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I thought I had done everything right. I had been grinding for weeks at my desk, which had practically 
become my universe. I had a stack of practice questions pulled out from various Barrons, Kaplan, and 
AP Board books. 

I kept myself energized with late-night coffee over the past few weeks. I told my friends that I couldn't 
hang out at Starbucks or Chipotle for weeks because I had to study. My parents would warn me to 
take a break, but I'd just nod and return to my textbooks. 

All of it was for that one AP Calc test. I was convinced that one grade would prove that I could be 
perfect. 

The Weight of Expectations 

Every 11th-grader is running around their school striving to be perfect. I feel it everywhere. It’s an 
invisible race to get into the "best" college, the one that makes your family proud and friends secretly 
jealous. 

It’s one of the biggest competitions in our lives for the top spot in our class and extracurricular 
activities. Everyone makes it look like it's effortless on social media. 

Our value is basically measured by numbers – GPAs, SAT scores, and the number of AP classes we're 
taking. And somewhere along the way, I learned that I needed a flawless performance in all my work 
to weigh my self-worth. If I wasn't perfect, I wasn't good enough. 

Unfortunately, on the day of my Calculus test, I carried that mindset into the classroom. I walked in 
with sharpened pencils and my heart racing. I was so ready for the battlefield. 

But the second that test paper hit my desk, my brain just completely shut down. My palms got sweaty, 
and the questions looked completely foreign. My confidence drained right out of me. I tried to push 
through, but the more I second-guessed myself, the more everything blurred. “Wait, which theorem 
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was that again?” my brain kept asking. By the time I turned in my test, I knew I had completely 
bombed it. 

When Reality Hits 

When the paper came back, covered in red ink and circled mistakes, each mark felt like a personal 
attack. My stomach dropped, and all I could hear in my head was so loud: YOU FAILED! It felt like 
someone had punched me so hard in my stomach. But as the initial sting faded, I started to see the 
bigger picture. 

That grade wasn't proof that I wasn't smart. It wasn't evidence that I hadn't tried hard enough. It was 
simply... reality. 

Sometimes you freeze. Sometimes you mess up. Sometimes you spend every waking moment 
preparing for something and still fall short. Like practicing a speech a hundred times and still having 
your voice shake on stage, or rehearsing a dance routine for months and then tripping during the 
performance. 

And maybe that's the whole point. 

The Problem With Perfection 

The old saying, “Practice makes Perfect,” is a complete lie. It sounds so appealing because it promises 
security. But perfection is a trap. 

It leaves no room for mistakes, no space for learning, and no chance to grow. I realized that in chasing 
perfection, I wasn’t really focused on learning. I was just focused on proving something. I wanted the 
grade, the validation, the image of being “that student” who always nailed it. But that's not how life or 
learning works. 

Mistakes, as painful as they feel, are part of the process. In fact, they are the process. Every wrong 
answer points you toward understanding. 

Every misstep forces you to reflect, adjust, and try again. And every "failure" is just a reminder that 
being human isn't about being flawless—it’s about being resilient. 

A New Way to See Success 

Oddly enough, bombing that test was the best thing that could have happened. It freed me. I stopped 
seeing myself as fragile, like one bad grade could shatter me into pieces. 

Instead, I started to see myself as adaptable. I could recover, regroup, and come back stronger. 
Success wasn't about being perfect anymore—it was about showing up, putting in the effort, and being 
willing to learn from the failures. 

It’s like my best friend, who got cut from the varsity soccer team. She was devastated. But instead of 
giving up, she joined a new club team and worked twice as hard. She didn't get perfect, she just got 
better. 

Moving Forward 

Of course, I still want to do well. I still want good grades. But they're no longer the only measure of 
who I am. 



I’m way more interested in curiosity and understanding concepts instead of just memorizing answers. 
I'm taking more breaks now and then to hang out with my friends, and I’m letting myself be a little bit 
relaxed. 

I don't think I'll ever forget that sinking feeling of realizing I failed. But I also don't think I want to. 
That moment taught me something more valuable than any equation I crammed into my brain: 
perfection is impossible, and that's okay. 

Now, when I sit down to study, I remind myself that I’m not aiming for a flawless performance. I’m 
aiming to grow and think, “practice makes progress.” Some days I'll stumble, some days I'll surprise 
myself, and some days I'll fall short—but that’s all part of the story. Because if I’ve learned anything 
from this, it's that life isn't about getting every answer right. It’s about the questions we ask ourselves 
along the way. 

 

 

 

 


