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in other countries are known to falsify student transcripts, assuming that an outstanding 

GPA is the ticket to admission. 
"Failure is about growth, learning, overcoming, and moving on." 

Colleges respond to culture shifts, and admission officers are digging deeper to find out 

who students really are outside of their trophies, medals, and test scores. We get the 

most excited when we read an application that seems real. It's so rare to hear stories of 

defeat and triumph that when we do, we cheer. If their perspectives are of lessons 

learned or challenges overcome, these applicants tend to jump to the top of the heap at 

highly selective colleges. We believe an error in high school should not define the rest of 

your life, but how you respond could shape you forever. 

I've spent enough time in high schools to know teenagers will never be perfect. They do 

silly things, mess up, fall down, and lack confidence. The ability to bounce back is a 

fundamental life skill students have to learn on their own. The lessons of failure can't be 

taught in a classroom; they are experienced and reflected upon. During my weekend of 

interviews, another student told me, "I'm ashamed to admit I failed precalculus, but I 

decided to take it again and got a B-plus. I'm now taking calculus, and even though I 

don't love it, I'm glad I pushed through!" I asked him what he learned from the 

experience. "I learned to let go of shame," he said. "I realized that I can't let a grade 

define my success. I also learned that if you want anything bad enough, you can achieve 

it." 

I smiled as I wrote his words down on the application-review form. This kid will thrive on 

my campus. Not only will the faculty love him, but he has the coping skills he needs to 

adjust to the rigors of life in a residential college setting. Failure is about growth, 

learning, overcoming, and moving on. Let's allow young people to fail. Not only will they 

learn something, it might even get them into college. 

Angel B. Pérez is the vice president and dean of admission and financial aid at Pitzer 

College, in Claremont, Calif. He teaches in the college-counseling certification program of 

the University of California, Los Angeles. 
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