
Teaching 
Independence 
through Failure



1. Developing a Curriculum for 
Teaching Independence

2. Concepts of Teaching 
Through Experience and Failure



What Does Independence Look Like?

Going to college

Getting a job

Having an apartment with roommates

Living alone (or married?)

Using transportation options

Staying home alone for short periods

Making own food

Living alone with support

Caring for own basic needs



What Skills are Needed?

► Identify the task
► What skill(?) is needed to complete this 

task?
► Do those skills have pre-requisite skills?
► What age/grade/level is appropriate to 

learn these skills?*****



An Example

Identify the task:
• Cook a meal

Skill needed
• Find an appropriate 

recipe ?????

Skill needed – 
Plan an 

appropriate 
meal

?????
Skill needed – 
Understand 

basic nutrition





“
”

Task Analysis

DIVIDE A COMPLICATED TASK INTO SMALLER, 
EASIER TO MANAGE COMPONENTS



Skills Broken 
Down

► Cook macaroni and cheese from a box
► Read the instructions and understand basic 

cooking terms

► Know how to use the stove safely

► Know how to measure using a measuring cup

► Know how to identify when water is boiling



The Process 
of Building 
the 
Curriculum

Brain storm all the skills anyone could think 
of, survey staff at all levels

Categorize the skills to create broad courses

Review each category, make changes and 
identify additional skills

Determine if each skill is a foundational skill, 
or advanced skill

Solicit feedback and review







Next Steps

Create an evaluation 
tool

Determine frequency 
and method of 

instruction

Create a system for 
documentation and 

parent communication



FSDB’s 
Evaluation 
Tool

► Evaluation tool created using Microsoft Forms. 

► Uses the same skills in the Curriculum.

► Staff evaluated students every year, rating them for each 
skill:

► 1. No exposure to this skill

► 2. Exposed to the skill

► 3. Student demonstrated the skill with support

► 4. Student demonstrated the skill independently



Teaching Considerations

Integrated vs. Formal
Formal requires more 
logistics and makes it more 
difficult to individualize 
goals
Integrated is harder to 
track and supervise to 
ensure fidelity

Group size
Large class
Small group
Individual

Staff Considerations
Knowledge of the skill
Pedagogical skills



Our Current System

Going into year 4 of implementation

Staff set goals for each student in the first weeks of school

Instruction is documented in the school database system (Skyward)

Evaluations are completed at the end of the year

Evaluation data and staff feedback are sent home to parents



What We’re 
Working On

Waiting for 
updates to 

the 
database 

system

Staff review 
and 

feedback

Cleaning 
up the 
Report 
Card 

process

Creating a 
tool to 

compare 
data from 

year to year



Independent Thinking – “Soft Skills” – 
Intangible Skills

► Weighing Consequences

► Time Management

► People Skills

► Appropriate Disagreement with Authority

► Confidence

How Do You Apply Task Analysis?



How Do You Teach Decision Making?

► Weighing Consequences?

► Listing Pluses and Minuses

► How to Prioritize?

► Making Lists

► Dealing With Fallout

► When Do Student Experience This?

► What Happens if They Make the Wrong Choice?



Where Are You Going?



The Home 
Environment 

and 
Independent 

Thinking

► Soft skills are often learned through incidental 
learning and by copying adult behaviors.

► Parents do not realize they are teaching their 
children

COMMUNICATION BARRIER

► Parents do not realize their children are 
missing out on learning these skills



The Dorm 
Environment 

and 
Independent 

Thinking

► Routines

► Decisions Made by Staff

► Conflicts Resolved by Staff

► Fail Safe Choices

► No Consideration of Gaps



We Fear Failure



What is Failure?

► Failing a test or a class
► Being Fired
► Losing a competition
► Not making the team or being kicked off the team
► A break up
► Burning dinner
► Forgetting a task/not completing a task
► Getting to school/work late

Which of these do we allow our students to 
make?



What Do You Learn When 
You Fail?
THE COLLEGE DROPOUT EXPERIENCE



When Do Our Students 
Experience Meaningful Choices 
and the Possibility of Failure for 
the First Time? – 

Choosing Bedtime



Apartment Program Philosophy

► Give students as many opportunities to make their own choices as possible
► Liability considerations, safety

► Student abilities

► Let students make failures – with support to learn how to recover

► Let students feel the consequences of their decisions

► Allow students to disagree!!!

► Give students support and a safe environment



Ways Our 
Students Can 

Choose

► Day 1 – choose your own room

► What time do you shower?

► What time is dinner?

► What are you having for breakfast?

► How are you splitting duties with 
roommates?

► After a few weeks – what do you want to 
make for dinner?

► If quarter GPA high enough – what time do 
you want to study?

► After a few months – what time do you go 
to bed?

► What time do you wake up?



Failure Builds Resiliance



Reasons to Allow Failure

► Failure helps children learn about themselves, and that they will 
recover.

► When we say, “let me do that for you,” we are telling them we don’t 
think they are capable

► Intelligence is malleable. The harder kids work to overcome challenges, 
the smarter they become.



Ways We Let 
Our Students 

Fail

► Waking up late – we still wake them up, but they get a 
consequence. We make sure they still go to class

► Falling asleep in class – we meet with them about time 
management. 2nd time they have to go to bed early one night. 
3rd time, they move back down to a level with a bed time.

► Dinner ruined/bad choice/burned – let roommates provide 
feedback (with intervention if needed) and have a backup 
(Ramen?)

► Didn’t budget well – take items back

► Didn’t plan well and run out of food – have back ups (Ramen)

► Poor time management, didn’t complete duties – possibly 
required to complete duty late, but still have consequence, or 
“supervisor inspection” requires everything done before after 
school activities

► Grades suffering – grade reviewed every quarter. Can be 
given a required study time again if grades continue to 
struggle. Encourage student to communicate with teachers 
directly



Problems They 
Can Solve

► Scheduling conflict – Let them choose! 
Then guide them to communicate their 
choice and handle consequences

► Roommate disagreement – Let them 
disagree! Moderate discussion to allow 
healthy conversations and ensure 
everyone is heard. 

► How to cook dinner when in sports, after 
school clubs, recreation, and I want to 
hang out with my friends?!!! – Let them 
identify the problem. Introduce 
crockpot, instant pot, etc. Help them 
negotiate with roommates for later 
dinner times, or different cooking days

► Disagree with a rule or a consequence – 
let’s discuss respectfully



At Every Step, Staff are 
There to Encourage, 
Support, and Guide. 

(But are a backup, not the first 
option)



Are We Really Letting the Students Fail?

► Yes

► Small failures help build skills and resiliency for big failures later

► Learning how to try again, find success after struggles, get back up 
and keep going – all builds confidence.



The Apartment 
Program 
Overview

► Students start the program with similar rules to their 
previous dorm
► Gaining additional privileges is student driven 

– after a specified time they can choose to 
apply to move “up”

► Each “step up” allows more choices and more 
responsibility

► Students are provided with a menu the first few 
weeks of school. After that they start working with 
their staff and roommates to create a weekly 
menu
► Each “apartment” group goes shopping every 

two weeks.
► Funding is provided by private endowment 

and DBS for our eligible VI students
► From day one, students are responsible for 

cleaning their spaces
► No housekeeping! Students clean the toilets

► Students who are not successful are given 
additional structure until they show readiness to try 
again. 



The Results

► Stress! – Having choices is stressful! Students sometimes struggle at first.
► Parents learn to let go – sometimes. Many struggle, but we have had many realize their 

children can do more than they expect if given the chance.
► Reduction in problem behaviors. Everyone wants self determination. Many power struggles 

between staff and students are eliminated when students of this age are given some control.
► So many stories of students who return and let us know how much the program helped them
► Success is sometimes delayed – some students don’t learn the lessons right away, but will 

later remember what we’ve taught them and can apply it as adults.
► Staff training and buy in – many staff struggle with these concepts. Continuing to implement 

the program with the most fidelity means on going training, follow up and support to staff 
who want so much to be helpful.



For a copy of the FSDB 
Boarding Program 
Curriculum, Evaluation 
Tools, or the Apartment 
Program Information, 
email me!

WHEELERM@FSDBK12.ORG


