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Most South African children are failing to make it 
through school. Even those who pass matric are 
often woefully under equipped to build secure 
and satisfying livelihoods.

Many factors contribute to this tragic loss of 
human potential: issues such as overcrowded 
classrooms, low teacher content knowledge, and 
inadequate infrastructure are widely discussed. 
But another critical issue is the fear of failure that 
we are instilling in our young people. 

Recently, I watched more than a hundred Grade 10 
learners stammer out simple poems they’d written 
in English, terrifi ed of making a mistake.

I was with the FunDza Literacy Trust – a South 
African nonprofi t dedicated to improving literacy 
among teens and young adults – in amaJingqi 
in the rural Eastern Cape. Over two days, we 
ran writing workshops for learners at the local 
secondary school.

We were there because their English teacher, Miss 
Zenande, had asked us for help. Because children 
here rarely speak or even hear English outside 
of school, it is like learning a completely foreign 
language – and yet this is the language in which 
most teens must write the matric exams that 
determine their futures.

“They won’t speak English,” Miss Zenande said 
when I fi rst met her. “They are too afraid of making 
a mistake – they are afraid the other kids will laugh 
at them.”

At the workshops, we decided, they would 
speak. We asked each Grade 10 learner to write a 
poem about themselves, using a fi ll-in-the-blank 
template. They wrote down their names; two 
adjectives that describe them; three things they 
love; two things they fear; and something they 
dream of.

Then we asked them to read. We wouldn’t correct 
them, we said; we just wanted to hear their stories.
A few voices rang out with confi dence: this is 
me, and I am proud of it. But the fear was visible, 
palpable, for most of the 130 young people whom 
we worked with in four smaller groups. Chins 
dropped, lips trembled, voices shook. Many were 
inaudible. A few got so fl ustered that they had to 
start from scratch.

“Are you afraid of us?” my colleague asked them, 
halfway through a round of sharing. “Or are you 
afraid of each other? Are you afraid your classmates 
will laugh at you if you make a mistake?” In nods 
and shy murmurs, they confi rmed that it’s their 
peers they’re afraid of – not us.

Yet ambitious dreams were plentiful. In their 
poems, learners shared that they want to become 
doctors, pilots, social workers and teachers. One 
young man wanted to be the doctor who fi nds a 
cure for Ebola.

There is a serious disconnect between these big 
dreams and a culture of learning that creates 
fear of failure. And that fear doesn’t stem from 
vicious schoolchildren. It comes from an education 
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paradigm that rewards getting the answer right, 
instead of teaching children that to truly learn – 
especially to learn in a second language – they must 
experiment, question, take risks, and make mistakes. 
They must fi nd meaning in what they read.

I saw the roots of this culture on another trip to 
amaJingqi, when I was invited to attend a reading 
and storytelling competition. One Grade 3 learner 
had prepared a story in isiXhosa, but was told she 
was only allowed to use English. Flustered and 
humiliated, she returned to her seat, tears welling 
in her eyes.

The event was organised by community leaders, 
who are worried that poor English is leaving their 
residents disenfranchised. Perhaps they would 
not have given the Grade 3 learner the top prize. 
But when her eff orts are condemned instead of 
celebrated, will she feel safe to try again next time? 
Will she want to?

I also visited a reading club in the village, where 
a few children took turns reading aloud from a 
picture book. The children could answer basic 
comprehension questions: “What does Mama 
like to do?” “She likes to cook!” But when I began 
asking for their opinions, in English and in isiXhosa 
– “How do you think Lolo felt when he scored a 
goal?” – the children sat frozen, eyes darting. 
There was not a clear ‘right answer’, so what 
should they say?

I was relieved to fi nd another reading club in the 
same village that gave me hope. Its leader Gcinisa, 
a shy young man who blossomed in front of a 
group of children, asked “Who wants to read now?” 
and nearly every hand shot into the air. Children 
took turns bounding from their desks to read from 
an English storybook.

When they made mistakes, Gcinisa would stop 
them with a gentle tap on the shoulder, an 
encouraging murmur in their ear, a smile. He 
insisted they start the sentence again, so no one 
would miss the story, but there was no shame in 
stumbling. He made them want to try again. He 
made them believe they could succeed.

It’s diffi  cult to make space for that kind of nurturing, 
however, when you’re teaching 130 Grade 10 
learners in one class – as Miss Zenande does each 
day at the high school.

It’s also hard to ease the fear of failure when it 
has literally been hard-wired into our children 
from a young age. Emerging neuroscience shows 
that experiences in childhood reshape the neural 
pathways in our brain. Children who receive 
positive feedback and encouragement, even 
when they make mistakes, are more equipped 
to take risks than those who are reprimanded 
and shut down. Young people who experience 
rejection and shame in childhood will learn that 
mistakes lead to negative feelings, and will try 
their best to avoid them – by playing it safe and 
by staying silent. 

When this is systematised, we create mentalities 
that limit creativity and innovation. We see the 
effects of this in global entrepreneurship indices, 
where South Africa consistently ranks below 
other emerging economies like Brazil and India; 
taking these risks requires a courage we are 
failing to nurture.

Attitude shifts will not magically fi x gaps in 
foundational understanding. But they can propel 
young people to start taking the risks needed 
to help close those gaps. Letting go of fear 
helps young people confront the topics they are 
struggling with rather than hiding behind those 
they understand, and encourages them to ask for 
help when they need it. The courage to fail, to be 
vulnerable, is a key ingredient in success.

But in a resource-strapped rural school, what does 
it take for this kind of culture to take hold? It is up to 
teachers and principals to create the space where 
this is allowed – to show love alongside discipline; 
to avoid shaming children for taking risks; and to 
praise eff ort and creativity, not just right answers. 
It is up to parents to support these eff orts. And it 
is up to young people to have the courage to rise 
above the crowd, to speak, to take risks in order 
to fl y .

Katie Huston manages the Creative Learners Portfolio 
at the DG Murray Trust. She visited the Eastern Cape 
with the FunDza Literacy Trust (www.fundza.co.za or 
www.fundza.mobi).

This article was originally published in The Times 
newspaper on 27 July 2015.


