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The Fine Art of Failure

I love to browse in bookstores - I never know 
what I’m going to find. Not long ago I came across 
a book with a young woman on the cover who 
looked to be about sixteen or seventeen years old. 
In Code -- A Mathematical Journey is the story of 
Sarah Flannery, an award-winning mathematician 
from Cork County, Ireland.

As part of a school project, Sarah confronted 
an old algorithm for cryptography and came up 
with a new one. In 1999 she won Ireland’s Young 
Scientist of  the Year award for her work.

Shortly after winning, a flaw was discovered 
in the new algorithm. The authors of the old 
algorithm began to criticize Sarah in the press. 
Anyone in math or science who puts out a new 
theory will be critically judged, but it is important 
to take the risk. At sixteen years old, Sarah wasn’t 
prepared for the publicity, but she understood that 
her algorithm must be tested over time. 
Mathematicians from all over the world praised 
her for putting her algorithm out there. In order to 
pursue your dream you will have to have lots of 
l e a r n i n g 
experiences. As 
I read the book, 
w r i t t e n b y 
Sarah and her 
father, David, 
o n e o f t h e 
d e t a i l s t h a t 
s t r u c k m e 
i n v o l v e d a 
chalkboard that 
hung in the kitchen of the Flannery household. 
Every day, David Flannery would put a puzzle of 
some sort on that chalkboard for his children to 
work on. The puzzle would stay up until it was 
worked out. There was not time pressure, but he 
did not give them the answer. If they didn’t 

solve the day’s puzzle it 
would stay up, and a 
new one would go up 

next to it. So  there 
w e r e a l w a y s 
puzzles to be 

worked on and 
solved.

Sarah had an advantage in that her father 
was a mathematics professor. Thankfully, he wasn’t 
the kind of parent that forced his children into 
mathematics and pressured them to learn a lot of 
multiplication tables and algorithms fast. Instead, 
he gave them puzzles -- the only requirement was 
that they think.

There is something that is very unique about 
puzzles. To 
work out a 
puzzle you 
must allow 
y o u r s e l f 
r o o m t o 
t a k e t h e 
risk of trying to solve it. You also must understand 
that you probably will not solve it immediately. 
The most wonderful thing about a puzzle is the 
experience of trial and error. Puzzles challenge the 
learner -- they force you to  think divergently and 
take risks.

There is a wonderful story about Thomas 
Edison and his hundreds of unsuccessful attempts 
to invent the light bulb. When asked by a reporter 
if he was discouraged by so many failures, Edison 

is said to have 
replied, “I have 
not failed. We 
n o w k n o w a 
thousand things 
that  won’t work, 
so we are that 
much closer to 
fi n d i n g w h a t 
will.”
I n t h a t s a m e 

spirit, when I work with kids, I don’t talk to them 
about their mistakes but about their learning 
experiences. I am absolutely amazed at the 
number of times I see children break down and 
cry when they make a mistake in the classroom. 
What has gone on, I wonder, to make them cry 
when they don’t get something right the first time? 
We seem to be educating an increasing number of 
paralyzed perfectionists -- learners who won’t try 
something unless they know they will be perfect on 
the first attempt.

A mother knows that when her child begins 
to walk they fall down an awful lot. It is beautiful 

to  watch the persistence of a baby getting up, 
taking two steps, and falling. And just about every 
parent remembers when their child took their first 
step. They never say they took three steps -- it was 
their first step. They take a step, fall down, and get 
right back up again. 

It’s okay to fall down -- just pick yourself up, 
shake it off, and keep going. I call it  “staying in the 

s t r u g g l e . ” A 
student working 
w i t h m o d u l a r 
o r i g a m i , f o r 
i n s t a n c e , w i l l 
often shed a few 
tears if the model 

isn’t going together. I bring a box of tissues over to 
that  student and say, “Wipe your tears, but  don’t 
give up. Stay in the struggle.”

In many cultures, the great carpet weavers 
purposely weave a flaw into their work. For 
instance, in the Islamic religion it is said that 
humans are not perfect -- only Allah is perfect. To 
weave a perfect carpet is to challenge Allah, and 
so they must always put a mistake in their carpets.

In case you encounter a few flaws in this issue 
of News & Views, just know that we are simply 
celebrating that our mistakes are as important to 
the learning process as our ultimate success. I 
know that the more mistakes I make, the more 
learned I become.

Contributed by: 

Rachel McAnallen

Ms. Math

“Supposing you have tried and failed again 

and again. You may have a fresh start any 

moment you choose. For this thing we call 

‘failure’ is not the falling down, but the 

staying down.” 

~ Mary Pickford

“Reserve your right to think, for even to think 

wrongly is better than not to think at all.” 

~ Hypatia
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“Each time I have been stressed at work this year by the challenges of implementing our new Pathways program I just close my eyes 
and bring back a picture of myself having the best time ( professionally, personally, socially) at CONFRATUTE!” –Donna K. Vaupel, 
Pathways To Excellence, Coordinator/Teacher, Mentor Program Co-Coordinator (2007 Participant)
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!% STRANDS:  Over 90 intensive, week-long mini courses taught by educational 

leaders and master teachers.  Confratute is a fully accredited graduate course at 

UConn and  graduate credits may be taken on an optional basis.  

!% IN-DEPTH TRAINING:  The Schoolwide Enrichment Model; Differentiating 

Instruction & Curriculum; Literacy & Reading; Math Enrichment; Instructional & 

Cluster Grouping; Underachievement; and more.

!% SPECIAL TOPIC SESSIONS:  Workshops offered daily on a variety of topics such as 

creativity, thinking skills, underachievement, etc.

!% KEYNOTES:  Major addresses by authors & researchers including Joseph Renzulli, 

Sally Reis, E. Jean Gubbins, Del Siegle, Kathy Gavin, Catherine Little, Rachel 

McAnallen, and Susan Baum.
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Confratute is a combined 

CONFerence, FRATernity, 

and instiTUTE geared 

t o w a r d  p r o v i d i n g 

educators with strategies 

for enrichment teaching 

and learning.

Learn about enrichment 

teaching and learning, 

talent development, 

and gifted education 

with educators and 

leaders from the United 

States and overseas.

www.gifted.uconn.edu/Confratute
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NEAG CENTER FOR 
GIFTED EDUCATION 

AND TALENT 
DEVELOPMENT

2131 Hillside Road, Unit 3007
Storrs, Connecticut 06269

Newsletter Editor:
Jennifer A. Savino

jennifer.savino@uconn.edu

ABBREVIATED
SUMMER CONFERENCE 

CALENDAR

June 22-24 2009

Professional Summer Institute on Curriculum 
and Instruction for High Ability Learners in 
Diverse Settings

The College of William and Mary

Williamsburg, Virginia

June 22-25, 2009

Discover!

Purdue’s Summer Institute for Educators

West Lafayette, Indiana

July 13-24, 2009

Confratute

THE Summer Institute on Teaching and Learning

Storrs, Connecticut

July 17-19, 2009

SENG Summit

“Mission: Possible”

Orlando, Florida

July 26-31, 2009

Gifted and Talented Edufest

Boise, Idaho

For additional conference descriptions 
and dates, visit Hoagies’ Gifted 
Education Website.

RENZULLI LEARNING RECOMMENDATIONS: 
WORKING  HARD   OR   HARDLY  WORKING ?

Contributed by: Jenny Halter

Renzulli Learning Systems Database Manager

jhalter@renzullilearning.com

Career Aisle
Do you know what you want to be when you grow up? If not, this 
website can help you discover and explore some career options. There 
are separate sections for elementary, middle, and high school students 
with various games, videos, and websites to assist you in finding a 
suitable job! Adobe Flash Player is required to view the videos on this 
website.

Serve America!
Would you like to join a community service project in your own 
neighborhood? On April 21, 2009, President Barack Obama signed the 
Serve America Act, which expands opportunities for all Americans to 
serve. This website is a new portal where you can find ways to serve. 
Just type in your interest (such as "environment" or "construction") 
and your ZIP code and click the "Find Opportunities Now" button. 
Together, we can change the course of history!

Invention at Play
Don't ever let an adult tell you that playing isn't important! When 
asked what inspired them to become inventors, some adults tell 
stories about playing during childhood. Learn how everyday play 
connects the ordinary to the creative and to invention.

Building Big
Bridges, domes, tunnels, skyscrapers―how are they built? How do 
they stay up? Answer these questions and more by checking out the 
interactive labs on this site to learn how forces affect structures. How 
would you tunnel through a mountain? What tools would you use?
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