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Watching your child fail may makes you feel helpless, angry, and sad. You worry about everything from your 
child’s self-esteem and social development to their future success, but sometimes you just have to let your 
child fail. Parents often do their kids a disservice when they protect them from natural consequences, when they 
take over for their kids to ensure that their kids don’t fail. While it’s natural to worry, there are times when it can 
be productive for children to take chances to change for the better.
When a Crisis is an Opportunity
In a crisis, parents see the danger part very clearly, but often don’t see the opportunity part. They don’t see that 
their child has the opportunity to learn an important lesson. The lesson might be about what happens when 
he/she doesn’t do their best at something, or what the real consequences are for not being productive. A crisis 
can also be a learning opportunity for your child. 
Don’t Shield Your Child from Natural Consequences
If your child chooses not to study enough and get a failing grade, that’s the natural consequence for their 
behavior. The child learns that each time they are in trouble, Mom and Dad will take care of it. 
The Perils of Using Power to Solve Problems
When Mom and Dad solve an issue or problem for their child, the child learns that power can solve his/her 
problems, and that power substitutes and trumps responsibility. Real power comes from taking responsibility for 
one’s actions, not avoiding them.
Failure is Not the End of the World
Failure is not the end of the world, it’s a lesson. It’s a gauge of how your child is doing. If they failed something, 
they need to solve the problem responsibly.
Solve the Problem by Addressing the Problem
Failure is an opportunity to get your child to look at him/herself and make some changes by addressing the 
problem. Part of parents’ sensitivity to this is that if their child fails, they feel like they’ve failed too. 
Feeling Discomfort Is OK
When we talk about failure and what your child can learn from it, we’re really talking about the benefits of 
allowing your child to feel discomfort (i.e. worry, disappointment, etc.) Most parents don’t want their children 
to feel uncomfortable about anything, even when they know that sometimes it’s beneficial for their child. 
How to Talk to Your Child About Failing
As a parent, you want to coach your child to better deal with natural consequences and failures. Calm and 
thoughtful coaching can put them in a better position to learn the lessons of failure. 
1. “What part did you play in this?”
You want your child to learn what part they played in the failure because, only they can change their part. 
The lesson begins with identifying his/her part.
2. “What are you going to do differently next time?”
Your child needs to have a plan for what to do differently next time. This is a big question in the conversation 
with your child because it gets him to see other, healthier ways of responding to the problem.
3. “What did you learn from this?”
Work with your child to help ensure they learn the right lesson. Let them know that failing is part of the learning 
process.
Conclusion
Part of learning for everyone involves feeling uncomfortable at times. Part of loving your child responsibly means 
that you need to let them feel discomfort, and even fail, as long as they are learning how to be accountable 
for their actions in the process. 
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