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QUESTIONS TO SPARK STUDENT DISCUSSIONS  
ABOUT SUCCESS AND FAILURE 

 
 
• How do you define success? (Money and possessions? A prestigious profession? Lots 

of friends? Health? Happiness? Providing for a family? Loving what you do? Giving to 
your community? Celebrity? Being the best at what you do? Accomplishing what you 
set out to do or learn?) Where do your standards of success come from? 

 
• Have you ever experienced a significant failure? What was that like, what did you learn 

about yourself or others from that experience? 
 
• What determines success?  (Talent? Effort? Motivation? Luck?) 
 
• Think of a major life goal at which you would like to succeed.  What are you willing to 

do to achieve that success?  What trade-offs are you willing to make? What will that 
success “cost” you and others in your life?   

  
• What might you say to a friend …  
 

…who is compromising their health in order to get better grades?   
…who has taken on too many activities and now is overstressed and not doing any of 

them well?   
…who has devoted themselves obsessively to only one activity in the single-minded 

pursuit of success?  
…who is excelling at what they do but seems to experience no joy in life?  
…who is about to submit a paper plagiarized from the internet, to avoid failing a 

course?   
 
• What are the pros and cons of striving for perfection? Is it possible/desirable to be 

perfect?   
 
• If learning and growing always means you are trying things you can't already do, or 

striving to improve on your past performance, or learning things you don't already 
know, how can one ever be "perfect"?  How can you be perfect and learn/grow at the 
same time? 
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