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				Introduction

				Most of us try hard to be successful. And when we can’t be, we try harder to make sure no one notices.

				We all have our own ways of hiding our shortcomings. My favorite is avoidance. I, for example, have “been busy” the past four times my friends have invited me to their cardio funk class on Sunday afternoon. It’s not because I’m bad at scheduling (this class happens at the same time every week) but because I have the irregular, awkward, sputtering rhythm of an old car running out of gas on the highway and my friends can still break it down to Missy Elliott like former Fly Girls. I don’t want to look like an idiot next to them, but I also don’t want them to stop asking me, because then I’ll really feel like a loser. Plus, I keep thinking maybe I’ll be brave and say yes next time! Or, I don’t know, maybe the time after that?

				Avoidance is a popular technique for sparing ourselves pain or embarrassment. Masking is another. Masking means still showing up but using coping skills to hide inabilities. That could be finding a spot in the back corner of the dance room (except that the instructor makes everyone turn around and face the back during some of the routines—I’ve already tried that one!) or taking water breaks whenever the choreography becomes tricky. Sometimes people take it even further, bending the rules or cheating to avoid looking bad. (How does one cheat at cardio funk? Send me a DM if you know.) This one probably doesn’t happen in the basement of a local rec center class, but for sure it happens in actual dance competitions when money and reputations are on the line.

				Avoiding, masking, and bending rules aren’t ideal ways to respond to the stress of potential embarrassment or humiliation, but they are normal. We’d all be better off if we could just face our self-doubts with our heads held high, laughing off our flubs, dancing (and failing) like no one is watching. We’re just not that enlightened. So, we call on our coping skills—good, bad, ugly, and even immoral sometimes—to spare ourselves from painful experiences.

				Our children are no different.

				Except in two huge ways.

				The first is that they lack our general freedom of choice to avoid doing the things we find most humiliating. Sure, I have to do plenty of things I don’t like as an adult, but I can get out of most of what’s embarrassing or painful. I still have the recurring nightmare where I have to sit for an exam in a math class I never showed up for all semester, but, thank goodness, when I wake up in a cold sweat, I slowly realize I will never take a math class again in my life. Our kids, on the other hand, face being terrible at things all day, every day. Whether it’s talking to people at lunch, or giving a presentation in front of the class, or running laps in gym, their days are filled with opportunities for social and emotional failures.

				The second difference is that we adults have decades of experience with failure. Kids do not. Missing an easy pass in a game or being ignored by someone they don’t even like that much might seem like something your child should be able to blow off. But because they haven’t accumulated enough perspective to know what’s a real threat to their social safety and happiness, and what’s just a temporary letdown, they feel these slights in big ways.

				Feeling like a failure isn’t just an uncomfortable part of growing up; it’s a necessary and valuable experience. It’s how kids learn to cope. It’s how they gain perspective. It’s how they become more capable, confident, and discerning versions of themselves, not to mention better family and community members. That doesn’t make it easy to watch. But knowing what to do and say does make it easier, for you and them. We’ll get there, but the first thing we need to agree on is this: For kids to learn from their failures, they must trust adults enough to stop hiding them from us. And for that to happen, adults must stop judging kids for messing up in the first place, on every level, from minor setbacks to major f-ups. We need to minimize our own avoidance, masking, and rule bending to protect our kids from the discomfort of their mistakes and embrace what failure can teach us all.

				Uhhhh. In an unrelated epiphany, I’m going to need to go to that cardio funk class, aren’t I?

				
					Impression Management

					But how is it that some people don’t seem to worry about looking like fools at all? They proudly post their latest burned-food fiasco on Instagram, or tell all their co-workers about that time they tripped on the stairs and spilled coffee down the front of their crotch before a big presentation, or laugh off being a total slob before anyone can comment on their messy outfit, car, or house. Maybe these people are self-actualized heroes, truly at peace with their shortcomings. These people do exist. And maybe sometimes there’s more than meets the eye to this kind of “keeping it real.”

					Deflection can be another effective way of avoiding what failure wants to teach us. Regularly sharing little blunders or mishaps can distract people from seeing what you fear are your real failures. Like a magician’s sleight of hand, you draw everyone’s eyes to the charbroiled cupcake you just posted online so no one looks too closely at your real insecurities: your relationships, your career, your debt, your self-worth, or any of the imperfect aspects of your messy, normal, human life that many of us try to keep hidden.

					I’m not saying you’re under any obligation to broadcast your failures, or your child’s, out to the world. It would be weird if you did. But I am saying that the harder we work to build secrecy around the normalcy of a messy life, the worse we feel. And the worse we feel, the more we fail. Screwing up is nothing to be ashamed of; however, failing to deal with our failures in ways that help us learn and grow has bad consequences.

					This drive toward projecting an appearance of infallibility will carry into your parenting, not only because your child’s failures will be less endearing than a burned cupcake, but also because of what you worry those failures might say about you, as much as them. Parental angst is often complicated by fear: first, your fear that their missteps or troublemaking will harm them irreparably and then your fear that children’s failures are more than a reflection on them, but also an indictment of you, the parent. We feel as though we wear our kids’ failures like a scarlet F on our chests for our community to judge us by. I hope this book will change that.

					When your kids are in elementary school, the stakes are a little lower (because you’ve got more time on the back end to work things out before your child heads off on their own and you’re still able to shape outcomes through your rules). If your nine-year-old struggles with getting into fights, you can still make them talk to a counselor (or, at least, sit in a room with a counselor), or you can still physically remove them from dangerous situations.

					By middle school, as kids start gaining more autonomy, their setbacks begin to feel higher in stakes. A kid who gets into fights in seventh grade, with more strength and less emotional regulation, projects a scarier feel. Not to mention middle schoolers (and their parents) are less forgiving when kids make bad choices or lack the regulation their peers have achieved.

					By high school, adults and other teens can be extremely judgmental of kids (and their parents) when they screw up. As the stakes grow higher, our ability to ration out grace and compassion seems to inversely decline. It may be that our tolerance wanes when teens don’t achieve success, social, academic, or otherwise, because they face independent living in just a few short years, or it may be that we fear that they’ll do damage to themselves or others in ways they can’t come back from. Either way, kids experience the very normal, natural challenges of growing up, driven by defiance, impulsivity, insecurity, or inexperience, and parents are left craving a judgment-free zone to talk about it all.

					Without that, what can we as parents do? Oh, hey! See this burned cupcake with goopy frosting? LOL I’m such a mess. Please keep your eyes on this weird cupcake only!

					Reader, the cupcake is never just a cupcake.

					The cupcake is an example of a theory known as impression management, conceived by the sociologist Erving Goffman. Impression management explains how people perform aspects of their life for various audiences. I am a parent and I perform that role for Ella and Declan. I am a writer and I perform that role for you. I am a friend and I perform that role for many people I love. I am a wife and life partner and I perform that role for Travis. And so on. Each of us performs for vastly different audiences throughout our day. And the performance is a way to manage the impression we make on each different audience.

					Where this becomes more fascinating, and relevant, is why we do this. Goffman’s impression management theory stipulates that we do these things not just to impress other people but because we develop our sense of self from taking in how others see us. Our audience responds, and we learn about ourselves. Sometimes what we learn is affirming. Your child draws a family portrait with hearts around it, and you take in that you are a good parent. Your partner texts you a sweet thank-you for handling a household issue, and you take in that you are a good spouse.

					Sometimes what we learn is less fun, but nevertheless constructive. That joke didn’t go over well, or you got too loud after you had a few drinks and people were annoyed. Impression management isn’t just doing a song and dance to make others feel good so you feel good. Goffman says impression management is how we learn who we are by seeing ourselves reflected back to us by our audience. Our sense of self is contingent on, and formed by, how others react to us.

					Redirecting your audience to look at the wonky cupcake isn’t just a ruse to curate a pleasing image of near perfection. It’s a fundamental part of our human nature to set up our audience so they can reassure us that we aren’t failures in any greater way than a botched baked good. And when you’re feeling like a failure in a bigger way, that’s exactly when the cupcake photo goes up.

					A sitcom moment I often call back to is when Ray Barone on Everybody Loves Raymond complains to his wife about having to clean up before people come over. “Come on! Ow! Why do you always do this? Every time we have people over we spend all day making the fake house.”

					Making the fake house is a little like making the fake life, spending our energy stuffing all our unsightly failures under the bed or into the closet so no one sees them, instead of dealing with them in the first place.

					Adolescents are masters of the craft of impression management, or at least they’re working hard on their apprenticeships. Social media has become the ultimate tool for this job, but teens have always done this regardless of what technology was at their disposal. In her brilliant book It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens, Danah Boyd writes about the ways kids tried to manage what others thought about them long before Instagram or Snapchat came onto the scene. From the gossip mill to handwritten letters or notes, or from bathroom wall graffiti to going person to person pressing for needed information, teens have always made it a priority to know what others think of them.

					Though parents and teens alike fear what damage a public failure could do to their impression management plan, the reality is that anytime a child fails before leaving the nest is a good time to fail. Try as they might to project an air of perfection, kids don’t learn anything by living perfect lives, no more than they learn from the polar opposite, experiencing trauma. There is a sweet spot between the two where kids learn from experiencing the pain of setback and then figuring out how to overcome. I’ll explain that fully in chapter 1. For now, feel better knowing your child will experience failures in a variety of ways that will feel confusing, embarrassing, and scary to you (and often to them, too, though I find usually the parents take these things harder). This is good! Because at the core of each failure is a lesson. This book will teach you how to uncover those. You’ll learn how to recognize the raw material, see the potential beneath the grime, and welcome failure as an opportunity for growth. I’m offering you tools to help transform rocky situations into polished stones on which your child can move forward.

					We owe it to ourselves and our kids to stop thinking about failures as conclusions and begin to frame failures as character builders. Because here’s the thing: Failure isn’t the worst thing that can happen to your kids. Often, it’s one of the best. Young adolescents learning how to become adults need to figure out their own boundaries, values, and motivations. Failing is a great way to do that.
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					Your Reaction to Failure Predicts Future Growth

					I happen to be privy to a lot of failure in my line of work. In addition to writing parenting books and articles, speaking at schools and organizations on raising adolescents, and managing leadership programs for tweens and teens, I run a Facebook parenting group called Less Stressed Middle School Parents where moms, dads, and grandparents gather in search of support, advice, commiseration, and inspiration for raising tweens and teens. (The group name has become a misnomer because we have a large percentage of high school parents who’ve stayed in the group and share their wisdom throughout adolescence.) Because it’s a safe, private space with members from all over the world, it’s often where people come for help figuring out how to respond to their child’s latest experience with failure in its many iterations: failed friendships, failed tests, failure to follow the rules, and so on.

					Take, for example, a mom I’ll call Ellen who posted about her eleven-year-old daughter’s recent foray into self-expression and problem solving. Her daughter, whom I’ll call Sophie, had begged for permission to add streaks of purple to her hair. Ellen agreed if only to make Sophie happy or quiet (good choice, I think, because it’s only temporary and hair color is fun). Neither Ellen nor Sophie anticipated how quickly the color would fade, going in just six weeks from purple to blue to a faded grayish color. When Sophie complained about how terrible her hair now looked, Ellen encouraged her to have patience. It would grow out eventually. Not satisfied with that timeline, Sophie took the situation, and a pair of kitchen scissors, into her own hands, chopping off large sections near the roots. I picture the “after” look as Björk meets sad baby bird.

					We’ve all been there, either as the plucky tween who reached for the scissors because really, how hard can it be to give yourself bangs? (SO hard), or as the appalled parent who found out about the botch job too late. The response to this post in my group was divided. Many touted natural consequences and now she will learn to live with a terrible haircut, while others said, Actually, she had a problem and she tried to solve it, and Let’s applaud her initiative. And lots of people said hats.

					But was the home haircut a failure? By salon academy standards, absolutely. For Sophie having to go to school the next day? Oh yes. But as a moment of learning or problem solving? Depends on what Ellen does next.

					If Ellen yells and punishes Sophie for something that has already kind of punished her, it’s a fail.

					If Ellen laughs it off and hurts Sophie’s feelings: fail.

					But if Ellen understands that what she does in that moment can both help Sophie now and help her grow, it’s a success.

					Your response to your child’s failure can be the difference between your child getting stuck in failure and your child using that experience to push back onto the road toward success.

					Because failure is such a subjective concept, we’ve all lost a little sleep worrying about whether we should worry or not. Was today’s fiasco a foreshadowing of bigger problems down the road? Or just a blip best ignored? Hair is one thing because it grows out, but underage drinking, lying, losing friends, getting bad grades…are these things we can just patiently wait for our kids to outgrow, too? Not only will this book teach you what to do and say when your child fails, but it will help you assess what falls in the normal range of adolescent mess-ups (most of it, I promise).

					Having worked with adolescents, their parents, and their teachers for nearly two decades, I know some things to be true about kids and failures:

					
							
							All kids mess up.

						

							
							All parents mess up.

						

							
							Your child is amazing.

						

							
							Your child is also annoying.

						

							
							All tweens and teens fail in all kinds of ways.

						

							
							Failure is a great way to build better character.

						

							
							With proper guidance and patience, most kids can learn to feel successful after failure.

						

							
							Recovery and future success hinge on removing shame from adolescent failure, for child and parent alike.

						

					

					For this book, I interviewed parents who were in the midst of, or had recently been through, what felt like failures with their children. Their stories are woven into these chapters, but because the details belong to the children who experienced them, all identifying information has been changed to protect their anonymity.

					I didn’t have to look hard to find parents who were eager to share their experiences with you, and every parent I spoke with told me the same thing: The single most helpful decision they made was to finally share their experience with a few trusted people. When they stopped hiding the failure was the exact moment they could finally move past the humiliation and uncertainty, begin to feel optimistic again, shed some stress, and start to find the solutions they needed. I agree that this is the key. Even my own child’s story is somewhere ahead in these pages, scrubbed like the others, but offered as my testament that every adolescent experiences failures, even those with a “professional parent” as my kids’ friends used to call me—as in, Dude, your mom’s a professional parent. That suuuucks.

				

				
					How This Book Works

					A note on wording: This is a book about overcoming childhood setbacks. With hindsight, it makes sense to characterize most of our children’s struggles this way. When you’re in the middle of a breakdown, though—of communication, friendship, trust, or confidence—it feels so much bigger than a setback. It feels like failure. So, you’ll notice I primarily use the word “failure” to describe the experiences in this book, because until you break through the breakdown, failure better expresses the magnitude of fear, frustration, and confusion both parents and children undergo.

					The first five chapters of this book will explain why failure is crucial to growth and development: if, that is, we enable kids to process and learn from it. You’ll learn how failure ignored, shamed, or internalized can stunt personal growth as well as how the right words, reactions, guidance, and behaviors can help your child bypass that into personal growth. I’ll also introduce you to Your Child’s Bill of Rights, an important document I completely made up (though it is based on almost twenty years of practical work and research) and hope you’ll ratify in your homes to support your child’s continued growth and success. I’ll introduce you to ways you can follow a three-step process to overcoming failure—Contain, Resolve, Evolve—and give you plenty of examples throughout the book of how you can put those steps into practice.

					The second part of this book contains eight chapters, each covering a different kind of failure experience, with guidance on how you can coach your child through it so they are more likely to learn from it instead of getting stuck. Obviously, there are more than eight ways your kid can mess up between now and the next ten seconds to a lifetime. If I tried to write a book that covered every potential scenario, not only would you need a crane to get it home, you’d have to ask your kid to move out to make room for it.

					By categorizing teen failures into wider contexts, this book will give you a flexible framework to handle any of the multitude of mess-ups that will come your way, along with easy-to-reference lists and pullout summaries you can use when facing your child’s specific failures. The eight failure chapters cover the most common areas in which nearly all adolescents fail at some point. They are following the rules, taking care of their bodies, performing well in school, showing concern for others, connecting with peers, handling their feelings, getting along with their families, and believing in themselves. It’s in these chapters that you’ll hear from other parents like you and be reminded that you are not alone and that, no, your child is not a capital F Failure just because they face-planted or just because they keep face-planting when you think they clearly should have learned their lesson by now.

					In this section you’ll learn from eight families whose children faced a failure of sorts, and you’ll see how the Contain, Resolve, Evolve methodology I explain in part 1 plays out in real life.

					So, who are these faces of failure? I like to think of these kids as eight teenage archetypes. You may see your child in one or several of these “types” all at once, or they may jump between types over time. Maybe you’ll even recognize your own childhood experiences in some of them.

					THE CREW

					
						The Rebel (Failure to Follow the Rules)

						The Daredevil (Failure to Take Care of Their Body)

						The Misfit (Failure to Perform Well in School)

						The Ego (Failure to Show Concern for Others)

						The Loner (Failure to Connect with Peers)

						The Sensitive One (Failure to Handle Their Feelings)

						The Black Sheep (Failure to Get Along with Their Family)

						The Benchwarmer (Failure to Believe in Oneself)

					

					Even if you don’t relate to the exact archetype or anecdote featured in a chapter, by following along as we put the three phases of working through failure into practice, you’ll become increasingly competent at helping your child handle whatever failure presents itself in their life. I’ve ordered the chapters so they move from the most concrete, and therefore easiest to understand, to the more nuanced ways in which our children find themselves socially and emotionally adrift that can be harder to wrap our heads around. But, just like my other books, once you’ve read the opening chapters that set the foundation for the process, you can skip right to the chapter that serves your immediate needs, or you can take them in the order presented. As always, I favor a choose-your-own-adventure approach to reading my books.

				

				
					An Important Note on Mental Health

					What isn’t a failure? A mental health diagnosis.

					I have worked with adolescents, their parents, and schools for more than twenty years, but I am not a physician or a psychologist, so if your child is struggling with a medical or mental health condition, this book will not provide the expert support that can only come from your own assembled team of doctors and counselors. Nonetheless, this book has some practical strategies every parent might benefit from, like techniques around communication and self-care. And most parents will find comfort and solidarity in peeking behind the curtain of shame parents hang around their child’s circumstances to witness the ways that every child goes through times of gut-twisting tests and trials on the way to becoming an adult.

					I’ve focused on the kinds of common failures parents tell me have temporarily derailed their children throughout middle and high school, the kinds that keep parents up at night spinning smaller worries into bigger catastrophes. “Does the fact that my child argues with me about every little rule mean we won’t spend time together when they are an adult? Are they going to leave and never call once they turn eighteen? Oh my God, will I even get to know my grandkids?”

				

				
					Life Is Messy. Let’s Help Each Other with That.

					Though I loved raising my two children through their tween and teen years, I fully recognize that being a parent to a young adult is hard, unpredictable, unappreciated work much of the time.

					Staying up late waiting for a new driver to come home. Watching a long friendship unravel into heartache. Week-old oatmeal stuck in bowls under beds. Moldy towels. Days on end of receiving the silent treatment. Bashed expectations. Broken promises. Big fights. From sad to gross to scary, raising children to adults is a long lesson in learning to tolerate discomfort.

					I’m here to say that the sooner we accept this—really accept it in practice, not just theory—the sooner our burdens will lift. It’s a big ask and a hard thing to do, but the more we resist, the worse we’ll feel. As long as we keep hiding our experiences with failure from plain sight, we’re just like our teens shoving those crusty oatmeal bowls under their beds. Let’s bring the dirty dishes into the light of the kitchen window and start scrubbing together.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			 

			PART I

			 

			Getting Comfortable with Failure

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Understanding Failure and How It Functions

			You, I, and every other reader bring to this book a different take on what it means to fail and what it means to succeed. Difference in perspective is surely a good thing because we need all kinds of ambition, goals, and talent to make the world we live in interesting, industrious, safe, and innovative. But we need to reframe failure and success, at least for this book to make sense; we can’t have a meaningful conversation about failure and success unless we wrangle the concepts down to a certain degree.

			Speaking of reframing failure, if you skipped the intro and jumped straight into chapter 1, I don’t want you to miss one important point on wording. This book’s title refers to setbacks, which is how I’d categorize childhood struggles once we have the hindsight to learn from them. In the thick of it, when your child is experiencing a breakdown of communication, trust, confidence, or relationships, it feels like a failure. In this chapter, we’ll do a deep dive into the importance of childhood failure in relationship to adult success.

			Success, as I see it, has less to do with a young person meeting measurable, enviable outcomes and more to do with a child becoming personally fulfilled, developing competency in an area of interest, and finding a community in which to participate.
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			Of course, this is highly subjective, meaning what I find personally fulfilling you might not—unless you’re also weirdly into binge-watching TV shows, then buying wigs and dressing up as your favorite characters for your tiny Instagram following? Probably not, but that’s my point. Societally, our definition of success has become way too narrow, and the pressure on parents to mold “perfect kids” begins mounting from day one.

			I bet one of the first things someone asked when they met your new baby was, “How are they sleeping?” It’s not a rude question, per se, and I know for sure I asked many new parents the same thing. Recently, though, Kristin Daley, PhD, a psychologist who served as chair of the Society of Behavioral Sleep Medicine, pointed out how stressful this question can be. It signals to new moms and dads that the parent community is ready to assess them right out of the gate.

			Our own mothers likely never asked each other this question because (a) who cares? (b) they could probably guess the answer—not great, Gladys!—and (c) books, podcasts, and Facebook groups weren’t needling our parents about the urgency of sleep training. Asking about sleep has become one of our first ways of gauging parental proficiency. And from there the questions never stop. Is she walking yet? Any teeth? What reading level is he on now? What height percentile? Boyfriend yet? Girlfriend yet? Is he moving up to a travel league for sports? Is she taking the advanced or honors classes next year? What colleges are they applying to?

			When a parent can’t answer success-related questions with enthusiasm, it can make them feel anywhere from alienated to annoyed to angry. Spend some time observing online parent communities, and you will notice a desperation for understanding and acceptance from parents whose kids aren’t on the same predictable path toward “success.” They don’t know how to answer these questions without feeling as if they’re disappointing people. I’m not suggesting that you shouldn’t take an interest in your friends’ children, but questions aimed at assessing their success might be better replaced with curiosity about feelings and interests, either the child’s or the parent’s.

			If parents are feeling alienated, annoyed, and angry, imagine how children are processing things. Our kids know their success is being monitored and measured nonstop by both their peers and the adults in their lives, and it’s unequivocally hurting them. The American Psychological Association reported a rise in perfectionism among college students, finding that parents who held their children to high standards caused their children to develop perfectionist tendencies resulting in depression, anxiety, self-harm, and eating disorders, even more so than parents who expressed criticism of their children. When parental expectations feel hard to meet, young adults are far more likely to experience what’s known as “socially prescribed perfectionism,” or the sense that other people, and even society as a whole, require them to be perfect.

			To be clear, having expectations for our kids is natural. I expect my children to be polite when meeting someone new, for example. But having standards our children can’t meet, or that they must suffer to meet, is not only cruel but futile. You are no longer the parent in the swimming pool taking another step back each time your gasping child almost reaches your outstretched hands. Setting benchmarks for success just beyond our adolescents’ reach doesn’t encourage them to pull harder. It causes them to sink.

			Parents are yearning for a new way to think about success and therefore failure. We’re ready to throw off the impossible burden of raising perfect kids and find relief in a community that accepts failure as not just part of being a human but a way of becoming an even nicer, smarter, happier, and more inclusive one.

			We live in an era when all our decisions feel increasingly public, thanks in large part to our ability to share all aspects of our lives online: what we’re eating, how we voted, where we vacationed, whether we donated, whom we invited, when we last exercised. The pressure to please and impress our families, neighbors, followers, friends, and frenemies alike is crippling.

			A copy-and-paste post that regularly goes around social media says this:

			
				A big shout out to all the kids who didn’t win an award, make honor roll, and barely made it through the school year. A big hug to the moms, dads, grandparents, caregivers, and foster parents that stuck by them as they maneuvered the school year.

				To the kids that didn’t get invited to the prom, didn’t get a scholarship to college, and perhaps have to go straight to work out of high school…you are still worthy of a pat on the back and a Facebook post with people talking about how amazing you are.

				Some kids have to work twice as hard as other students just to get a C. Their achievements deserve recognition.

				Don’t forget those kids.

				Kindness, creativity, and generosity….those attributes sadly don’t get the accolades they deserve.

			

			The original post above was written by the educator Dana Chavis, and I see it shared widely, often with tweaks or new takes, and parents commenting in ALL CAPS gratitude for the message that success isn’t one size fits all.

			If you’re feeling antsy because your child isn’t churning out post-worthy accolades left and right (or maybe they are and they’re still bugging the crud out of you at home with snark, disorganization, lethargy, and ungratefulness), don’t waste another minute worrying what that means for their future or yours. This book will bring you peace of mind that your child isn’t the only one derailing from the fantasy you once envisioned. In turn, it will unburden your child from the constraints of those expectations and allow them to find success in new and meaningful ways. Once you’ve realized why not being perfect is so key to their future success, you’ll learn the language you need to work through whatever circumstances your child faces as a team so that you can both emerge stronger, content, and more connected on the other side.

			
				A Little Perspective Might Help Throughout This Process

				When it comes to thinking about our kids’ failures, which we often then absorb and take personally, it helps to keep as much perspective as possible. Here is a story about how I try to do that.

				In 2000, I gave birth to my first child. That was also the year I realized I could never watch another episode of ER again.

				Each episode, set in the fictional emergency room of a Chicago hospital, introduced me to a new, more brutal, more mysterious condition that I projected onto my own life and realized might afflict my own baby. Is that bump a developing tumor? Was that quiver a sign of seizures to come? Did that blink seem slow to anyone else?

				The journalist Elizabeth Stone wrote, “Making the decision to have a child—it is momentous. It is to decide forever to have your heart go walking around outside your body.” I think that might have literally happened on an episode of ER once.

				Anyway, I remember holding my newborn, staring at my tiny heart outside my body, and thinking, This is too much good fortune. Something bad is going to happen. No one gets this much perfection without a price.

				Other parents of babies confirmed we weren’t going crazy. They thought about it, too, all the ways this might end. If we didn’t worry about the most infinitely small possibilities, weren’t we tempting fate? Better to let the universe know we were on our guard, sleeping with one eye open, knuckles cracked, and poised to google any symptom or hunch.

				No parent should live in that state of perpetual anxiety. Particularly not as those vulnerable infants become toddlers without fear, then bigger kids without judgment, and then suddenly they’re middle schoolers without impulse control and teenagers without experience, and they’re asking to go hang out at someone’s house you don’t know or to borrow the keys to your car. We must learn to cope with fragility and risk at the same time that we train ourselves to keep it all in perspective.

				What helps me through the uncertainty of it all? You might be surprised. It’s thinking just a wee bit about the concept of death. Much like the cheerful people of Bhutan, who are widely considered the happiest people on earth, I cope by reminding myself that things can almost always be worse and that just being alive is a thing to be treasured. If I start to feel paralyzed by my problems or those of my children, I actively seek perspective. Most of the time, even the saddest, most worrisome, fearful circumstances are not finite, not the beginning of the end. As my favorite little singing orphan reminds us, tomorrow is “always a day away,” and a lot can change when the sun comes up again.

			

			
				Nurturing Isn’t Enough

				Are you a plant person? If you were an adult during the pandemic of the early 2020s, chances are good you became one. Plant ownership allowed us to easily care for something living, to nurture, to tend, and to feel a sense of purpose, all of which we desperately needed in our lockdown as evidenced by the 65 percent increase in houseplant sales during the pandemic.

				So what can we learn about parenting children from parenting plants? For me, the biggest metaphor crossover is that it’s not enough to give plants fertile soil with the right nutrients, plenty of sunshine and water, protection from the elements, and even little pep talks, as 70 percent of plant parents admit to doing. Nurturing isn’t just about being nice to something. Greenhouse gardeners know that for plants to grow hearty and healthy, they need exposure to harsh conditions, too. This process, called “hardening off” the plants, involves exposing tender young seedlings to harsh, freezing conditions outside the cozy greenhouse for increasing increments of time. This toughens the plants up so they aren’t shocked to death by the real world outside the nursery.

				Your delicate children need exposure to adversity, too, to become stronger. Consider opportunities to acclimatize to failure an essential way to help kids grow into healthy, stable, and resilient adults.

			

			
				Failure Failure Failure Feeelure Feeler…?

				You know how it is when you repeat the same word over and over and suddenly your brain jumps the tracks? You don’t know if you’re even pronouncing the word correctly anymore, much less what it means or if it’s even a real word. I don’t want that to happen to us with “failure.”

				Before we go any further, let’s make sure we’re thinking about the same thing, in the same way. Chances are we’re all thinking about failure in a different way, and we can’t begin talking this through until we know we’re talking about the same thing. I advise parents to clarify meaning often during conversations with their tweens or teens, in part because words mean different things to different generations (see “catfish,” “lit,” “smash,” “dating,” “tag,” and so on), but also because some words, like “failure,” are loaded with an emotional heft that varies from person to person. Let’s start by exploring that.

				“Failure” is a broad term, and each reader has brought to this book their presupposed notions of what fits under its umbrella. Take, for example, chronic disorganization. This may feel like a kind of failure in the sense that it

				
					(a) represents an unlearned skill,

					(b) may be the cause of missed opportunities, and

					(c) is bothersome to be around.

				

				If you discover your son, for instance, who only spottily checks his email, has missed a deadline to apply for a college scholarship, you might say his disorganization represents a huge failure. In another family, where college may not be an option, a missed email from a university isn’t much more than flattering junk mail. But in that same family, if that same teen who doesn’t check his emails also has a wanderlust that pulls him toward the beach at sunset and away from the cash register of the family business? Now, that’s a failure. To a third family, a child who gets all As and never misses a shift at work, but gets panic attacks about the possibility of missing emails from colleges, when that child develops an ulcer, we have a different kind of failure. It’s difficult to define a term that is entirely subjective.

				For this reason, let’s adopt a broader definition for the sake of this book: An adolescent failure is an experience that leaves a child feeling unmoored, unhappy, unaccepted, or questioning their self-worth.

				
					 

					An adolescent failure is an experience that leaves a child feeling unmoored, unhappy, unaccepted, or questioning their self-worth.

					 

				

				You should know right off the bat that when your child experiences this kind of failure, it probably has little to do with your ability to instill grit or values, effectively discipline, or properly inspire your child. No one can raise a child to avoid failure in life. A teacher will publicly correct your child, a coach will embarrass them, a best friend will move on to a new group, a love interest will not reciprocate, dream colleges will send rejections, and there is nothing we, as parents, can do to change this. We’re not superheroes who can spin the globe backward to reset time and prevent upsetting things from happening. We’re more like medics, with no bearing over how the rest of the world treats our kids. We can only be prepared to offer some quality first aid.

				I should also note that sometimes what presents itself with the characteristics of a failure is not actually a failure. I wanted to include a wide range of scenarios for this book, but sometimes that posed a moral challenge for me because I don’t want to label normal parts of growing up, normal parts of being human, as “failures.” For instance, some parents shared with me the challenges their kids faced because of a learning difference, or a spike in anxiety, or a struggle with their sexual identity. I would never call having dyslexia or anxiety or not being heterosexual a “failure.” But what the parents in these situations were observing, before they understood the cause, looked like failing to them. Bad grades, withdrawal from family and friends, lack of happiness, health ramifications, loss of a sense of self—all made the parents question whether their child was starting to fail and why. So, in this book you will read about some scenarios that weren’t ultimately failures at all but that appeared that way while the context was still unfolding.

			

			
				How to Define Success

				To understand failure in the broad sense, we also need a common understanding of what it means to be successful. I think the best definition can be derived from the work of the mid-twentieth-century psychologist Abraham Maslow. The list below is inspired by his work and centers on self-actualization, or as we might have more modernly put it, becoming the best version of yourself. I have slightly modified it to be more applicable to adolescents today.

				Markers of success:

				
						
						Are you comfortable in your own skin?

					

						
						Are you comfortable being around lots of different kinds of people?

					

						
						Do you learn from your experiences?

					

						
						Do you feel hopeful about your future?

					

						
						Do you feel gratitude for what you have more than despair for what you don’t?

					

						
						Do you form mutually respectful bonds with others?

					

						
						Do you have a sense of humor (specifically one that doesn’t hurt others)?

					

						
						Do you like helping others?

					

						
						Do you like being able to take care of yourself?

					

				

				This is a terrific list to help us keep perspective on success, as adults helping to shape the futures of children we love.

			

			
				The Function of Failure

				I’ve long been fascinated by the concept of learned helplessness, first coined and researched in the late 1960s by Martin E. P. Seligman. The concept explains why people give up in difficult situations and do so more frequently over time. In my first book, Middle School Makeover: Improving the Way You and Your Child Experience the Middle School Years, I wrote about this theory as it relates to the adolescent social world. Very quickly, a tween or teen can start believing they are socially helpless after even a small social failure, like wearing the wrong outfit and being looked at funny. The effects of this self-perception can last into adulthood. In a 2016 follow-up to his original study, Seligman discovered neurological evidence that helplessness is actually the brain’s default mode when it experiences pain (physical or emotional). Overcoming this requires taking action to change the feeling rather than passively enduring it or waiting for it to pass.

				To better understand this, consider a famous Seligman study involving the Pavlovian response of dogs to fear. I am a dog lover, and this is hard for me to write about and I’m sorry if it is difficult for you to read about, but let’s press forward and hope these dogs got plenty of treats and belly rubs after this. In phase one of this experiment, researchers separated dogs into three groups and strapped them all to harnesses. The first group was not exposed to pain. The second group received electric shocks but faced a panel that, if they learned to push with their nose, would stop the shocks. The third group received shocks but did not have access to a panel to stop the pain sensation.

				In phase two, all three sets of dogs were

				
				
				
				
					 

					
					 

				

			

			
				Make Sure You’re Not Modeling Helplessness

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				Will Strong Family Values Insulate My Child from Certain Failures?

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				When Values Conflict

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				What’s at Stake When We Don’t Let Kids Fail?

				
				
				
				
				
				
					 

					
					 

				

				
				
				
				
			

			
				Still, Be Nice
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