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Rationale  
 
Andrew Pollard (2002) tells us that reflective teaching requires competence in methods of 
evidenced-based classroom enquiry, to support the progressive development of higher 
standards of teaching. We wanted to use the opportunity of taking part in a Practitioner 
Enquiry to make the most impact on the learning environment in our classrooms. In order to 
do this we decided to look at the underlying factor that is essential to success across all 
aspects of learning: attitude. The current focus in creating a positive attitude towards learning 
is the idea of mindset. The psychologist Carol Dweck defines two mindsets, fixed and growth 
(Dweck, 2008). A fixed mindset comes from the belief that our intelligence and ability are set 
at birth and there is little we can do to influence that.  Growth Mindset however, has the 
attitude that intelligence and abilities can be developed through practise, persistence, learning 
through mistakes and being open to try different strategies. We decided to investigate how 
mistakes in the classroom could be embraced in order to foster a Growth Mindset in pupils 
and therefore help them to progress in their learning. Vygotsky’s ideas of scaffolding and the 
Zone of Proximal Development were used to support learning through teacher-pupil and also 
pupil-pupil dialogue. Vygotsky defines his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as ‘the 
distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under 
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers’ (Vygotsky, 1978). He suggests 
that what a child can do with assistance today they will be able to do alone tomorrow.  The 
importance of the social role and the support that is provided by teachers and peers in 
developing a Growth Mindset is clear. Children (and adults) are quick to compare themselves 
to others and decide whether they are ‘good’ at something or not. During this enquiry pupils 
were encouraged to become more comfortable admitting to mistakes and then working 
together to find a solution, rather than hiding them in order to impress their friends.  
 
 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to investigate how teachers can have an impact on self-esteem, 
engagement and understanding by supporting learners to embrace mistakes when taking part 
in problem solving activities.  
  
 



Methodology  
 
The enquiry was carried out over a four-week period with a class of twenty two Primary 3/4 
pupils. Problem solving in Numeracy and Maths was chosen as the focus as this is an area 
where pupils were most likely to have low confidence in their abilities and to give up quickly 
or without even trying.  
 
In week one the pupils were split up into groups and given a challenging problem solving 
question. They were asked how they felt about finding an answer. The children were then 
given an opportunity to try and solve the problem and afterwards they were asked if they 
would feel comfortable discussing the mistakes they had made while answering the question.  
 
Over the four weeks pupils engaged in discussion about Growth Mindset and embracing 
mistakes. Discussion around the brain as a muscle allowed the class to start viewing 
challenge as a positive thing because it meant that they were ‘growing’ their brains like they 
would other muscles during physical exercise. They also thought about the idea that if you 
are not making mistakes then you are not challenging yourself. They were encouraged to talk 
about their mistakes and teacher modelling for different approaches to challenges were also 
introduced.  The pupils were encouraged to try strategies such as reading back over work 
when they get stuck, writing down all working, discussing with a peer, using resources such 
as number lines, cubes etc. The class continued to work in groups on problem solving 
questions once a week and their answers were studied.  
 
At the end of week four the class was asked again if they would be confident discussing their 
mistakes with someone else.  
 
 
Findings  
 
In Figure one it is clear to see that the number of children who said that they would be 
confident discussing their mistakes increased over the four-week period. In week one, only 
nine children said they would discuss their own mistakes in order to find ways to improve, 
whereas in week four it had doubled to eighteen pupils. In class discussion, the children were 
aware of different strategies they could use when they got stuck, such as working with a 
partner or using available resources, and they were able to express how mistakes made them 
feel and why (figures 2 and 3). During weekly problem solving tasks, it was observed that 
pupils became much more likely to deal with making a mistake or being unsure, by asking for 
help and collaborating with a peer or teacher. The number of students who refused to even try 
and find an answer reduced to zero in weeks three and four. The answers of the problem 
solving questions also showed development. The working of sample group of pupils from 
different ability levels was recorded and the results can be seen in Figure 4.  
 
 
 



 
 

 
Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 2.  
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Figure 3.  
 
 Week One  Week Two  Week Three  Week Four 

Pupil A 
 

Gave a confident 
answer but with 
very little 
working shown. 
Was reluctant to 
go back and 
check work for 
mistakes. 

Showed more 
working but was 
still reluctant to 
look for any 
mistakes.  

Gave peer 
assistance to 
another pupil in 
the group who 
had identified a 
mistake but was 
unsure how to 
fix it. 

Explained a 
mistake they had 
made and why to 
their group to 
stop others from 
making the same 
one.  

Pupil B Refused to 
answer. 

Refused to 
answer. 

Wrote down 
some working. 
Although didn’t 
get the correct 
answer, showed 
some 
understanding.  

Working with a 
more able peer 
was able to 
identify a 
mistake in their 
work and explain 
how they fixed 
it.  

Pupil C Copied 
(incorrectly) 
from partner.  

Showed some 
working but was 
reluctant to 
check over work 
to look for 
mistakes or to 
use any other 
strategies to help 
them to stop 
being stuck. 
 

Engaged in 
discussion with 
partner to find 
mistakes in their 
joint working. 
Felt more 
confident when 
it was a group 
mistake rather 
than a personal 
one.  

When became 
confused, did not 
give up but used 
the strategy of 
implementing 
available 
resources and 
used cubes to try 
and demonstrate 
their working 
with physical 
materials.  

Figure 4. 



 
Conclusions  
Through analysis of the findings it is clear that with support to embrace their mistakes, pupils 
are much more willing to admit to a lack of understanding and also to be less daunted by the 
prospect of facing a challenge. Having high expectations demonstrated to pupils that others 
have belief in them and in turn, helped to have a positive impact on their behaviour and self-
esteem. Instead of avoiding situations where they might fail a lot of the class were willing to 
give it a try. However, although in discussion pupils expressed knowledge that mistakes were 
nothing to be ashamed of, in observation some still became distressed when they did not 
immediately know what strategy(s) to use to answer a question and were unwilling to admit 
when they had made an error, no matter how small. It was clear that despite being aware that 
understanding why mistakes were made would help to develop their learning, they still had 
an emotional response that made examining them difficult. To truly learn from mistakes it is 
essential for the cause of them to be identified so that the pupil knows exactly what help to 
ask for or which strategy to try next. Feelings of embarrassment or upset (such as those 
expressed in figure 3.) caused pupils to do the opposite and instead avoid and deny mistakes. 
It is unclear whether this emotional response would be reduced with continued support for a 
longer period of time.  
 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
In my own future practice, I will continue to make a conscious effort to change the way I 
praise pupils in order to develop Growth Mindset. As Alan McLean suggests, I will not praise 
short –term achievements, but instead focus on the effort made or the strategy used, aiming to 
make pupils feel responsible for success and help them become aware of ‘how’ they are 
smart rather than how smart they are. (McLean, 2003). I will also continue to assist pupils in 
finding the root of their mistakes and developing their knowledge of strategies that they can 
use to ‘fix’ them, as I believe that this is essential to understanding.  
 
This enquiry showed some change in attitude towards making mistakes but it is only on a 
very small scale and the findings are not completely reliable. Although the answers given by 
the children were promising they were not always backed up by their actions. Several pupils 
claimed to be confident discussing their mistakes during problem solving sessions but were 
still reluctant to share their strategies with the class during Number Talks. It is possible that 
some students gave the answers they thought would please the teacher or still felt that they 
had to respond in the same way as their friends, whether or not it reflected their true feelings. 
If possible, this enquiry should be carried out over a much longer period of time in order to 
validate these results.  
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