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Rationale  

When selecting a focus to study for practitioner enquiry, I began by reflecting on the areas 
and themes which have become of interest throughout my probation year. A reoccurring 
theme is a ‘fear of mistakes’ and learners lack of belief in what they are capable of achieving. 
Motivation and confidence is an area which Scottish society struggles with in general. We 
often revert to a ‘can’t do’ attitude because it is easier than facing failure and having to try 
again. Within the area of Growth Mindset this would be referred to as a ‘fixed mindset’. I 
have noticed this is particularly evident during Numeracy lessons. Children are reluctant to 
try, as they worry that they will fail and look bad in front of peers. Dweck (2006) explains 
that learners with a ‘growth mindset’ believe that they can learn just about anything. It may 
take some struggle and some failure but they understand that with some perseverance and 
effort, they can succeed. The focus of a Growth Mindset is on learning, even if it means 
making mistakes along the way. This can have implications in the classroom where children 
become reluctant to try or become frustrated if they get the wrong answer. Thus, the purpose 
of this enquiry was to embrace mistakes within the classroom, particularly during numeracy 
with the aim that the children learned to embrace mistakes and view them as valuable 
learning experiences. By embracing and celebrating mistakes we allow children to develop 
their thought processes by further analysing what they are learning. Growth Mindset aims to 
improve pupil engagement, self-esteem and in turn improve pupil confidence. The General 
Teaching Council for Scotland’s, Standards for Full Registration states, all teachers should, 
‘Develop positive relationships and positive behaviour strategies’, 2012 (GTCS), Standard 
3.2.2. This reflects Dweck (2007) thinking that teachers should be praising effort rather than 
simply praising correct answers and intelligence. 

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the impact that embracing mistakes as part of 
learning has on pupils’ engagement within the classroom during numeracy lessons. 

Methodology 

The enquiry was carried out over a 4-week period during numeracy lessons with a class of 24 
Primary 7 pupils.   

To begin the data collection stage the Primary 7 pupils were asked ‘What is a mistake?’ This 
was recorded and can be seen in figure 1. The pupils were then asked ‘How does making a 
mistake make you feel?’ (Figure 2). A scale from one to ten was then created in order to 
measure the children’s feelings about making mistakes at the beginning of the enquiry then at 
the end of the enquiry. (Figure 3&4). The scale ranged from one (negative feelings) to ten 
(positive feelings) measuring children’s feelings towards making mistakes in numeracy. The 



scale was explained to the children and it was highlighted that positive feelings meant that 
children were able to use these mistakes and learn from them where as negative feelings 
meant that children got upset if they made a mistake.  

The enquiry was carried out three days a week during numeracy lessons. During these parts 
of the lessons, there was a particular focus on creating a culture where children felt 
comfortable to share their answer due to the safe learning environment. A ‘no inappropriate 
comments’ rule was also set removing unhelpful comments such as ‘this is easy’ as well as ‘I 
can’t do this’. During these times, we also spent longer on carrying out peer and self-
assessment, so children were better equipped to carry this out in a more positive, productive 
way.  

At the start of the enquiry it can clearly be seen that the majority of children had placed 
themselves at the bottom end of the scale indicating that they do not feel good when they 
make mistakes. A visual poll was also taken with children writing yes, or no on a whiteboard 
to answer if they felt comfortable making mistakes in class. They were asked the same 
question at the end of the enquiry. The teacher recorded these responses and these can be 
seen in the graph below. (Figure 5b.) A high number of children highlighted that they felt 
‘very bad’ about making mistakes however most children placed themselves in the middle of 
the scale indicating that they felt ‘ok’ about making mistakes. Only a small minority of 
children placed themselves at the top end of the scale signifying that felt ‘very good’ about 
making mistakes.   

Figure 1a.        Figure 1b. 
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Figure 5a.                Figure 5b. 



      

 

 

Conclusions 

It can be seen that for many of the class, their mindset has shifted from negative feelings to 
more positive feelings about making mistakes in numeracy. From looking at the results of the 
conversations and comments, it is clear that celebrating mistakes in numeracy has made 
children feel more comfortable to share their method even if it is not correct. Children were 
able to see the benefits of talking about mistakes with many children saying that they felt 
more confident in numeracy. Children recognise that dedication and hard work is key through 
the encouragement and praise they receive from teachers in the classroom. This allows 
children to celebrate their mistakes and use them for greater learning opportunities. 
Therefore, it could be said that by discussing mistakes with the children, they can have more 
positive feelings about it. Additionally, by creating a calming, safe environment, children are 
more likely to be open about their answers and how they got their answers. This can lead to 
discussions between children on how to improve and can be very beneficial to the children in 
improving their mindset.   
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Implications for Future Practice  

This enquiry has shown some encouraging results in terms of embracing mistakes and 
learners developing a Growth Mindset. It also supports Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivism 
theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, to help further encourage pupils to engage in 
their learning through welcoming mistakes and learning from them with the support from 
their teacher and or peers. However, further research is required in order to validate these 
findings. This was a small-scale enquiry carried out over the period of four weeks, thus in 
order to make it more reliable, it would be better to carry out this enquiry for a longer period 
of time.  Additionally, it is worth considering the effect that peer groups can have on each 
other. Many of the children may have just copied their friends, or may not have truthfully 
placed themselves on the scale as they do not want to appear weak in front of their peer 
group. Therefore, it would be useful to carry out more research.   
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