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This Spotlight is the third in our series focusing on studies and research every Channing 
teacher needs to know. The aim of these Spotlights is to inform and stimulate 
discussion about the science of learning and its application in our classrooms. This week 
we look at The Importance of Failing 

In their research paper ‘Early-career setback and future career impact’ (2019) Wang et al 
posed the question ‘as well as being inevitable, is failure also essential?’ To do this they 
tracked early career scientists applying for national grants. They compared those who had 
failed to win a grant by a small margin (labelled ‘near-misses’) with those who had just 
obtained the required threshold (labelled ‘near wins’).

10% of those early career scientists who experienced a ‘near-miss’ were highly 
demotivated and this led to them not applying for research grants again.

Those who experienced a ‘near-miss’ early in their career, had a similar number of 
research papers published over the next 10 years to those who had experienced a 
‘near-win’ at the beginning of their career.

When looking at who had published a ‘hit’ paper in the subsequent five years (defined as 
being in the top 5% of cited papers), the ‘near-miss’ scientists, were over 20% more likely 
to have published a ‘hit’ paper, compared to the ‘near winners’

‘Near misses’ were also more likely to have had their work cited by other scientists and 
there was more potential to have their work translated into other languages. 

● Talk to your students about:
○ how failure need not be fatal 
○ failure invokes and inspires a growth mindset

● In our feedback our message should be:
○ failure is a chance to improve
○ for those who persevere, early failure should not be taken as a negative 

signal
● Be wary of artificially manufacturing failure (‘harsh marking’ of tests for example) 

as too much failure will have a negative impact


