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EDUCATORS ME TO YOU ME TO ME FAMILY

Teach failing well
to increase
self-efficacy.

Help others by 
meeting them 

where they are.

Learn from failure
to find success.

Encourage kids to 
learn from mistakes 

and failures.

FAIL GREATLY
People say “Failure is not an option” so often it has become cliché. The phrase is right in 
one sense—though not the way most people mean it. Failure is not an option (or is not 
optional) because failure is a fact of life. Everyone will fail at some point.

The only thing optional about failure is how you fail. You can either fail greatly and move forward or fail poorly 
and fall back. If you miss the mark on a big, audacious dream, yet then choose to see where you got it wrong 
and adjust accordingly, your failures help you become better. If you choose to only strive for little things 
because you’re scared of failing, you’re likely to fail poorly because your fear of failure will anchor you to your 
worst moments.

Remember this: Just because you failed at doing something, doesn’t mean that you are a failure. The power of 
your negative emotions is stripped away if you accept and believe that failure is a thing that you do, not a thing 
that you are. As Zig Ziglar said, “Failure is an event, not a person.”

Chances are good that you’ll still hate or fear failure. But without it, you can never grow into the person you 
are meant to become. Failure isn’t pleasant. Failure can be embarrassing. It can be scary. You may not want 
to take ownership of your failure because of the negative emotions you experience when you fail, and that’s 
understandable.

It takes a lot of courage to admit failure. But, if you can summon the courage to admit your mistakes, you take 
ownership of them. By taking ownership, you give yourself the power to avoid making the same mistake twice. 
That’s how you learn, and that’s what propels you forward to reach your goals.

C O N T E N T  O V E R V I E W
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E D U C AT O R S

FAIL GREATLY: EDUCATORS
According to teacher and author Jessica Lahey, “Kids that can’t be frustrated can’t learn as well” 
as those who feel the frustration and push through it. 1Some students can’t or won’t try their best 
in the face of frustration and failure. They want someone to do it for them—to give them the 
“right” answer. These students lack self-efficacy: belief in their own abilities and control over their 

motivations and behavior.

So, how do we encourage self-efficacy in the classroom?

We let them struggle and fail. We provide lessons that challenge them—that make them think critically rather 
than being handed an answer to memorize. When they fail, we should direct their attention to figuring out what 
went wrong and where they were on the right track. But, we shouldn’t just hand them the answer.

We adapt to each class. We should be adaptable and resourceful enough to make adjustments in our lessons 
so we can meet students where they are—instead of pulling them along behind us, ready or not. By assigning 
lessons that push them a little, we help them gain both confidence and competence, without destroying their 
sense of both by giving them work that is too advanced.

We make a connection with them. We need to see our students as people, as individuals, not just as pupils 
needing to learn. It could be as simple as remembering their favorite color or animal. Or it could be comforting 
them after the loss of a pet or loved one. The important thing is to connect with them so they know we’re on 
their side.

We should promote self-efficacy in the classroom because it helps students realize that failure is not fatal. The 
connections that spring from truly seeing our students has a positive impact, especially for at-risk youth.

THIS WEEK, BE ON THE LOOK OUT FOR 

1. Opportunities to REDEFINE failure. We want to reorient our 
students’ mindset around failure to show that the act of failing 
is not in itself bad. Good failure is learning from mistakes. Bad 
failure is failing to learn from mistakes. Once that distinction is 
clear, they will have a greater opportunity to grow and learn.

2. Opportunities to TEACH them how to learn from mistakes. 
When something goes wrong, a student’s first instinct may be 
to blame someone or something else for what happened. If 
they can’t take responsibility for the mistake, they can’t learn 
from it. If they make a mistake, but learn from it, celebrate not 
just getting it right next time, but specifically getting it right 
after learning from the previous failure.

3. Opportunities to GET TO KNOW your students. Make it 
either one-on-one or something where they can write about 
themselves. Know their favorite color or animal, their favorite 
band. Know what they like about their classes or what subjects 
interest them. Ask about hobbies and clubs. Most important: 
Listen. Actively listen to what is said and remember it for later. 

QUOTES OF THE DAY:
MONDAY:
“Set the kind of goals that will allow you to 
fail greatly.” Coach Mackey

TUESDAY:
“It is a mistake to suppose that men succeed 
through success; they much oftener succeed 
through failure.” Rosetta Dunigan

WEDNESDAY:
“I’ve failed over and over and over again in 
my life, and that is why I succeed.” 
   Michael Jordan

THURSDAY:
“Failure is an event. Not a person.” Zig Ziglar

FRIDAY:
“Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever 
achieve greatly.” Robert Kennedy
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M E  T O  Y O U

FAIL GREATLY: ME TO YOU
As a leader in your school or community, you should enable others to ask for and accept help. 
Through your leadership, you can help create an environment where there’s no stigma against asking 
for help. Leaders are humble enough to admit what they don’t know, and they’re proactive about 
learning what they need to keep moving forward.

There are three things to keep in mind when trying to form a “helpful” culture:

You should demonstrate receiving help. That might mean leading the way by asking questions in class or 
going to tutoring. The important thing is being self-aware enough to know that you need help and being 
humble enough to seek that help. It’s also important to  be open with your peers about your quests for 
aid, rather than sneaking to lessons or only asking questions after class.

You should be the first to offer help. For example, you could offer to show the new kid or foreign 
exchange student around and introduce them to teachers. Or, you could ask to sit with someone who 
looks like they could use a friend at lunch. You make it easier for others to accept help when you are 
willing to offer it without being asked. Never doubt the power of an invitation to make someone’s world 
brighter.

Your offer may not be accepted, but don’t get discouraged. Whatever the invitation is, the other person 
might not be interested in your help, and that’s okay. The point is meeting them where they are, and 
offering to walk with them to wherever they want to be. If your friend rejects your offer of helping him 
study for chemistry, just let him know it’s a standing offer.

Good leaders promote a culture where it is okay to 
give and receive help. They do this by publicly asking 
for help, readily offering assistance, and not being 
discouraged when an offer to help is rejected.

///  ME TO YOU EXERCISE  ///
“LEADERS ALWAYS LEAD”

Why should leaders be humble enough to ask 

for and accept help? How can a leader help 

others to do the same?

How does your willingness to ask for help 

positively impact other students? 

Why is it important to meet your friend where 

they are when trying to help them, instead of 

trying to get them to join you?

Would others say that you are a supportive 

person in their life? Why or why not?

Everyone needs someone they trust that they 

can talk to and rely on during tough times. 

Who do you turn to when you need help? 
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M E  T O  M E

FAIL GREATLY: ME TO ME
If you fail, you know that something has gone wrong. Trial and error is a classic method used 
in all fields. You have to try something, risking failure, to achieve your goals and dreams. Your 
goals, no matter how big, are achievable if you are willing to fail greatly. That’s how you learn. 
Albert Einstein didn’t develop the Theory of Relativity on the first try. If you want to achieve 
your goals you need to ask the questions:

What goal can I set that will challenge me to grow?

Sometimes, people are so afraid of failing that they put all of their time into little things that don’t push them 
forward toward their big goals. Are you writing “get out of bed” or “brush teeth” on your to-do list? Are 
those really goals that require a checkmark? Instead of setting the bar so low that you can step over it, set 
goals that require you to step out of your comfort zone, things that challenge you to grow and learn new 
things. 

What do I have to fail at to reach this goal?

Or, put another way, what do you need to learn or improve upon to get to your goal? The truth is, you are 
going to fail while in the process of learning new skills. But, if your goal is a challenge that requires you to 
jump over the bar instead of stepping over it, then the skills that you pick up along the journey to your goal 
are ultimately more important than reaching the end goal.

Learning and failure go hand in hand. If you want to reach your goals, remember former coach Dean Smith’s 
advice: “What to do with a mistake: recognize it, admit it, learn from it, forget it.” Each failure is a learning 
opportunity that brings you closer to your goals. At least, it will bring you closer to them if you are willing to 
try and to fail greatly.

Exercises:
1. Do you set high goals for yourself or is the bar pretty low? Why?

2. What do you have to fail at (or what do you need to learn) to achieve your goals? Think about 
both the near and distant future, then decide what one thing you want to learn now to further 
your goals.

3. Failure is an event, not a person. How can you separate your personal identity from your 
failures? Why is it important to recognize that they can be separated?

4. Why do you think you learn more from failure than from getting the answer right on the first try? 
What about the experience of failure helps the learning to stick in your mind?

5. Think of a recent failure in your life (Ex. missing one answer on the homework assignment or not 
completing the assignment at all). What did you learn from that failure?
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FA M I LY

FAIL GREATLY: FAMILY
Failure looks and feels awful right after it happens. It can be embarrassing and scary, and we 
might be devastated by the immediate results of our failure. But failure can serve a purpose. 
When we learn from our failures, over time we can see those experiences as great gifts: Things 
that lifted us up rather than casting us down.

It is okay to fail sometimes. Everyone does it, and there’s no shame in it as long as we learn something in 
the process. Examples are great for teaching our kids life lessons, and we all have examples of failures that 
we can share with our kids to show them how the failure was necessary to make us better.

Beyond examples from our own life, we teach our kids the purpose of failure by what we focus on when 
they fail. If she got a C on a test, and our family goal is at least a B, she failed to meet the goal; however, 
there are two things that we need to look at when responding to that failure.

1. What caused the failure? If she failed due to a lack of effort, that’s disappointing. If she tried her best 
and made use of all the resources available to her, we can be proud of that effort, even though the end 
result wasn’t what we (or she) wanted. 

2. What did she learn from this failure? Even if she 
didn’t put forth the greatest effort this time, this 
experience can serve as a lesson to do more 
to prepare going forward. If she did all that 
she could think of, we can help her find new 
avenues to study more next time and she can 
learn from the answers she missed on this test.

Whatever the failure, there is something in it 
that we learned, and we can pass that on to our 
children to help them see that failure can have a 
positive purpose.

///  BEST 5  ///
THE BEST FIVE MINUTES OF THE WEEK

What is your favorite failure? What did you learn 

from it that made it valuable?

How would you be a different person, or how 

would your life be different, if you had not 

experienced that failure?

Are you scared of failure? Why? How can your 

family overcome the fear of failure together?

Discuss the reasons that failure is necessary for 

growth. What is the purpose of failure? What would 

happen if we never failed?

Failure is an event, not a person. How can we help 

our family members look at failure as a thing that 

happens rather than seeing themselves as failures?
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M O R E  R E S O U R C E S

MORE RESOURCES
Video: “The Unexpected Benefit of Celebrating Failure” from TED
Video: “Success is helping others” Michael Davies at TEDxRockyViewSchoolsED (youtube video)
Book: The Gift of Failure: How the Best Parents Learn to Let Go So Their Children Can Succeed by 
Jessica Lahey

Article: “The School Teaching Students that it’s Okay to Fail” by Henrietta Cook from Brisbane 
Times 
Article: “Have You Learnt How To Fail Forward? The Lesson We Can’t Learn Soon Enough” by 
Margie Warrell from Forbes Magazine

END NOTES

Educators:
(1) “Jessica Lahey SXSW EDU Keynote | Teaching the Gift of Failure” (Youtube video)

https://www.ted.com/talks/astro_teller_the_unexpected_benefit_of_celebrating_failure?referrer=playlist-the_benefits_of_failure
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bVZcuMfAbBY
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00GLS00LY/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/victoria/the-school-teaching-students-that-its-ok-to-fail-20170827-gy4zo1.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/margiewarrell/2017/08/31/why-schools-are-teaching-kids-to-fail/#5fd9b5061645
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=geiyl78jkHA
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Summary
Grit, as defined by Dr. Angela Duckworth¹, is passion and perseverance in pursuit 
of a long-term goal. Grit isn’t like talent or luck. It’s stick-to-it-ness. It’s a never-give-
up mindset. Grit gives people the ability to hit setback after setback on the road to 
their goals and still keep pushing. And, according to Dr. Duckworth’s research², grit 
may be a greater predictor of students’ ability to graduate than their intelligence or 
environment.

Teaching grit in schools is vital to students’ success and well-being. If we can teach 
them to get back up when life pushes them down, to keep fighting regardless of 
how hard it may be in pursuit of a worthwhile goal, then we will have taught them 
something they can use beyond the classroom.

Three Ways to Teach Grit
1. Make it okay to make mistakes. Mistakes are part of the learning process. 

Fear of poor grades can make the idea of mistakes paralyzing for students, 

so it’s important to offer them opportunities to make mistakes where it 

won’t affect their grade or have other negative consequences. When 

students learn that it’s okay to make mistakes, they learn more from those 

mistakes and thus learn more overall.

2. Focus on dealing well with frustration. One of the things that prevents 

students from being gritty is frustration. If they give up when something 

gets hard due to frustration, that’s an opportunity to teach them other ways 

of handling their emotions, such as taking several deep breaths and trying 

again or asking themselves reflective questions.

3. Celebrate overcoming setbacks. When a student gets something right after 

struggling, that’s when educators need to celebrate. What gets rewarded 

gets repeated, so when we reward their effort, particularly after they’ve 

expended a lot of effort, they’re going to be more willing to expend greater 

effort in the future to deal with setbacks and persevere anyway.

Signs of low grit
• Struggling to focus on one goal for a sustained period of time
• Lack of follow through or unable to finish most projects
• Constantly changing goals and dreams
• Unable to handle frustration or setbacks
• Fixed mindset
• Avoidance of making any mistakes

Remember:
If you believe a student may be suffering from a mental health issue, contact 
your school counselor and administration. 

Resources:
¹ “The Research Behind the TED Talk: Angela Duckworth on Grit” by Kelsie Anderson and 
Aubrey Francisco, Digital Promise

² Grit Scale, by Angela Duckworth

GRIT
FACTS

FA C T  S H E E T:  G R I T

https://digitalpromise.org/2019/03/06/research-behind-ted-talk-angela-duckworth-grit/
https://angeladuckworth.com/grit-scale/

