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PATERNAL PROGRESS

Teaching failure to our
kids and ourselves

We must be aware of how we deal with our
own failures and how we react to theirs.

By Derek Moeller-Smith
derek@paternalprogress.com

It’s easy to say “mistakes are
how we learn.”

It’s harder to live that truth
when our pride’s on the line, or
when our kids are in distress.
But how we handle failure—
both our own failures and those
of our kids—will determine
how resilient and resourceful
our kids are in the future.

The most important way to
teach kids how to deal with fail-
ure is to deal well with it our-
selves. When we do something
wrong, many of us default to
deflection, distraction, or defeat.
But as parents, every choice has
extra consequences. Our chil-
dren are watching—and learn-
ing. They need to see that trying
again isn’t something to fear,
or that failure doesn’t mean the
story’s over. Our kids learn per-
sistence from how we behave
when things fall apart. They
learn resilience by watching us
keep going. They learn courage
by watching us stretch.

As Jessica Lahey writes in
“The Gift of Failure™:

“When your kids see you
stretch yourself, even if you
fail in the process, they will
be more likely to stretch them-
selves. Better yet, let them see
you continue to stretch your-
self after you fail, so they will
understand that failing at a task
does not mean that the person is
a failure.”

We also need to teach our kids
resilience by reacting correctly
when they fail. When we see our
child fail at something, it might
feel natural to rescue them, but
we have to resist. Our kids need
to know that we believe in them

and that we know they can suc-
ceed if they keep trying. Rescue
teaches the opposite. Rescuing
them from failure teaches both
them and us that they lack the
necessary skills to succeed on
their own.

Often, resisting rescue will
lead to moments of celebration.
Our kids will overcome a chal-
lenge all on their own, and we’ll
get to join them in the catharsis
that comes with success after re-
lentless effort. But, as Dr. Seuss
writes in his enduring classic
“Oh, the Places You’ll Go!”

“Except when you don’t, be-
cause sometimes you won’t.”

Sometimes our kids won’t be
able to overcome something.
In those cases, it might be even
harder to let them sit with it than
it is to resist rescue. But teach-
ing them to live with discomfort
is maybe even more essential
than teaching them to keep try-
ing.

“What you are teaching him
through your patient silence and
inaction on his behalf is that he
has the inner strength to move
on from failure,” Lahey writes.

And “patient silence” is key.
We might be tempted to fill si-
lences with denial or judgment.
But we have to let our kids ex-
perience failure in their own
ways. As Lahey says, we must
teach our kids to see the reality
of their shortcomings and react
accordingly. Trying to soften
the blow by lying is not helpful.
And it’s even less helpful to rub
their nose in it. They experience
enough pain and anxiety from
failure itself.

As we know, there are few
things our children will encoun-
ter more in life than failure.
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