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Abstract  

This study explores teacher perceptions of the role of failure in secondary school education. Our case study 

analysis, based on 23 interviews in Ontario, Canada, suggests secondary school teachers understand failure as 

a core element of the learning process. However, teachers do not feel they can easily use failure as a 

pedagogical tool. Teachers perceive Ontario Ministry of Education guidelines regarding student success to 

have created an institutional culture within which student failure is administratively burdensome and is 

framed as external to the learning process. These success narratives in government assessment guidelines 

have created a situation wherein teachers often feel student failure is read as a mark of professional 

incompetency rather than sound professional judgment. We document how high school teachers have, despite 

this institutional context, nonetheless incorporated small failures into their instructional strategy, as well as 

the role these play in the promotion of reflective and self-regulated learning amongst students. The tensions 

identified in these findings between teaching practice and institutional policies and expectations have 

widespread relevancy to other teaching and learning contexts. 
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Introduction  

In recent years, a growing body of pedagogical scholarship has sought to capture the productive use of failure 

in teaching and learning. Dweck (2007), amongst others (Kapur, 2008; Yeager & Dweck, 2012), has discussed 

the bound relationship between learning and identity, and in turn, how carefully designed experiences of 

minor failure can inform how students conceptualize their own intellectual capacities. Scholarly research has 

acknowledged the varying kinds of failure that can be introduced in controlled ways; most popular among 

these approaches are productive failure (Kapur, 2008; Kapur, 2015) and desirable difficulties (Bjork & Bjork, 

2011; Bjork & Bjork, 2020). Discussions regarding the utility of failure as a pedagogical tool have bridged into 

popular discourse, as well, with works, such as Paul Tough’s How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity, and the 

Hidden Power of Character (2012), arguing that it is necessary to teach children how to engage with and 

manage experiences of failure as opportunities to foster resilience and metacognition. 

Teaching through failure might be pedagogically productive, but institutional contexts and policy directives do 

not always make it easy to carry out. While resiliency, failure-based learning, and the promotion of growth 

mindsets have experienced a vogue in educational research, administrative leadership in many institutions 

and jurisdictions remain invested in “student success” and “learning outcomes” as core performance 

indicators. As Tawfik and colleagues (2015) have argued, “Failure in education has been largely eschewed 

because learning outcomes …,” which can be defined at a policy level and communicated down to educators, 

focus on “successful performance on well-defined problems and solutions, which emphasize memorization, 

protocol and procedure.” In the context of writing studies, Bohney et al. (2018) and others have warned that 

such approaches “stand in direct opposition to known best practices.” They drive educators “to teach to the 

test and produce as much measurable learning as quickly as possible” and, in turn, make it “challenging to 

help students feel comfortable with failure.” In doing so, core performance indicators and success metrics may 

emphasize course content instead of learning skills that might be gleaned through careful engagements with 

failure, such as metacognition or self-regulated learning (Hung et al., 2009; Joseph, 2009). 

Teacher perspectives on the implementation of failure-centered pedagogical approaches, as well as the 

constraints they face in developing these approaches, are key to understanding how failure works in teaching 

and learning. With respect to higher education, science students have shared their perspectives on how to 

decrease the stigma of failure and noted that, although factors external to the classroom are strongly 

associated with failure stigma, instructors can decrease this stigma through modeling learning through failure 

and engaging in the normalization of failure narratives (Nunes et al., 2022). Higher education instructors 

have noted the individualization of failure and associated isolation (Jungic et al., 2020). In addition, a study 

of professor experiences with failure shows how they view it as both a valuable learning tool and institutional 

risk. The study also reveals the tensions existing between instructors’ attempts to facilitate learning from 

failure and the barriers created by institutional policies and systems (Ross et al., 2023). Another study on pre-

service teachers’ perspectives on learning through failure was conducted by Ross and colleagues (Ross et al., 

2022), who found that instructors described failure along three core themes: failure as privilege, failure as 

both a valuable learning tool and an institutional risk, and the tensions existing between instructors’ attempts 

to facilitate learning from failure and the barriers created by institutional policies and systems. Another study 

on pre-service teachers’ perspectives highlighted the connection between teachers’ experiences of failure in 

both the roles of learner and teacher (Lutovac & Assunção Flores, 2021). Other studies noted the role 

experiences of failure play in core professional identity development (Lutovac, 2020), and the importance of 

https://doi.org/10.5590/JERAP.2026.16.2009
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engaging in difficult discussions around failure (Danyluk et al., 2021). While some work has been completed 

on student and teacher perspectives on classroom management generally (Hoy & Weinstein, 2013), less has 

been documented on student and teacher perspectives on learning through failure in the high school context. 

We address this gap by examining how secondary school teachers navigate the development of failure 

pedagogy in the context of institutional policies which might not always support such approaches. 

The current study explores how Ontario high school teachers navigate failure-related tensions between 

curricular and policy goals and their own disciplinary and pedagogical training. High school teachers often 

represent the last step in K–12 formal education, with students transitioning to college, university, or the 

workforce upon graduation. Secondary school teachers are therefore uniquely positioned to influence how 

students will approach experiences of failure in their future endeavors. The article embraces the varied, 

sometimes murky, and often competing definitions of failure that shape high school teacher pedagogies, 

exploring the overlap and dissonance between administrators and educators, between different scholarly 

disciplines and fields, and between teachers themselves. The study aims to place high school teachers and 

their classrooms in the broader institutional context, highlighting both where high school teachers’ 

pedagogical choices are informed by curricular policy and where they depart from it by finding ways to 

introduce failure as a pedagogical tool. 

Current Study 

The tension between the pedagogical value of learning through failure and its potential challenges to 

institutional policy drives the guiding research question of this case study: How do Ontario high school 

teachers engage with failure pedagogically, and what are the supports and constraints they encounter in these 

efforts? High school teachers offer an informative vantage point from which to examine how such tensions 

play out in the high school classroom. This is the primary site where institutional policy goals meet a 

particular teacher’s professional mindset and pedagogy, both of which shape engagements with students, 

parents, and fellow teachers. In such contexts, a teacher’s pedagogical choices are pivotal. This study offers an 

initial step towards understanding how teachers facilitate engagements with failure for their students in the 

context of curricular policies and environments. 

Methods 

Case Study Context 

This case study examines how a sample of Ontario high school teachers navigate teaching through failure. 

Teachers in Ontario work in an institutional and teaching environment that is largely top-down in nature. In 

Canada, education is governed at the provincial level. The Province of Ontario’s public school system is the 

largest in the country, with 2,056,058 students enrolled across 72 school boards (Government of Ontario, 

2023). While in many other jurisdictions local municipalities support educational funding, Ontario K–12 

public schools are funded almost entirely by the provincial government on a per-pupil basis, with additional 

specialized grants and other resources available to specific boards based on regional demographic pressures 

and contexts (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2025). Schools across the province are intended to be relatively 

comparable when it comes to funding, curriculum, and educational outcomes; however, this is more easily 

said than done, as individual schools and school boards may pursue external support for extracurricular 

programming from parents, community organizations, and the private sector. Just as funding is largely top-

down, so too are the curriculum and matters of educational policy. Ontario’s Ministry of Education sets the 

curricular goals and objectives for the entire province, which then filter down to school board administrators, 

school principals, and teachers in the classroom (People for Education, 2025). 
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Teachers operate between the educational policy and curricular framework set by the province and 

interpreted by their school board and their school’s leadership team on the one hand and their own ideas 

about teaching and learning on the other, which may be drawn from their pedagogical training, their 

disciplinary knowledge, and/or their lived experience. Thus, while high school teachers may not set policy, 

they do interpret it. To understand how high school teachers deploy learning through failure in this curricular 

policy context, we set our case study up in two phases. First, we undertook a series of interviews with high 

school teachers from across Ontario. Second, guided by teacher discussions of policy, we then undertook a 

review of curricular and instructional assessment policy handed down by the Ontario Ministry of Education.  

Interviews And Analysis 

We completed 23 semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 2012; Yin, 2009) with Ontario high school teachers. 

The sampling frame for our study consisted of the public staff rosters at high schools across Ontario, including 

schools located in both urban and rural communities. Teachers were then randomly invited from within 

disciplinary sample clusters for study participation. We interviewed teachers of different seniority levels and 

ages as well as teachers with a variety of disciplinary backgrounds. Our interviews were guided by our key 

aforementioned research question, as well as related concerns, such as: how teachers personally defined 

failure; its function within their applied teaching practice and their specific disciplines; their perceptions of 

how the province, school board, and other Ontario teachers understood and taught about or through failure; 

and how they perceived their students experienced, navigated, and understood failure. Interviews lasted 30–

40 minutes and were completed online via Zoom in July 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions. 

Interviews were subsequently transcribed verbatim, pooled, cleaned, and coded. All participant quotations are 

referenced by an anonymous ID number. 

Review of Ontario Curricular and Policy Documents 

During interview coding, we recognized that participants commonly referenced a set of key policy documents 

that shaped their work. As a result, we also undertook a review of these Ontario secondary school curricular 

and policy documents to explore how failure manifested in the instructional guidelines that high school 

teachers navigate in the classrooms. We reviewed for key words drawn from the scholarly literature and the 

ERIC thesaurus relating to learning from failure. The search string for these reviews included the following 

terms: “fail*,” “metacogniti*,” “error*,” “mindset,” “resilienc*,” “resubmit,” “revision,” and/or “self-regulation 

or uncertainty.” 

The review included two kinds of documents: (a) discipline-specific curricular plans in the humanities, 

sciences, fine arts, and social sciences for Grades 9 through 12; and (b) policy guidelines designed to inform 

teachers’ academic evaluation and assessment in both primary and secondary education. We used our 

curricular and policy document findings to contextualize and better understand the institutional frameworks 

within which our participant teachers operated. This analysis aided us in understanding the frustrations 

teachers articulated when describing the ways policy made teaching through failure difficult.  

Ethics Review 

This project underwent ethics review by the University of Toronto delegated ethics review council, and ethics 

clearance was received in May 2020. 

Researcher Positionality Statement 

Authors 2, 3 and 4 were undergraduate students at the time of writing. Authors 1, 5 and 6 are professors in 

social science and science departments at a large urban university in Ontario, Canada. We are all part of a 

larger research project that is investigating the role failure plays in learning in diverse education contexts. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?ti=all
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Results  

We have organized our results into the following five themes: Theme 1, Teacher Definitions of Failure; Theme 

2, Institutional Context: Curriculum Materials and Policy Guidelines; Theme 3, Constraints on Course-Based 

Academic Failure; Theme 4, Navigating the Complexities of Learning Through Failure; and Theme 5, Lack of 

Evidence-Informed Training and Additional Supports.  

Theme 1: Teacher Definitions of Failure  

Most teacher participants initially defined failure in terms of academic failure. However, when teachers’ 

discussions of failure moved beyond the simple binary of academic pass/fail, their definitions of failure often 

turned on how students attempted to tackle or navigate an assignment and their capacity to dust themselves 

off and try again if they failed. One teacher indicated that failure was when a student gave up and was no 

longer interested in or capable of demonstrating what they had learned (A18). It was the endpoint of a 

learning process. For others, failure was productive when it was an iterative project. As one history teacher 

suggested, learning does not “happen perfectly the first time”; rather, it was only through practice that a 

student could move towards mastery (A31). In a similar vein, a teacher who worked in both science and 

mathematics suggested that failures were about learning to recognize “setbacks” as a routine (A1). Failures 

were opportunities to develop learning strategies that helped students navigate their own frustrations in a 

productive way. These descriptions turned on ideas about second chances, intrinsic motivation, and self-

worth.  

Teachers connected the pedagogical value of failure to the distinct nature of failure in the disciplines they 

taught, keenly aware of the different role failure played in each. One teacher who straddled the social sciences 

and humanities felt they saw “both sides” of experiencing failure. “In geography a lot of the content that I 

teach is more … factual stuff,” the teacher asserted. However, when this same teacher taught in English, they 

felt that failure was more about how ideas were communicated. It was “a lot easier to encourage [students] to 

redo things in an English class versus a content-based class [geography].” An instructor who taught both fine 

arts and biology shared this sentiment: “Science is very difficult because you have to put a different kind of 

effort into it. You have to memorize things, you have to understand things, you have to really work to get 

there,” whereas in the fine arts, this teacher felt that there were “more fun ways of getting them to do the work 

because it’s also personal … you can say: ‘we’ll look up pictures or let’s talk about a good book you’ve read.’ 

You can pull from so many different things in their lives” (A5). Such comments capture expressive (English) 

and interpretive (fine arts) modes of being right or wrong, as well as more objective modes (biology and 

geography). Of course, these comments are more about the form of teaching and curricular expectation than 

they are about different kinds of disciplinary content. Some teachers did indeed recognize this, with the same 

instructor suggesting, “[In] science, you can pull from different things in their lives but eventually they’ve just 

got to learn that an ionic bond is a bond between a metal and a non-metal” (A5).  

Other participants spoke to how failure was baked into the production of knowledge in their discipline as they 

taught it. One history teacher pointed to the function of uncertainty in historical thinking. In historical 

scholarship, “The degree of uncertainty is often actually quite high, because even in the best of circumstances 

we have fragments of the totality of whatever was going on at a particular point in time” (A31). In their history 

classroom, piecing together the past to make an argument required a “level of imagination and creativity” that 

sometimes disturbed students who were very keen on doing the work correctly. While this teacher emphasized 

the value of asking good questions and recognizing the limits of one’s own knowledge, they felt that 

uncertainty did not land well with students. “Trying to explain to them that part of history is being upfront 

about the level of uncertainty within things really makes them uncomfortable” (A31). The instructor described 

these anxieties as a kind of “cognitive gymnastics” that troubled the firm ways students had been taught to 
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think about right and wrong. The fact that there was no singular right answer demanded a different 

relationship to success and failure than that set out by institutional policy.  

While most teachers associated STEM fields with a more objective mode of assessing a success or failure, at 

least one physics instructor suggested uncertainty and interpretation were central functions of their 

discipline, too.  

I think [one thing] that’s unique [to physics is that] there are for many of the concepts ... several 

approaches you can use to get to the final answer. In physics, the part that students feel leads to 

failure is that it’s not just math and it’s not just science. It’s a combination of concepts. (A32) 

This emphasis on problem solving, multiple avenues for solution, and uncertainty in how to resolve complex 

problems defied more objective interpretations of right and wrong. Both the physics and history teachers felt 

that students struggled with uncertainty and with recognizing the limits of their own knowledge as a 

productive exercise. 

Even as institutional pressures shaped what failure might look like in the secondary school classroom, our 

participants nonetheless understood failure to have distinct pedagogical functions. Teachers understood 

failure to function differently across disciplines and pedagogical styles. Furthermore, teachers in fields such as 

history and physics struggled to get students to be uncomfortable with uncertainty—an intellectual space 

underserviced by curricular documents and assessment guidelines, as we discuss in the next section. 

Theme 2: Institutional Context: Curriculum Materials and Policy Guidelines  

To contextualize teacher perspectives, we examined ministry-developed subject-specific curricular documents 

and assessment policy. Our analysis of subject-specific curriculum documents found that learning from failure 

as a reflective practice is largely absent from Ontario secondary school education. When the word “fail” is 

mentioned in curricular documentation, it is usually in one of three contexts: academic failure/failing to get 

course credit, failing to attend class, or failing to meet some course expectations. In specific subject areas, the 

role of small or minor frustrations or failures is not profiled, save for two exceptions which emphasize the 

productive function of failure within the learning process: in the fine arts, failure or frustrations often turn on 

creative problem solving and the creative process. In business and industry, students encounter how failed 

business cases can contribute to professional acumen and the careful revision of their own venture planning. 

Overall, however, these documents do not speak to learning from personal, experienced failures, or to 

learning from failure in the context of a particular discipline, such as learning from experimental or failed 

results in a science class. 

Instructional policy documents are equally opaque when it comes to the core role failure plays in learning. 

Ontario’s 2010 advisory guidelines, in a document entitled Growing Success, are one such example. Ministry 

guidelines, such as those found in Growing Success, are designed to guide how teachers implement 

“assessment, evaluation, and reporting” in all Ontario K–12 schools (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010). 

The document makes 22 references to academic failure across 9 pages, but none of these references examine 

the insights a student might gleam from experiencing a failure. For example, in a discussion of late or missed 

assignments, Growing Success suggests that “many experts in the field of assessment and evaluation” in fact 

“discourage deducting marks or giving zeros.” Never referencing or citing who these experts in assessment 

and evaluation are, the text argues that marking down late assignments does “not make students change their 

behavior or help them succeed in the long run.” The policy goes on to suggest, “Success is the best way to 

breed more success” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 46). The document does not outright deny 

teachers the capacity to fail students, however, concluding on the note that teachers’ professional judgment, 

“acting within the policies and guidelines established by the ministry and board,” plays a critical role in 

determining what is best for students’ learning (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010, p. 46). Failure seems to 
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be permitted (in terms of course pass/fail) but is rendered as external to learning, rather than a feature of it. 

Success seems to be equated to graduating every student. These policy claims simplify failure, ignoring small 

moments of learning from mistakes. Through this case study, teachers suggested that these policy documents 

were pushing success in ways that influenced how they felt about their ability to teach failure as a normative 

feature of all learning. 

Theme 3: Constraints on Course-Based Academic Failure 

Given that the Ontario policy documents are so focused on course-based academic failure, rather than failure 

as a pedagogical tool, we have divided teacher perspectives on these two aspects of failure across the next two 

themes. Theme 3 addresses teaching experiences dealing with course-based academic failure. Theme 4 

addresses teachers’ experiences with failure as a pedagogical tool.  

Ontario’s success narratives have created an environment wherein teachers feel success is the only option. The 

teachers who participated in our study felt that their ability to teach through failure was undercut by the 

ministry. Teachers felt that such guidelines made it difficult to support students who were struggling in their 

learning, because the overemphasis on success made failure something to be feared. This, in turn, 

undermined teachers’ capacities to incorporate creativity, reflexivity, and curiosity into their instructional 

design. This success framing influenced teachers’ sense of professional competency as well. They felt that 

when they did assign a failing grade, the student’s poor performance was read as a sign of the teacher’s 

professional failure, rather than evidence of their sound judgment. 

Participant teachers described how the language of success drove assessment in particular ways. For example, 

one teacher told us that a student’s pass or failure was determined by course-specific “success criteria. In most 

classes,” they suggested, “we have a checklist ... this is your success criteria. [Students pass] as long as they 

can do the bare minimum that you set out for it” (A5). Indeed, the Ministry of Education defines success 

criteria as the “standards or specific description of successful attainment of learning goals developed by 

teachers. [Success] criteria describe what success ‘looks like’ and allow the teacher and student to gather 

information about the quality of student learning” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010, p.155). Yet this 

teacher felt that the success criteria framework led to situations where students were “just going to do what is 

told, and they won’t dig deeper” (A5). Under such a policy framework, learning was secondary to simply 

succeeding—it erased the opportunity to experience failure or frustration as a formative element of learning. 

Rather, learning became a check-list activity that disincentivized deep analysis or reflective, meaningful 

engagement. 

Almost all of the teachers we interviewed felt there was no way to teach through failure under the current 

curriculum and policy guidelines, even if provincial guidelines did not explicitly forbid failure. “I think failure 

is something that should be embraced and [that we should] use it as a learning tool,” suggested one teacher; 

however, they added, “The direction that [Ontario] is going takes away from that a lot” (A4). Many felt that an 

avoidance of failure was built directly into the curriculum and that the Ministry had functionally denied 

teachers the ability to use failure as a productive experience. One instructor argued that, at the elementary 

level, “Failure does not exist,” and that this translated into a high school teaching and learning environment 

where students were “traumatized by any form of perceived failure” (A30).  

Of course, academic failure did still exist and was permitted—it just required a considerable amount of work 

on the teachers’ part. Growing Success indicates that a teacher’s professional judgment is central to 

determining whether or not a student fails. Nevertheless, assigning a failure at the course level was itself a 

daunting administrative task. Participants explained that assigning a failing mark required evidence from the 

teacher that proved a student had not met the course success criteria and evidence that the teacher had made 

multiple attempts to assist the student. With these additional administrative demands, even teachers who did 

fail students suggested it was “something that a lot of us don’t even want to engage with. It’s just too 
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frustrating” (A30). When this particular teacher believed a failure was justified, they would develop a rigorous 

evidence base to support this professional assessment: 

I’m a very meticulous teacher who documents absolutely everything … working with my students 

and really trying to move them to where they need to be in terms of achieving their curriculum 

expectations for my credit. Teachers who don’t do that really truly aren’t allowed to let students 

fail, because they can’t meticulously back that up with all of this substantial documentation … a 

lot of them just feel it’s so onerous that they just don’t bother. (A30)  

This teacher felt that this additional labor disincentivized teachers from utilizing failure. Instead, it potentially 

encouraged some teachers to pass students who had perhaps only partially met the success criteria. Such 

pressures created instances where only the most “confident teacher who’s really secure in their craft” would 

actually fail students (A30).  

The combination of the administrative burden of assigning a failure and the pressure to emphasize student 

success above all else resulted in teachers experiencing the “same fear of failure” that frustrated students 

(A30). Another teacher described this sentiment in a different way. This teacher argued that the province had 

created an institutional culture where student failure had been transposed onto teachers’ professional 

capacities. “You as a teacher have worked hard to pass this student, where to me that is fundamentally wrong. 

Shouldn’t it be the student working hard to pass themselves? It always falls back on the classroom teacher 

when a student doesn’t succeed” (A5). This teacher later went onto suggest the system was set up to make 

teachers “feel like it’s their fault” when a student didn’t pass their course (A5). 

Participant teachers believed the language of success and associated policy guidelines went well beyond 

influencing just their teaching—they felt it shaped how students navigated their own learning and their own 

relationship to failure, as well. Interviewees worried over how the language of success and various recovery 

opportunities seemed to diminish student curiosity and initiative in the classroom. They expressed this in two 

ways. First, using an infantilizing term, one teacher wondered if the overwhelming language of success had 

“coddled” students to such an extreme that failure had become almost pathologized, suggesting, “They’re 

almost afraid of it now, because it’s so rare” (A5). For these students, failure was not a step in the learning 

process, but a terrifying end. Second, this same teacher felt that some students were too often pushed into 

“credit recovery,” when they did not pass a course on their first attempt. “It’s unfortunate,” suggested the 

teacher, “because then the … [students] just say, ‘Oh, I can do credit recovery. I don’t need to sit here in class 

and listen. I don’t need to try. I don’t need to work,’ so the work ethic is definitely vanished” (A5). While it 

seems as though credit recovery would be an opportunity to bounce back from failure or to try again—and 

therefore in line with how many teachers defined failure itself—some teachers felt that such programs were a 

powerful demotivating factor in the learning process, removing the stakes that can make failures productive in 

the first place. 

Teachers recognized that tensions over failure were driven by a number of legitimate internal and external 

pressures. They identified an overwhelming emphasis on grades (coming from parents, teachers, scholarship 

deadlines and university admissions) as particularly pressing. They suggested that grading was a central 

mechanism through which students were taught to measure their self-worth and success. As course grades 

and GPAs work as institutional gatekeeping mechanisms, students rightly feared that poor performances 

would foreclose future opportunities. What is more, teachers understood students had their own internal 

decision-making processes and that these processes took into consideration work, social, and familial 

obligations that exist far beyond the school classroom. As one teacher suggested, the classroom was often “not 

the most important thing that’s happening in their life right now,” pointing to tensions at home and food 

insecurity as two potential examples of issues that informed how students decided to spend their energy and 
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time (A22). Put another way, a students’ own sense of what is a success or a failure counted for a lot. Some 

students were fine just getting by, especially when they had other things on their plates. 

Indeed, provincial success metrics had rendered failure a fearful thing for both students and teachers alike. It 

drove teacher and student anxieties, led to a questioning of competency, and increased labor demands, even 

as participant teachers felt that academic failure itself had become something the institutional culture of 

Ontario secondary school education actively dissuaded.  

As noted above, the focus of the preceding conversations rested on course-based failure, rather than learning 

through small failures, which we will discuss in the next section. 

Theme 4: Navigating the Complexities of Learning Through Failure 

Teachers described their strategies for encouraging students to embrace failure in a context where success 

discourses defined learning. Teachers did so not through academic failure (failing a course), but rather 

through the use of a variety of applied teaching strategies. They use these strategies in an attempt both to 

destigmatize failure within an institutional context where it is otherwise unspoken, as well as to promote 

failure as a productive and meaningful experience. Their strategies included promoting metacognition in 

reflective assessments, discussing their own experiences with failure, and highlighting the many factors over 

which we have no influence when it comes to navigating education (A30). One fine arts and science teacher 

described this as encouraging students to incorporate having fun and putting experimentation into their 

learning, though they found students were often resistant to this form of creative application, as grading and 

evaluation remained the students’ primary concern (A5). Another teacher described providing “lots of those 

‘small’ opportunities” where failure was not such a big deal (A1). Encouraging risk-taking through small stakes 

and gently redirecting student anxieties away from the final grade served to refocus classroom time on 

learning rather than assessment. 

Teachers also built strategies for processing failure into their assignment design. For example, in order to 

mitigate immediate frustrations following poor performance on an assignment, some teachers worked one-

on-one with students, encouraging them to think about what could be learned from a poor performance and 

what could be adjusted to improve later on down the line (A38). During these sorts of one-on-one 

engagements, one teacher took a diagnostic approach, working with students to unpack where the disconnect 

was in their understanding of a concept or theory and their application of it in an assignment (A33). This 

particular teacher argued that these conversations were often built around encouraging students to shift their 

mindset towards questions of “‘how to learn’ as opposed to, ‘how could I get three more marks to get my mark 

to ... 51’” (A33). 

These conversations often connected disciplinary knowledge and skill development with emotional labor built 

around encouraging students to confront frustrations rather than ignore or react rashly to them. As one 

teacher suggested,  

It’s really just being a cheerleader and trying to help students see where they can make 

improvements and that it’s worth taking the steps. Actually taking the time to go back and figure 

out what went wrong has so much value. The more we do that with students, the better they will 

become at bouncing back. (A33).  

Such strategies reveal a recognition of how failure becomes attached to a student’s self-perception. It attempts 

to mitigate this by presenting failures as a step in an iterative process. As this teacher suggests, encouraging 

students to see value in processing and unpacking failure was a necessary step. Whether or not this is because 

scholarly failure is undercut by institutional discourses regarding student success is unclear. However, as one 

teacher suggested, such conversations could be enormously meaningful for students, offering perspectives 
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well beyond the scope of a given class or even formal education. As one teacher put it, “All of a sudden, they 

start to see that life is like that, and that sometimes, yeah, it’s going to go nowhere. So I need to pick up and 

try again” (A14). With such instructional designs and conversations with students, teachers sought to 

normalize failure and to encourage students to make second attempts after a phase of reflection, processing, 

and adjustment. 

Many of the teachers we spoke to emphasized using iterative assignment models to encourage students to 

think about failure as a procedural element of learning, including forms of required revision (A18), 

resubmission after feedback built around improving their skills rather than receiving a higher grade (A31), 

and quiz models that allowed them to check answers before submission (A5). Teachers also identified 

limitations to these strategies. Some teachers argued that students were resistant to redoing small 

assignments over and over. Others noted that the curricular demands meant there was little time to build in 

iterative and practice assessments designed to introduce failure as a normative experience.  

Interviewees described perfectionism as an indicator of an underdeveloped relationship to failure. Noted one 

instructor in regard to students who perform well, “I wish they could look at it in a different way: when they 

make an error, they can learn from things and it’s not about perfection” (A27). This trend toward a kind of 

anxiety-driven perfectionism ultimately meant students rarely developed an appreciation for failure as a tool 

for “finding out how to improve” (A27). Teachers felt that it led to a situation wherein, when students were 

faced with smaller in-class failures on assignments, they would either drop courses they did not think they 

would pass, or worse yet, would simply disengage, not seeing any value in further effort when early 

performance had yielded a poor result. 

While our participant teachers felt that institutional success discourses shaped student perceptions, they were 

nonetheless keenly aware of how important experiencing failure is to the learning process. They recognized 

the ways anxieties around failure drove how students navigated their high school experience. In particular, 

many of our participants saw the stigma around failure as emerging from how students interpreted failure as a 

subjective marker of their self-worth rather than a universal experience that can be productive for their 

learning. Teachers felt that when faced with a failure, this self-worth framing pushed students to make drastic 

decisions which further compounded the challenges. In an institutional culture that tries to avoid failure as an 

option, both students who performed well and those who struggled lacked meaningful opportunities to engage 

with poor performance. In response, teachers made room for small failures and frustrations that attempted to 

demystify and de-stigmatize it.  

Theme 5: Lack of Evidence-Informed Training and Associated Supports 

Teachers felt that more training was necessary to reframe failure, both for students and within instructional 

design. Participants overwhelmingly told us that there were few institutional pedagogical supports for 

teaching through failure. Professional development days rarely addressed it, nor did participants feel it was a 

topic of discussion in teachers’ college. Often teachers either pursued this training through their own 

pedagogical reading (on growth mindsets, metacognition, and resilience) or through communities of practice 

that they shared with other teachers. 

Teachers felt sweeping changes would be necessary to make failure a meaningful component of teaching and 

learning at the secondary school level. One participant suggested a curricular change would need to be 

accompanied by shifts in parent communication and administrative vision (A22). Such a model, however, 

would need to be carefully applied, because, as another participant suggested, teachers themselves were often 

perfectionists and tended also to fear failure (A32). This teacher argued embracing failure would need to be 

presented as a pedagogical tool developed by teachers, rather than something handed down from 

administrators. What is more, it would need to be grounded in the curriculum’s implementation as well. After 

all, failure in English looks decidedly different from failure in physics.  
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When asked about what more could be done to support teaching through failure, our participants 

overwhelmingly agreed that more pedagogical supports would foster a better relationship to failure amongst 

students. Teachers spoke broadly about how to promote resiliency and build it into the curriculum. One 

participant looked to teachers’ performance assessments (TPAs) as one model that could create room for both 

students to fail well and for teachers to experiment in their practice, pointing out, 

Teachers should be reminded about how the structure of their job works … . If you have a bad 

TPA as a teacher, you don’t immediately get fired. You get an improvement plan on how to get 

better, and then you get better at it. (A31) 

Such a model might work for students as well. Prompted to describe what ideas they had about how to teach 

students about failure, some suggested mentorship models, resiliency clubs, and interventions that targeted 

the students who needed the most support.  

Yet even with these suggestions, our participant teachers pointed to the function of grading and assessment as 

a gatekeeping mechanism that limited student mobility and structured aspiration. They understood that 

failure had an impact on the long-term opportunities of their students. One teacher argued that a reimagining 

of failure at the K-12 level would have to go along with a similar change at the university level, particularly 

around admissions: “If it [grading] is a zero-sum marks game, which it still is in most schools, then what sort 

of justification can I give to my students for embracing failure, aside from by doing so and resubmitting to me 

your mark might go up, which is entirely extrinsic, right?” (A31) This teacher felt that, by being tasked with 

resubmission, the student did not learn better intrinsic motivation, they merely encountered another hoop to 

jump through—another round of assessment demanding that they perform and perform better, or else. This 

same teacher described grading’s gatekeeping function as a pressure they navigated as well: “As a teacher, I 

always feel torn between my role as gatekeeper and educator. I always try to be the educator, but there are 

parts of my job that are really the gatekeeper and have absolutely nothing to do with student learning” (A31). 

Echoing sentiments discussed in pedagogical research on assessor’s reluctance to assign failing grades, this 

teacher worried that presenting grading and assessment as an ongoing process merely changed the kind of 

procedural expectations they placed upon students (Hawe, 2003). Without structural change in how 

opportunities are afforded to students—and to which students opportunities are afforded, we might add—little 

meaningful support can be provided for learning through failure. 

Participants thus argued that embracing failure would need to be a much larger project than just creating 

small assignments with low stakes. Participants suggested that learning from failure had to become a central 

feature of teacher training, just as it was understood as a core element of the learning process. One teacher 

argued that such a change would enable teachers to show students that failure is “not just a ‘pass the course’ 

or … ‘fill out my homework sheet’ [thing], but … [rather] from the very [get] go that it’s all about any decision 

we make” (A10). This teacher felt that instructional ideas about failure as a process should begin in 

kindergarten and strive toward presenting failure as a normative experience. Other teachers described 

adapting failure as both a curricular shift and a shift in how teachers themselves are trained. As a lifelong skill 

for both educators and learners, a more generous approach to failure would foster stronger decision-making 

skills and the development of self-regulated learners, as well as an improved sense of responsibility for one’s 

own learning. Under such a revision, failure would be understood to be a central part of the learning process, 

rather than something that is opposite to success. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this case study was to investigate how high school teachers engage with failure pedagogically 

and to explore the supports and constraints they encounter. A major finding of this work points to the 
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tensions between institutional and curricular emphases on success metrics and teachers’ own recognition of 

the role failure plays in teaching and learning. 

As Theme 1, Teacher Definitions of Failure, suggests, teachers’ immediate conceptualizations of failure are 

informed by institutional policy frameworks. However, while these definitions set the tone, alternative 

definitions of failure emerged later in the interviews when teachers began to reflect on their teaching practice. 

When prompted to describe failure in relationship to their disciplinary expertise, teachers pointed to how 

their discipline might get students reflecting on failure and associated concepts, such as uncertainty, known 

unknowns, and resiliency. This was especially present when it came to expressive or interpretive disciplines, 

where correct and incorrect might not be so easily identified. While a significant amount of work on teaching 

through failure focuses on engineering (Lottero-Purdue & Parry, 2017; Simpson et al., 2018), STEM 

makerspaces (Maltese et al., 2018), management (Shepherd, 2004), or mathematics (Kapur, 2008), our 

findings suggest that the humanities, social sciences, and more conceptually-driven STEM fields might 

provide avenues toward getting students comfortable, not only with learning through failure, but also with the 

kinds of affects—such as uncertainty—that condition such learning experiences.   

Theme 2, Institutional Context: Curriculum Materials and Policy Guidelines, and Theme 3, Constraints on 

Course-Based Academic Failure, suggest that while course-based failure is allowed, failure itself is 

downplayed in the curriculum and discouraged in tacit ways via assessment policy. This finding reinforces 

Tawfik and colleagues’ argument (2015) that learning outcome frameworks make it difficult to frame failure as 

a skill, rendering it instead an indication that students have failed to learn. Participants felt that there was an 

avoidance of failure built into the implementation of Ontario’s public school curriculum and assessment 

guidelines. While academic failure exists and is acknowledged by the province, participants felt that the actual 

course-based failure was disincentivized through administrative pressures: teachers had to complete 

substantive paperwork and provide extra evidence to make such an assessment. This is consistent with what 

Ross and colleagues (2023, p.84) noted as a hesitancy amongst higher education instructors, which 

highlighted “a disconnect between what we know of failure’s pedagogical potential and the institutional 

policies implemented to structure and track students’ progress through higher education.” In the higher 

education context, though, instructors reported institutional pressure to keep grades low (Ross et al., 2023), 

as opposed to what the high school teachers interviewed in the current study reported.  

Despite the perceived institutional constraints around teaching through failure—as Theme 4, Navigating the 

Complexities of Learning Through Failure suggests—the participants in our study nonetheless found creative 

ways to integrate learning from different kinds of failure into their pedagogy. In doing so, teachers often 

connected small- and high-stakes failures to broader life lessons and advice, sometimes using moments from 

their own lives as examples. This is consistent with current research on destigmatizing failure in the learning 

context (Nunes et al., 2022), with students requesting more discussion and narratives around failure. 

Teachers’ descriptions of incorporating small failure reflections into class were similar to research published 

on adaptive learning in the elementary classroom (Rohrkemper & Corno, 1988). Teachers also spoke to the 

importance of a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007), popular discussions of grit and resilience (Tough, 2012), and 

the importance of these skills as students transition out of high school and into post-secondary institutions or 

the workforce. There was a lack of examples given by participant teachers describing deliberate design-based 

failures (Jackson et al., 2022; Kapur, 2008) in the classroom, wherein students would fail on purpose in order 

to learn more about the process of the task at hand. This may well be because of the lack of available 

pedagogical supports, as outlined below. 

Theme 5, Lack of Evidence-Informed Training and Additional Supports, highlights the participant teachers’ 

awareness and concerns about the lack of support for incorporating pedagogical failures into the classroom. 

Our policy analysis of curricular documents and assessment guidelines confirms this observation: Little to no 

professional development time is spent on how to make failure a productive experience for learners—or for 
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teachers themselves, as Collie and Perry (2019) have noted. As participant teachers pointed out, their 

pedagogical engagements with failure were also informed by their own relationships with failure. This finding 

is in conversation with scholarship on teacher resilience. Vedder-Weiss and colleagues (2018) have argued 

that pedagogical failures offer an opportunity for teachers to revise their own ideas about expertise, especially 

when resources are available to support teachers through this process. We note that although none of our 

participants explicitly discussed the relationship between power and the opportunities for learning through 

failure, teaching environments are made of interlocking systems of power and identity, and it is important to 

note the role power and privilege play in being able to learn through failure and to use failure-forward 

pedagogical approaches (Ross et al., 2022). 

Our study suggests that failure is a pedagogically fraught topic, a space where teacher best practices often 

clash with institutional policy. The notion that failure is the antipathy of success does little to support students 

or teachers. Failure is a part of the learning process to be explored, and it requires support. By isolating 

course-based academic failure from other processes of learning through failure and explicitly focusing on the 

former, the potential for learning through failure is being limited. The policy approach of focusing on student 

success does not address the stigmatization of failure and does not provide students with the skills necessary 

to engage meaningfully with failure, to find potential for learning, and to move through failure. In essence, it 

is treating failure as a finite state and not as part of the learning process. 

Advice for policy moving forward stemming from these interviews includes acknowledging what is currently 

lacking within policy: namely, that the distinction between failure in an academic sense and failure for 

pedagogical growth is not noted. In addition to acknowledging this distinction, teachers will need focused and 

evidence-informed professional development to support them in using a range failing-forward techniques 

across the disciplines (for a review and examples of such techniques, see Rawle et al., 2025).  

Potential Limitations 

As a case study, our findings are context-specific. However, the tensions between course-based failure and 

learning through failure, as well as the associated tension of institutional policies and instructional practices 

regarding the role success and failure play in learning, are potentially applicable to many teaching contexts. 

The study itself took place during the first year of the global COVID-19 pandemic and the Ontario Ministry of 

Education’s response to it. Further, during the interview period, many of our participants were waiting to hear 

what their instructional context would be for the following September. This framing is important because the 

mode of delivery and the policy guidelines involving assessment directly inform how teachers think about 

failure as an instructional strategy and a learning experience. Despite the unique context, we believe the study 

nonetheless constitutes a helpful resource for beginning to understand how failure is framed and taught in the 

high school education context. In addition, while study invitation was random from within disciplinary 

clusters, participation was based on teacher interest and availability. We note the potential sampling bias this 

creates. 

Conclusion 

The study aims to place high school teachers and their classrooms in the broader institutional context, 

highlighting both where high school teachers’ pedagogical choices are informed by curricular policy and where 

they depart from it by finding ways to introduce failure as a pedagogical tool. Citing concerns with the 

inequitable distribution of power and privilege in educational contexts (e.g., Ross et al., 2022), we endorse the 

existence of institutional support to ensure that course-based academic failure is appropriately justified. 

However, we also support the participants’ calls for more of a focus on failure as part of the learning process 

rather than a finite point. The study also draws attention to teacher perceptions of students’ various 
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priorities—work, family, and extracurricular—and how these priorities shape learners’ relationships to 

different kinds of failures. Overall, this case study provides a greater understanding of the relationship 

between failure and teachers’ own mindsets, their disciplinary training, and the institutional cultures they and 

their students navigate. 
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