
 

How to Tell a Teacher You’re Struggling in Class 

The best way to tell a teacher that you are struggling can be summed up in three words: quickly, 

honestly, and constructively. 

Waiting until the day before a major paper is due—or until after failing an important exam—

limits what a teacher can do. Asking for help early gives both you and the teacher time to 

identify the problem and develop a recovery plan. 

Act Quickly 

You may recognize potential difficulties during the first few classes. The reading may be more 

demanding than expected, the assignments may require unfamiliar skills, or the teacher’s style 

may be difficult for you to follow. Do not assume the problem will correct itself. Review the 

syllabus, write down your questions, and speak with the teacher as soon as possible. Ask to meet 

before or after class, during a free period, or at another convenient time. 

Early questions are easier to address than weeks of missed work and confusion. Other students 

may share the same concerns, and your questions may alert the teacher to material that needs 

further explanation. 

Be Honest 

Before meeting with the teacher, evaluate your own effort. Ask yourself: 

• Have I completed the assigned reading? 

• Have I paid attention and taken useful notes? 

• Have I started assignments early enough? 



• Have I asked questions when I became confused? 

• Am I managing my time responsibly? 

• Am I willing to do additional work to improve? 

Fear of failure is natural when a subject is difficult or unfamiliar. Honesty means distinguishing 

between difficulty caused by the course and difficulty caused by incomplete work, poor 

attendance, distraction, or procrastination. It also means setting realistic expectations. 

Improvement may not immediately produce an A, but steady effort can lead to greater 

understanding, stronger work, and a better grade. 

Be Constructive 

Do not approach the teacher with only the statement, “I don’t understand anything.” Explain the 

specific problem and ask what you can do next. 

You might say: 

• “I understand the examples in class, but I have trouble completing the problems on my own.” 

• “My last essay showed that I’m not organizing my ideas clearly. What should I work on first?” 

• “I’m falling behind in the reading. Can you help me decide how to catch up?” 

• “I studied for the test but did poorly. Could we review how I prepared?” 

• “Is there tutoring or another resource that might help me?” 

Specific questions give the teacher something useful to address. Bring your notes, assignments, 

test results, or a draft of your work so the discussion can focus on evidence rather than general 

frustration. 

Build a Recovery Plan 

Work with the teacher to identify a few practical next steps. A recovery plan might include 

attending tutoring, revising an assignment, changing study methods, completing missing work, 

practicing a particular skill, or checking in again after the next assessment. Make sure you 

understand what the teacher expects and when each step should be completed. Then follow 

through. Asking for help is valuable only when it leads to action. 

Make the Teacher an Ally 

Teachers know that students have different abilities, interests, and goals. Good teachers want 

students to succeed, but they cannot solve problems they do not know about—or provide effort 

that the student is unwilling to make. 



When you act quickly, speak honestly, and arrive ready to work constructively, you show that 

you take responsibility for your education. You also give your teacher the opportunity to become 

an ally in helping you recover. The moment you realize you are struggling is not the time to hide 

the problem. It is the time to begin solving it. 

 


