
Recount an incident or time when you experienced failure.  How did it affect you,  
and what lessons did you learn? 
 
 
 
Surrounded by nineteen other eighth graders, I attacked the algebra test with 
enthusiasm and just a hint of dread.  Fifteen problems later, I reread my test and 
checked my answers.  Then I worked on the two or three problems that I wasn’t 
sure I had gotten right.  Finally, I looked up.  The room was empty, except for Mr. 
Johnson, our math teacher, who sat on his desk cheerfully playing with his 
pencil. 
 
“All done?” he said, moving toward my desk.   
 
I handed him my test, grabbed my pencils, and headed for the door.  I was 
mortified.  I had reason to be mortified. I got a D+.  A D+?  I was an A student!  
How was this possible?  
 
When Mr. Johnson was consulted, he smiled gamely and said, “Well, she’s doing 
her best.”  The truth was that I wasn’t doing my best.  I didn’t know how to do my 
best; I had no idea how to approach math.  My math background was poor, and I 
hadn’t figured that out yet.  
 
It was only two years later, in Algebra II, that I came to understand and overcome 
my failure in eighth grade.  In Algebra II I came face to face with Mr. Randolph, 
an older man.  Mr. Randolph was also the physics teacher.  Blissfully ignorant of 
my eighth-grade debacle, he was convinced that not only could we all do 
algebra; according to him, we should also all take Physics the following year.  
There was something about his faith in us, his meticulously clear explanations, 
and my newfound ability to read the textbook carefully that converged.  My 
proudest moment was the test on word problems.  I had spent hours at the 
kitchen table figuring out how to do every kind of word problem in the chapter.  
This test would not defeat me.  I emerged victorious:  100! 
 
This was a turning point for me.  When you don’t understand something, you 
shouldn’t blame yourself but should seek help.  If the person who is supposed to 
help you can’t, you should look elsewhere – but you should never assume that 
you just can’t do the work.  I also learned that someone’s belief in your ability is a 
powerful incentive.  Mr. Randolph showed me that with fierce effort, you can 
master anything.  He also taught me that you can learn anything from a textbook 
if you learn how to read the textbook.  What I only realized much later was that 
the lessons I learned from Mr. Randolph served me well all through high school – 
and will serve me all my life. 
 
In eleventh grade, I took Physics.   Guess what grade I got?  
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Comment [1]:  This is not a commanding 
first sentence.  Create suspense.  Make the 
reader ask questions. 
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Comment [2]:  Can you add some 
descriptive adjectives here?  Make us see Mr. 
Johnson.  How old was he?  What did he look 
like?  What traits characterized him? 
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Comment [3]:  How did he say this?  Use 
another verb or add an adverb. 
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Comment [4]:  Locate this in time.  For 
example:  “When the tests were returned the 
next day, at the top of mine, in red ink, was a 
D+.” 
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Comment [5]:  Describe your reaction in 
greater detail.  It will contrast aptly with Mr. 
Johnson’s cheeriness. 
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Comment [6]:  Add more information here.  
What happened between the time of the 
algebra test and Algebra II?  How were you 
affected by your failure in math?  How did you 
view yourself and your abilities?  How did you 
interpret what had happened? 
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Comment [7]:  Can you add one or two 
interesting details that allow us to envision Mr. 
Randolph?  Did he always wear a bow tie?  
Did he wink a lot?  What trait or traits 
characterized him? 
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Comment [8]:  Avoid clichés.  Also, this is 
a paragraph about what you learned from this 
experience.  Introduce it as such. 
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Comment [9]:   Can you elaborate a little 
more on the long-term consequences of your 
success in Algebra II?  Has taking Physics led 
you to any other important discoveries?  Can 
you show the enduring impact of overcoming 
failure? 


