
I deserve a degree 
 
Well I do, don’t I?  Many of my friends are at University - they’ll get their degrees and I’m as 
good as they are.  Mum always said I was bright and dad thinks so too, though he’s never actually 
said it.  Anyhow getting my passes at school wasn’t that difficult, so what’s new at University? 
 
As the well-known catch phrase almost says ‘have we got news for you!’  A lot of work has been 
done investigating what makes exceptional and successful people in adult life.  Is it natural talent, 
luck, inherited wealth, good looks, good connections, a high IQ, good teaching, hard work, or 
what?  Of course it’s no one factor on its own, but one factor stands out above all others as laying 
the groundwork for a successful career whether its in the arts, in science, technology, medicine or 
any other field.  That factor is not natural talent, nor good looks but hard work in your chosen 
discipline.  The best musicians of course all have talent but they practice for hours a day; the best 
sports men and women have talent but they train for hours every day; the best mathematicians 
spend hours at a time, sometimes weeks, on problems their friends aren’t interested in; the best 
scientists read widely, ask themselves questions and try to answer them to their own exacting 
standards.  There’s a ball-park rule that it takes 10 years of application at any one subject to 
become pretty good at it. 
 
Natural talent gets you decent results at school without too much sweat.  Without effort, folks, 
that’s about as far as you’re going to rise.  Studies have been done of the careers followed by high 
IQ youngsters.  As a group they don’t do brilliantly well as adults.  Studies have been done on 
high achievers as adults and as a group they’re not spectacularly gifted.  They do, though, have 
grit, self-determination, self-motivation and the willingness to devote tremendous personal 
energy to their chosen fields.  Just read a few biographies of successful scientists, from Newton, 
through Maxwell, Darwin, Einstein, the Curies and a host of lesser lights who have collected 
Nobel Prizes and you’ll read about the careers of people who have been passionate about their 
work and invested an enormous amount of time in it.  In the real world, talent alone seldom gets 
you interesting, well-paid and rewarding jobs.  You need to work at it.  If you discover this in 
your early years as a student you’ll come out of university with a great degree and hit the 
motorway of life at 70 mph.  If you don’t discover this, you’ll probably hit the motorway of life 
in a dented car stuck in second gear. 
 
If you don’t believe me, browse through the Cambridge Handbook of Expertise and Expert 
Performance [CUP, 2006].  I’ll quote from a New Scientist article on the subject that the studies 
show that success is 70% hard work, 29% good teaching and about 1% exceptional talent.  I’m 
not sure that I believe that particular breakdown but we’ll do our best to provide the good 
teaching.  You have to do the lion’s share of the effort, or lioness’s share, the hard work needed 
to take in what we say, digest it, make it your own and build on it.   
 
So, the secret’s out.  It’s not that successful people in the past haven’t said that hard work has 
been the key to their success.  They’ve said it but the rest of us didn’t really want to believe it.  
We thought they must have hidden talent. 
 
Have you ever been taught by someone who’s merely read up the subject but not processed it 
themselves and just repeats what they’ve read?  You’ll know it’s not very satisfactory.  Make 
sure you don’t commit the same sin of memorising the lecture notes and regurgitating them at 
exam time without really having processed in your brain what they mean.  That processing 
requires mental effort and that effort will very quickly take you into exploring much more than is 
in the notes.  We hope you’ll find your enthusiasm for the subject grows and the spark needed to 
motivate yourself with inquisitive energy does indeed ignite you.  If that happens, you’ll certainly 
deserve your degree, with honours. 

JSR 


