his homework in case he got some of it wrong because:

Israr: it’s like, if I do it wrong, I think that people might laugh at me, and say ‘you’re dopey’ and everything. And it’s like, sometimes they say things that can make you feel upset and that.
CJ:	What sort of things?
Israr: They like say that ‘you’re so thick that you won’t learn anything. What did you come to school for anyway?’ and everything.
CJ:	So who would say that? Israr:	Especially the boys.

Second, effort is risky because in many educational contexts dominant discourses cast too much academic effort as problematic for two reasons. (A) It may be cast as ‘uncool’ or ‘boring’ and so visible hard work can lead to students being pejoratively labelled as, for example, ‘swot’, ‘geek’ or ‘spiff’, as Diane (Firtrees) explains to Jackson:

CJ:	Is it cool to work hard at school?
Diane:   Cool? Hmm, not really, you get called a spiff and all these words. CJ:	So does that put you off working, or?
Diane: Yeah, ‘cause you don’t want to be called [derogatory names] all the rest of your life.

(B) Given the dominance of discourses that construct intelligence as innate, too much effort can be read as a sign of lack of intelligence. This was conveyed to Nyström by Nils (natural science programme), who suggested that ‘swots’ are not


smart, and by Linus (natural science programme), who described how to identify a smart student.

Nils: as a swot … you don’t really need to be smart, not whatsoever … it’s more that you’re doing homework and such, all the time. Just reading, reading, reading, reading, reading, reading, reading, reading, reading. Over and over again. Because then eventually it stays put in anyone.
ASN:	How do you spot if someone’s smart?
Linus: If they get a perfect score in the test without studying much. They just like show up and get everything by reading through … there are other ways to measure, but … it’s a pretty good sign.

[bookmark: _For_whom_is_it_possible_to_be_discursiv]Third, the more time students spend studying, the less they have for ‘fun’ and being with friends (important for ‘popularity’) and for activities deemed important for building ‘successful futures’, for example, networking, sports and other extra- curricular activities that make them stand out from others (Allan 2010; Nyström 2012a; Skelton and Francis 2012; Stevenson, Chen, and Lee 1993). In some schools, especially elite boarding schools, ‘leisure time’ is almost entirely ﬁlled with such ‘useful’ extra-curricular activities. Walford (1986) suggests that in English public (fee-paying) boys’ boarding schools, summer months may entail 5–6 hours of cricket most days for some boys (plus another afternoon for other sports), with all boys being expected to take part in sport and other hobbies. The busy lives imposed upon students in these contexts are premised on them being able to ‘do it all’, and assume they are able to succeed academically without spending all (or even much) of their out-of-class time studying.1 This links to the former point (B above): in such environments, too much effort is read as an indicator of little intelligence.
Given the risks associated with effort, there are many advantages to presenting as an ‘effortless’, insouciant or ‘laid back’ student. First, ‘failure’ may be attributed to lack of effort, rather than lack of intelligence. Second, effortless success is equa- ted with genius  (authentic  intelligence). Third,  in  general,  insouciant, laid-back styles are associated with ‘coolness’ and ‘popularity’ in schools, and with ‘savoir- fair’ among adults. Next, we consider which students may be discursively positioned as effortless achievers and, conversely, reﬂect on the risks for some groups of pre- senting as ‘effortless’.


For whom is it possible to be discursively positioned as an effortless achiever?
In considering our question – for whom is it possible to be discursively positioned as an effortless achiever? – we view identities as multiple and ﬂuid, constructed and reconstructed constantly through interactions. We adopt the view that ‘identities need to be validated by others to be successful, and not every possibility is discur- sively regarded as valid’ (Read, Francis, and Skelton 2011, 171–2). Thus, as Nyström (2014) argues elsewhere, the identiﬁcation or validation of someone as intelligent is most often accomplished through interaction. In school, for example, ‘It is teachers or peers that identify an individual as “bright” or “knowledgeable”, for example, via tests or the way teachers’ questions are answered’ (88). She also points out that institutional structures provide important contextual cues for these identity negotiations: ‘the chances of encountering positive academic expectations as a fast-track student are huge in schools rated higher achieving, making it easier to


[bookmark: _Gender]accomplish an identity as “brainy”’ (88–89; cf. Korp 2011). Similarly, social catego- ries – for example, gender, social class and ethnicity – open up possibilities for, or place limitations on, the forms of identities available to individuals, including the identity ‘effortless achiever’.


Gender
To date, most commentary about effortless achievement in educational contexts (which is often brief) has focused on ways in which discourses are gendered, with boys being more likely than girls to be positioned as effortless achievers (Barnes 2011; Cohen 1998; Epstein 1998; Francis, Skelton, and Read 2012; Hodgetts 2008; Holm and Öhrn 2013; Jackson and Dempster 2009; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Nyström 2012a, 2014; Power et al. 2003; Renold and Allan 2006). Such discourses were identiﬁed several decades ago by feminists (for example, Clarricoates 1980; Walkerdine 1989), who argued that girls were more often regarded as diligent and hard-working, while boys were more likely to be seen as nonchalant and ‘naturally bright’ (Francis, Skelton, and Read 2012). These discourses appear to be rooted in earlier ones: biological essentialist discourses about intelligence, difference and eugenics identiﬁed earlier. For example, Purvis (1991, 3) notes that in 1880s Britain, ‘some practitioners in the medical profession believed that women had a ﬁxed stock of energy which would be rapidly depleted, with disastrous consequences for child- bearing, if women’s weak brains were taxed with a lot of mental work’. Similarly, Cohen (1998, 27) notes how discourses at that time presented girls as at risk of severe overstrain because of their morbid diligence, while their male counterparts were cast as ‘healthily unconcerned’. Alarmingly, these discourses continue today, albeit in diluted forms. For example, based on research with predominantly middle- class students (aged 15–16 years) and their teachers in two secondary schools in Sweden, Holm and Öhrn (2013) report of teachers worrying about girls striving ‘too high’ and not recognising their limitations, while boys were generally regarded as laid back and more readily perceived by teachers as ‘gifted’.
Discourses that position boys as natural, authentic scholars and girls as the diligent Other remain dominant; this is despite widely reported concerns about boys’ ‘underachievement’ prompted by evidence that in many countries, girls overall outperform boys in school-leaving examinations (Barnes 2011; Fisher 2014; Francis and Skelton 2005; Lahelma 2005; Öhrn and Weiner 2009; Renold and Allan 2006; Rezaei 2012; UNESCO 2008). For example, through an analysis of Hansard tran- scripts of hearings from the Australian Parliamentary Inquiry into the Education of Boys, Hodgetts (2008, 465) demonstrated that participants drew upon gender bina- ries in representing students that, ironically, ‘worked to associate masculinity with “authentic” learning, such that the success of male students was naturalised even in the absence of achievement’.
Discourses that position boys and men as ‘naturally’ brilliant relative to girls and women are perpetuated by many teachers and male students at all levels of education (Barnes 2011; Fisher 2014; Francis et al. 2003; Francis, Burke, and Read 2014; Holm and Öhrn 2013; Jackson and Dempster 2009; Jones and Myhill 2004a, 2004b; Renold and Allan 2006). Girls tend to be positioned as diligent plodders who are careful, neat and lacking ﬂair, while boys are positioned as sloppy yet having the necessary spark to ‘pull it off’. Ms. Forster, quoted below, works in a boys’ school, so is not necessarily making direct comparisons between boys and


girls. However, she clearly articulates her view that ‘more able’ boys are sloppy and quick with their work because they can be, thereby reinforcing the link between quick, sloppy and able:
The more able lads are more sloppy with their work … in school sometimes it’s done sloppily because they know they can do it; they do it dead quick and then they sit there and start their laddish routine … There’s one lad I teach in Year 10, he always ﬁnishes the work ﬁrst but he’s a proper lad, but I suppose it’s just because he can. (Ms. Forster, Ashgrove)
The admiration for certain ‘natural’ qualities of boys extends beyond academic ability. The comments below follow a discussion between the teacher and Jackson about certain ‘lads’ (referred to affectionately by the teacher as ‘laddies’) in Firtrees school, who Ms. Byatt describes as ‘loveable rogues’, who are ‘all things to all people’. Jackson asks whether there is an equivalent group of girls:
No, No. We’ve got cohorts of ‘nice’ girls, who have it all, but they’re also the bright ones who work very hard … They’re nice, but again, I’m not sure if the other girls aspire to be like them, that’s not as apparent, and they don’t strut the same as the lad- dies do, they just quietly get on with being good all-rounders. And we haven’t really got anyone [girl] in [Year] 9, 10 or 11 that stands up as being ooh, that’s the girl that everybody [wants to be like]. We haven’t got a natural head girl, like we have a natural head boy; so in the last year [Year 11] and this year [Year 10] and Year 9 it will be easy to ﬁnd a head boy and deputy head boy, because there are two very natural people and there’s a little group around them. Not so with the girls; the girls are much, seem to be much more, erm, subservient’s not the word in this area, but less conﬁdent.
Discourses that position males as ‘naturally’ more able than females are not restricted to compulsory education, they are also evident in post-compulsory sectors. This is exempliﬁed starkly in comments from Daniel, an undergraduate in an English University interviewed in Francis, Burke, and Read’s study (2014, 11–12):
In Drama I’m the only boy in the class … and I deﬁnitely don’t make anywhere near the amount of notes that any of the girls do at all. And then like recently … we were supposed to go and see a play but I wasn’t able to go … But then in class we had to do a timed mock exam about it. So obviously all the girls had gone to see it and then I hadn’t so I was writing about a play I hadn’t been to see. But then they all hated me ‘cause I did really well and I beat them all … [I] Did better than everyone else. The lecturer actually said ‘you’ve all done pretty well especially Daniel who didn’t go and see the play and his is better than yours’. The daggers I got! … One girl, she does some of my classes, she always has her work done with plenty of time. She does it all really well. And there’s me, 5 minutes before the deadline and I still do better. She hates me. But I just kinda remember things, I just write straight from memory. I don’t make plans. I know there are lots of girls that do … I never do a plan. But I just write it from my mind.
Daniel’s notably immodest account offers a vivid contrast between a) his lack of effort and preparation, and his ability to ‘write it from my mind’ (a sign of authentic intelligence) and b) the ‘girls’’ diligent note-taking, planning and early preparation. And yet, he still outperforms the ‘girls’; he presents himself as the epitome of cool, authentic, masculine, effortless achievement.
Although Daniel’s account is more colourful than many, the messages conveyed are common. In Dempster’s research with male undergraduates (almost all white, middle class, aged 18–22 years) at a pre-1992 university in England, ‘Approxi- mately two-thirds of the HE interviewees (N = 15) constructed a dichotomy in which female  undergraduates  were  portrayed  as  concerned  about  their  achievements,


[bookmark: _Social_class,_ethnicity_and_educational]focused upon their academic work, and well-organised, while males were described as being casual, disorganised, and prone to leave their work until the last minute and to ‘coast’ through their degrees’ (Jackson and Dempster 2009, 345; see also Jackson  2003). Implicit (and sometimes explicit) in these accounts is that girls and women waste time on academic activities (Nyström 2012a), perhaps because they cannot rely on intelligence, or possibly because they have nothing better to do (Sherriff 2007); both points are, unsurprisingly, not supported by girls’ and women’s accounts (Jackson 2010; Nyström 2012a). Some university lecturers construct a similar gen- dered binary: Francis et al. (2003) explored lecturers’ perceptions of gender and undergraduate writing; male undergraduates were commonly presented as hasty and careless, while females were portrayed as conscientious and careful. However, the conscientiousness of women was not always seen positively and there was often an admiration for the ‘male’ way of working, as it denoted genuine talent.
The valorisation of (men’s) effortless achievement in some university and other non-compulsory academic settings (as well as in many compulsory ones) raises questions about Epstein’s (1998, 103) admittedly speculative suggestion that a change occurs after compulsory schooling whereby ‘being good at academic work, and working hard becomes available, even desirable, as a marker of hegemonic, middle-class masculinity’. Evidence supports Epstein’s claim that in post-compul- sory schooling it is desirable to be regarded as academically able (although this is also the case in compulsory education as long as academic success is not seen by peers to be the result of too much effort). However, we argue that, particularly among the middle classes, what is especially desirable is not to be a hard-worker, but rather to be marked as an effortless achiever, that is, as ‘naturally intelligent’. The classed nature of this is worthy of further discussion.


Social class, ethnicity and educational contexts

It’s perhaps hard for a vehicle student to be tagged as smart (Nils, natural science programme).
Culturally dominant discourses construct the serious intellectual subject as not only masculine, but also as white and middle class (Leathwood 2013). Conversely, sections of the working classes, particularly the ‘unrespectable’ working class, are constructed as indolent, ignorant and lacking intelligence (Korp 2011; Nyström 2012a; Reay, Crozier, and James 2011; Tyler 2008), as are some minority ethnic groups, for example, Black Caribbeans in the UK and ‘Middle Eastern’ boys and young men in Sweden (Archer 2010; Gillborn et al. 2012; Jonsson 2007; León Rosales 2010). Given these dominant discourses, working-class pupils presenting as ‘effortless’ run the  risk of being positioned as lazy and lacking aspirations; to mitigate this risk, they must prove to their teachers that they are not lazy and igno- rant – that they have ‘aspirations’ – by demonstrating their effort and commitment. However, as we have seen, such demonstrations are risky for a host of reasons. Thus, such groups may be placed in an unenviable position whereby displays of effort and effortlessness are risky. By contrast, middle-class and elite students, espe- cially white males, are more likely to be positioned and experience themselves as naturally intelligent (Pease 2010). As Bourdieu (1976, 114) suggests, children from the lower classes ‘can acquire only with great effort something which is given to children of the cultivated classes’ and that lower class children are ‘obliged to
10
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expect and receive everything from school, even if it means accepting the school’s criticism of them as ‘plodders’. He also argues that teachers’ judgements about class, and relatedly intelligence, are made on the basis of interaction: ‘Even minor signs of social status such as “correct” dress and bearing and the style of speech and accent are minor class signs and – again most often without their knowledge – help to shape the judgement of their teacher’ (114). There were several instances in Jackson’s research of teachers making assumptions about intelligence based on what appear to be  short and superﬁcial interactions with students, which are almost certainly imbued with classed readings. For example, Ms Attwood (Firtrees) commented about a boy: ‘when he came to the school you could tell from his demeanour – the way he wore his school uniform and everything – that he was actually a very intelligent lad and he was very academic’.
There are noteworthy patterns about effortless achievement in our project data that relate to social class, institutional context and subject area. As stated earlier, the contexts in which Nyström conducted her ﬁeldwork are very different from each other in terms of status and also the social class of the students: the natural science programme is perceived as one of Sweden’s most challenging courses and is domi- nated by students from the upper middle class; the vehicle programme, on the other hand, is a vocational course whose students are principally working class (Korp 2011). The discourse of effortless achievement was strong among, and in relation to, young men in the natural science programme, but was less evident in the vehicle programme where effortless achievement was regarded as an unreachable ideal. As Fredrik (natural science programme) suggests, students who study only a little and do well earn the most respect:
What gets most respect … is when you get good [results] at exams [by] studying a little and also have free time … One who needs to study around the clock and then gets good [results], sure he’s good but he might not be so fun.
Status distinctions were drawn between subjects even within the natural science pro- gramme. It was particularly notable and valued for young men to be regarded as effortless achievers in ‘difﬁcult, masculine’ subjects such as maths; maths, in partic- ular, is generally regarded as a more powerful proof of ‘natural ability’ than other subjects (Mendick 2006, 85). As Mendick (2006, 47) argues, ‘discourses socially construct “mathematical ability” as natural, individual and masculine’, and such con- structions were evident in Nyström’s study. It was seen as desirable and in some ways easier for young men to present as effortless achievers in maths than in many other subjects, as maths is not perceived to be ‘an effort subject’, as Agnes explains below. In other words, as Mendick (2006) argues, maths is more likely than many subjects to be regarded as one that you are naturally good at and can do, or one you cannot do because you don’t have a natural talent for it. Below we enter a one-to-one interview where Agnes (natural science programme) is explaining that some young men present as effortless achievers to gain high status and that this is particularly valued, and possible, in maths:
But the guys, among them there are some who think it’s kinda [high] status not to study … that is, to prove that you know it anyway, maybe … Like, in maths you ought to do really well. Like, if you do then you’re smart. On the other hand … maybe you shouldn’t be so good at history, cos it’s an effort-subject. … I think it would seem a bit swotty if you’re not doing great in maths and [you] do well in history … especially if you attend natural science. … It’s [maths] somehow so valued … if you’re good in


maths, then you’re smart (laughs). Well, I don’t think that, but I think that, that people will look at you like that, as very smart (laughs) … But then (laughs) in history, like in history on the other hand, if you achieved really, really well it’s like ‘Oh god, what a swot!’.
[bookmark: _Ambivalence_and_contestations]Agnes’s account highlights not only the particular status accorded to maths in signal- ling authentic ‘smartness’, but also that an effortless achiever identity is established more easily in some subjects than others. In subjects that require extended writing – more common in the ‘feminine humanities’ than the ‘masculine sciences’ – it is more difﬁcult to hide effort. However, even in non-science areas it is possible to present as an effortless achiever; this was demonstrated earlier by Daniel, and is colourfully conveyed by Dave – one of Dempster’s middle-class undergraduate interviewees – in relation to a business studies assignment, for which he reported getting around 79% (see also Jackson 2006):
[The assignment was] due in on the Friday morning at 10 o’clock, and I started at 5 o’clock on a Thursday night. I sat back on my computer, just typing away with a bottle of whisky next to me, and by half past ten I’ve done the work, emptied the bottle of whisky, and I’m in the pub for last orders (Jackson and Dempster 2009, 347)
We do not know whether such accounts of effortless achievement are ‘true’. But the issue is not about these students’ ‘real’ performances, rather it is about the stories told about them, ‘the discourses in which they are inscribed and the positions these make available to learners’ (Mendick 2006, 60). That stories about effortless achievement were commonly told in relation to male natural science programme students in Nyström’s study, but absent among working-class vehicle programme students, is indicative of the ways that the availability of the effortless–achiever– learner position is circumscribed by social class and institutional contexts as well as gender; this is also reﬂected in Nils’s comment at the start of this section (see also Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012). Jackson, Dempster, and Pollard’s (2014) research in a post-1992 university also revealed the absence of effortless achieve- ment discourses amongst predominantly working-class sports science students; by contrast, the discourse was strong among the middle-class male university students in Dempster’s (2007) study (Jackson and Dempster 2009).


Ambivalence and contestations
We are not suggesting that such discourses are uncontested or even quite as clear- cut as we may have portrayed. For example, some girls in Jackson’s research were positioned as effortless achievers by both peers and teachers (Jackson 2006, 2010). However, this was very unusual, and these girls were middle class, white, conven- tionally heterosexually attractive and in an all-girls’ school (see also Renold and Allan 2006 for a similar example but in a co-educational primary school). They were described admiringly by one of their teachers as:
Cool because they’ve got it all. They can do it but they’re not the ones that are constantly, you know, the teacher’s pet. … They can be told off for inappropriate comments in the same way as somebody sitting on the front row deliberately chatting or somebody who isn’t interested. That’s what makes them cool, is that they’re not really the swotty type. They can do it, they’ve got the ability, they’re interested, they’re well motivated, they’re clever girls but they don’t appear to be overly zealous when it comes to their work. (Ms. Walters, Hollydale)
18

17



[bookmark: _Implications]In Nyström’s research, some young women on the natural science programme chal- lenged the notion that their male peers were effortless achievers,2 for example, by suggesting that the young men study more than they admit: ‘I think they [male peers] study pretty much, although they don’t want to show it’ (Helen). Similarly, the focus group dialogue below reveals scepticism about the young men’s presenta- tion of work as easy:

Julia: Many guys ignore work such as homework [saying]: ‘Bah! Those are so easy and boring to do’ … You just [say] ‘Shit, I’ve struggled with homework and such the whole weekend’, and he just [says] … perhaps it was meant to be like cool: ‘It’s easy for me!’
Emma:  Yeah … it could of course be the case sometimes, but …

So the discourses are complex and contested; but in both Swedish and English research settings, certain institutional contexts and social categories opened up possi- bilities for students to position themselves, and be positioned, as effortless authentic achievers, while other contexts and categories closed down such possibilities. In the next (ﬁnal) section, we discuss the implications.


Implications
We have argued and illustrated that effortless achievement is valorised in many academic settings as it is equated with authentic intelligence, which is idolised in many societies. However, the subject position of ‘effortless achiever’ is not available to all categories of students equally, and for some it is almost impossible to attain; the intersections of gender, social class, ethnicity and institutional setting are inﬂuen- tial. For example, culturally dominant discourses about intelligence and effort mean that white, elite or middle-class males in prestigious institutions are more likely to position themselves, and be positioned, as effortless achievers than students in other social categories and contexts. We also challenged the suggestion that a change occurs beyond compulsory schooling whereby working hard becomes desirable as a marker of hegemonic, middle-class masculinity. We argue that, on the contrary, particularly among the elite and middle classes, what is especially desirable is not to be a hard-worker, but rather to be marked as an effortless achiever, that is, as ‘naturally intelligent’.
But, does it matter? Are effortless achievement discourses a problem? We pro- pose that they are problematic for six main interrelated reasons. First, to be regarded as effortless, academic attainment must be seen to result from natural intelligence. Because of long-standing dominant discourses that associate natural intelligence with particular groups, notably white western males of high social status, effortless achievement discourses serve to perpetuate pernicious and widely refuted beliefs that there are innate differences in intelligence between groups based on sex, race, class and other social categories.
Second, some students are very unlikely to be read as effortless achievers because they are outwith the social categories of people positioned through long- standing discourses as (naturally) intelligent. Gillborn et al. (2012), for example, demonstrate how, despite their material and cultural capital, middle-class black Caribbean students in the UK are subject to systematically lower academic expecta- tions from  teachers  than  their middle-class  white  peers  (see  also  Archer 2010;


Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012). Similarly, the high achievements of girls are more likely to be attributed by others to a girl’s hard work, diligence, neatness and effort than to her ‘brilliance’ (Jones and Myhill 2004a, 2004b). Ironically, girls’ efforts to demonstrate cleverness are often read as signs of them being pushy or overly assertive (Francis, Skelton, and Read 2012; Renold and Allan 2006).
Third, given the high status attached to being positioned as an effortless achiever, many students strive for such positioning even though few attain it. But the costs of striving can be high. Many who want to be regarded as effortless achievers work hard and attempt to hide their effort from peers, but this impacts on social and academic aspects of their lives, and the impacts are unevenly spread across social groups. Finding time and space to work privately can be difﬁcult, as being popular (or at least avoiding being unpopular) usually involves spending considerable time with friends inside and outside school. Some students are better placed than others to do their work in private and spend time with friends. For example, students who have resources (for example, computers, internet access, books) that enable them to do homework quickly and efﬁciently are better placed than those who do not have such resources to work successfully and privately, and socialise (Jackson 2006, 2010). Also, students who are seen as ‘cool’ because they are, inter alia, conventionally (heterosexually) attractive,  fashionable, funny and good at sport (boys only) are granted more leeway from their peers so their working practices are subject to less scrutiny. As resources are so central to being able to work successfully and apparently effortlessly, students with more resources – typically middle-class students – are more likely to accomplish it. Another repercussion of hiding effort is that it deters students  from  engaging  in  collaborative  learning with peers, and so they lose the substantial positive effects of peer learning (Hattie 2009).
Fourth, for certain pupils, notably some working-class and some ethnic minority students, effort and effortlessness are risky, which puts them in a very difﬁcult posi- tion. Fifth, discourses that construct some pupils as naturally gifted can inﬂuence policy-making and the allocation of resources; the Gifted and Talented Programmes mentioned earlier are one example (see also Tsay and Banaji 2011). Sixth, the notion of effortless achievement is inextricably linked to conceptions of intelligence as nat- ural and non-malleable; from this viewpoint, effort is only for people who are deﬁ- cient. Such views foster both fears of failure and fears of trying, both of which pose signiﬁcant barriers to learning (cf. Hattie 2009).
Overall, the idea and the ideal of effortless achievement are seductive. We have demonstrated the attraction at different levels of education in two countries. Indeed, what is striking is the similarity between the Swedish and English data, both in terms of the strength and nature of the effortless achievement discourse, and in terms of who can, and cannot, be positioned as effortless achievers. Effortless achievement discourses tend to perpetuate and reinforce long-standing inequalities and need to be challenged. Dweck (2000) argues that we can begin to challenge the notion that effortless achievement is the pinnacle of accomplishment by praising effort and pro- cess, rather than product. While Dweck’s argument is strong and researchers have begun to demonstrate the positive effects of effort-praise in real-world contexts (e.g. Gunderson et al. 2013), challenging the desirability of effortless achievement will be difﬁcult because of long-standing discourses about intelligence, and the beneﬁts that some groups garner from perpetuating them.
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Notes
1. Again, comparative research suggests that this is less obvious in Asian countries (Stables et al. 2014; Stevenson, Chen, and Lee 1993).
2. Although in some cases, girls reinforce boys’ presentations as effortless achievers, for example, in Holford’s (2012) study, where some girls did their boyfriend’s homework.
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