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Flying Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. 
Learning from a great movie 

By JT (Jerry) Fest 
 

I must be crazy to be in a loony bin like this 
~ McMurphy; One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 

 
 
It’s funny how themes seem to appear in our lives. Recently I’ve been experiencing a burn-out theme. It began last week 
when I received questions about burning out at a presentation I was doing; then it continued when a friend asked over 
dinner how, after so many years, I’ve managed to stay in the field without burning out. 
 
OK, we don’t need to talk about how many times I’ve been curled up in the fetal position wishing I could just disappear 
to some island somewhere. We all crash and burn sometimes, but these questions weren’t about how to keep from 
falling … they were about how to get back up. Decades after I started working with children doing drugs and selling their 
bodies and dying on the streets, I’m still in a world where children are doing drugs and selling their bodies and dying on 
the streets. Trust me, it ain’t the money that keeps me coming back … so what is it? 
 
I could go through all the standard answers about burn-out prevention; taking care of yourself, having a life, relying on 
your co-workers and friends and family for support, having and maintaining appropriate boundaries … all of which are 
true and highly recommended. I don’t care what your youth work profession is … outreach worker, teacher, therapist, 
probation/parole officer … you are exposed on a daily basis to children with unmet needs and varying degrees of pain. 
You can’t help but be affected by that. And as the years go by and nothing seems to change, and even when you help 
young people you often don’t see the results of your efforts, it’s easy to get to the point where you just can’t do it 
anymore … and that’s how our field loses good people. 
 
Whenever I think about what keeps me going in the long run, not just in response to temporary burn-outs, but what 
keeps me in the field, I end up thinking about a particular scene in One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest. McMurphy (Jack 
Nicholson) claims that he’s going to lift a built-in marble hydrotherapy control panel, throw it through the window, and 
go downtown to watch the World Series. It’s impossible, of course, and he knows it … but he’s making a point to the 
other patients. After he fails, he leaves the room saying: 
 
“But I tried, didn’t I? At least I did that.” 
 
The young people in your world have the same problems and need the same help whether you are there or not … and 
there are millions of people who are not. But then there’s you. Are you sitting in the stands or watching the game on TV, 
or unaware that the game is even being played? No, you’re in there swinging. Maybe you strike out most of the time. 
Maybe you’ll never know how much wood you get on the ball, but you’ve made the choice to step up to the plate. And if 
just one young person benefits from that choice … just one … you’ve left your mark on the world. 
 
Will the world be a better place because of that mark? Who knows? But when you go to sleep at night you can know that 
you tried, didn’t you? At least you did that. That keeps me going … maybe it will work for you. 
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