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Until starting work as a teacher, Beth had never failed at anything, waltzing through A levels (top 

grades) and university (top university, first class degree) without so much as a stumble. She’d even 
passed her driving test at the first attempt! 
 
Now it’s all gone wrong and she’s in bits. Nothing works. Nothing’s good enough. “It’s teaching!” 
she says. “It’s too hard! I can’t do it! I thought I’d be good at it but I’m not. I plan all my lessons. I 
stay up until after midnight most nights, marking and planning and still I’m no good at it. And the 
kids hate me. I know they do. They keep saying they want their old teacher back! I feel like a total 
failure.” 
 
I ask why she chose teaching as a career in the first place. 
 
“Because I care!” she says. “I really do! I want to make a difference but I’m going nowhere. I get 
crap observations. The kids won’t do what I tell them to do. And this hasn’t happened to me 
before: that’s what’s so weird. I’m a good person. I work hard. I’ve always worked hard. But I’m 
just not any good at this. I’m hating it!” 
 
It would be easy to conclude that Beth is waking up to the realities of life, that she was bound to 
encounter failure at some point in her life and that this has hit her hard because it’s such a 
completely new experience. I want to tell her that things will improve (which they probably will), 
that it really does feel this bad sometimes (which it does), but instead find myself admitting to her 
that, in some ways, things will never change. Yes, her classroom management skills will improve. 
Yes, her second year of teaching will be better than her first because she won’t be creating every 
lesson from scratch. And yes, she’ll get better at anticipating and circumventing problems before 
they occur.  
 
But in another sense, things will never get better because failure is what teaching is all about: our 
endless failure, our perpetual inadequacy as human beings trying to support each other, our 
inability to change human nature or miraculously transform the life chances of every student. We 
try our best, of course we do. We do our bit. But it’s only ever a bit. 
 
I suspect that one of her difficulties is that some of the prevailing rhetoric about teaching and 
teachers is so unhelpful. Teachers are supposed to be ‘inspirational’, ‘outstanding’, always 
passionate, always committed, always improving, always desperate to learn. When the daily 
reality doesn’t come near to matching the rhetoric, the disillusionment can be terrible, as Beth is 
finding out. 
 
“Should I give up?”  
 
Of course not, I tell her. There will be good days, wonderful days. There will be triumphs against 
the odds and half-forgotten students returning years later to say thank you, thank you for 
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everything. But there will also be the continual sense of never being able to do it for all of the 
people all of the time, the sense of your own shortcomings and the sapping, sapping tiredness, the 
relentlessness of it all. And despite all this, you won’t give up. You won’t lower your standards. 
You’ll continue in teaching because you have no choice, because this is what life’s like if you’re 
going to love your fellow human beings and try to help them. However (and this is the important 
bit), continuing to teach does mean accepting and learning to live with failure as a daily 
companion. And that’s hard. 
 
On the wall of my counselling room I have the following quotation from Samuel Beckett: “Ever 
tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” And in my diary, I keep this 
quotation from the autobiography of Richard Holloway, an Anglican priest who lost his faith. "This 
is grace,” he writes. “Unearned undeserved unconditional acceptance of unchanging failure, 
including biological failure, our last failure, our dying." 
 
The acceptance he describes has nothing to do with lazy under-achievement or with not caring. 
It’s about a much more personal experience of our own limitations. We try our best. We do. And 
we fail all the time because we’re people.  
 

 

 
 
 
 


