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Rationale 
Growth Mindset is, according to Dweck (2008), a belief that children are able to develop their 
intelligence – allowing for them to develop a positive state of mind. Children with growth mindsets 
focus more on improving their learning rather than just looking smart, whereas children with fixed 
mindsets believe they are born with a certain amount of intelligence and do not possess the ability 
to change it. This offers many implications for the classroom, particularly when children become 
reluctant to answer or are often distressed and upset when they make a mistake. In classrooms 
today, many children still appear to have a fixed mindset throughout a variety of curricular areas, 
but especially through Numeracy and Maths. As a result, the purpose of this enquiry was to measure 
the effect that celebrating mistakes in the classroom had on children’s self-esteem and confidence 
through Number Talks – with the aim that children no longer became distressed if they made 
mistakes, but rather saw mistakes as positive opportunities to enhance and improve their learning. 
 
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry was to measure the extent to which mistakes being celebrated in the 
classroom affected children’s confidence and self-esteem through Numeracy and Maths in a 
Primary 3/4 class. 
 
 
Methodology 
Firstly, an emotions scale was created which measured children’s emotional responses to mistakes 
at the beginning and the end of the enquiry – one, signifying that mistakes were bad, to five, 
signifying that mistakes were good (Fig.1). This scale was clearly explained to the children in terms 
of positive feelings meaning that mistakes could be used as something to learn from and negative 
feelings meaning that mistakes cause worry, pain or upset.  
 
The enquiry was carried out four days a week during the “Number Talks” aspect of the Numeracy 
and Maths lesson over a period of four weeks. This was deliberate as the format of “Number Talks” 
already encouraged children to discuss their unique method of working out various equations. There 
was great emphasis on helping children feel comfortable enough to give the lesson a try, even if it 
meant they would potentially make a mistake – creating a warm classroom environment. There 
were also four children chosen at random to take part in weekly learning talks about their feelings 
towards mistakes with the class teacher (Table.1). The children were led in discussion about ways 
in which they could learn from a mistake and how well adopting a Growth Mindset was helping 
their confidence and self-esteem. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Findings 
(Fig.1 – highlighting children’s emotional responses to making mistakes) 

 
 
(Table.1 highlighting comments children made about their feelings towards mistakes.) 

Pupil  Beginning of Enquiry End of Enquiry 

Pupil 1 “I feel sad when I make a 
mistake and worry about what 
my classmates think of me.” 

“I still don’t like making 
mistakes, but I will always give 
things a try now!” 

Pupil 2 “I tend to get really angry with 
myself if I make a mistake and 
feel pretty stupid.” 

“I am not angry anymore, but 
still feel silly when I make a 
mistake.” 

Pupil 3 “I think mistakes are quite good 
because we can always learn 
from them, but I would like to 
worry less if I make one.” 

“I worry less now when I make 
a mistake – it’s nicer in class 
when everyone is relaxed about 
making mistakes.” 

Pupil 4 “I get really upset and 
embarrassed if I make a mistake 
and I often cry because I’m 
terrified I will look stupid in 
front of my classmates.” 

“I feel like I am able to share 
my answers with my 
classmates because if I make a 
mistake, my teacher is always 
there to help me.” 

 



 
The enquiry found that children at first were negative about making mistakes (Fig.1). They did not 
see mistakes as ways to improve, but believed themselves to be failures if they made one – Many of 
them were particularly anxious about what their classmates thought of them and did not want to 
appear stupid, resulting in many children who could not handle the fact that they made a mistake 
(Table.1). They also used very negative language and at times were clearly uncomfortable 
discussing the impact of mistakes to others. 
 
However, by the end of the enquiry, there was an improvement in the number of children who had 
positive thoughts about making mistakes – three out of the four children who originally worried 
about making mistakes were clearly embracing the idea of mistakes helping them to learn more 
effectively. They were able to discuss their feelings towards mistakes more openly as well as took 
time to think about whether they could attempt an activity before resigning to the fact that they 
could not do it. As a result, they are now likely to be more successful as well as have increased 
confidence and self-esteem. 
 
 
Conclusions 
As a result of the small-scale study of the research, the findings gathered are inconclusive. 
However, it is clear that the children have begun developing a more positive approach to celebrating 
mistakes within the classroom. They were more open to discussion about their mistakes and 
accepting constructive criticism willingly in a mature fashion (Hymer & Gershon, 2014). From the 
evidence gathered through observations and discussions, it is clear that when mistakes are openly 
celebrated within the classroom environment, children grow in confidence and are therefore, more 
likely to embrace them rather than see them as stumbling blocks to their learning. Even if they find 
a task difficult, they are more likely to give it a try as they are motivated, engaged and understand 
that mistakes can actually be the building blocks enabling them to learn more effectively – 
ultimately building their self-esteem (Ricci, 2013). In order to determine validity and reliability, the 
results would need to be measured over a longer period of time. 
 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
As previously mentioned, future research is required to validate these findings appropriately as well 
as carrying out the enquiry over a longer period of time. This will allow for better accuracy and 
highlight progress of all children much more effectively. This enquiry has highlighted the 
importance of celebrating mistakes throughout all areas of the curriculum within the classroom 
environment – it is able to instil a Growth Mindset in pupils, particularly those who lack confidence 
or have a relatively low self-esteem. This ultimately results in children becoming more motivated 
and successful in terms of their learning (Dweck, 2006). Adopting this strategy long-term within the 
classroom would determine as to whether all pupils would benefit both academically and 
emotionally from celebrating mistakes within the classroom. 
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