
Practitioner Enquiry  
 
Question: What happens when we embrace mistakes as part of learning?  
 
Rationale 
 
The way we think about our learning often has an impact on how successful we are at 
achieving our goals. It is crucial that to be successful we must have a drive and motivation to 
do well. Motivation can be thought of as having two different functions; one measuring it as 
‘keeping the action as intended’ and staying focused and the other being measured through 
‘level of enthusiasm’ (McLean, 2003). In the classroom these are often the areas we measure 
against whether a pupil is a motivated learner however, as McLean states there is no such 
thing as an “unmotivated student” but some have more of a learning focus motivation than 
others and it is about shaping young learners mindsets to believe they can achieve and be 
successful. After discussing with my peer group the focus of growth mindset, in particular 
embracing mistakes, stood out as a key aspect which would be of benefit to focus on with 
young learners. As Carol Dweck and Jo Boaler (2015) discuss when a child is continually 
achieving and never making mistakes this is showing the work is too easy and suggesting it is 
something they already know. Pupils should want to be challenged and to do so they need to 
make mistakes to learn from them and have the resilience to try again until achieved.  
 
Aim  
 
The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate if embracing mistakes as part of learning had an 
impact on pupil motivation and engagement in the classroom.  
 
Methodology  
 
The enquiry was carried out among a class of 19 Primary 2/3 pupils and actions were carried 
out as a whole class together, with a focus on four pupils in particular. The four pupils chosen 
were identified as having a lower self esteem when it came to making mistakes and were less 
resilient and confident about moving forward after making a mistake.  
 
At the beginning of the enquiry it was of benefit to brainstorm with pupils the subject of 
mistakes and this gave an insight to the way pupils view mistakes. They were presented with 
two key questions – ‘what is a mistake?’ and ‘how do we feel when we make mistakes?’ As 
shown in figure 1 and 2 pupils attitudes towards mistakes were mostly negative and this 

resulted in them having 
feelings of embarrassment 
and frustration when 
mistakes were made.  
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Figure 2.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A weekly survey was carried out which asked pupils to reflect on any mistakes they had 
made that week, how they felt and what they have learned from their mistakes. This was with 
a focus within the curricular area of numeracy. This seemed appropriate due to pupils 
participating daily in number talks and having to answer out and explain strategies more in 
depth than any other curricular area. When beginning new topics within the area of numeracy 
it is more likely pupils make a mistake, reflect upon it and make the changes required, 
therefore this stood out as the key curricular area to focus the enquiry on.  
 
Over the four-week period it was imperative that to have an impact on changing pupils from 
a fixed mindset to a Growth Mindset, pupils would partake in discussions about using 
positive language and encouraging each other to do the same. With a display of language that 
should be used and examples of growth mindset pupils were continuously referred to this 
display to reaffirm the importance of being positive about our learning and believing we can 
be successful if we channel our motivation to try our best and not give up.  
 
Findings  
 
Within my key focus group of pupils who I monitored more closely in their discussions about 
making mistakes it was evident through the surveys that pupils mindsets had changed from 
mostly negative thinking and being not happy about making mistakes, to embracing mistakes 



and understanding that it is alright to make mistakes because we are able to learn from them 
(Figure 3).  
 

 
Figure 3. (left – survey at beginning of enquiry, right – survey at end of enquiry) 
 
 
 
This also became apparent from discussions about mistakes with pupils (Figure 4), when 
asked to reflect upon how they felt about mistakes it was evident that pupils straight away 
assumed mistakes were bad and it meant they did not know what they were doing. However, 
after the strategies had taken place over the four weeks and reflecting each week on what had 
been learned from their mistakes there was clear differences in the language being used when 
talking about mistakes. Pupils were reflective of all discussions had of growth mindset and 
the importance of using positive language because it helps us to think positively.  
 
 
Figure 4. Pupil responses to being asked – ‘How do you feel when you make a mistake?’ 
Pupil Beginning of enquiry  End of enquiry  
Pupil A “It’s a bit embarrassing, 

sometimes you don’t really want 
to show the teacher.”  

“I know I can fix it.” 

Pupil B “It’s frustrating when you don’t 
get it right.” 

“You learn from your mistakes.” 

Pupil C “It’s annoying and you need to rub “It’s alright because you can 



it out and write it again.” change the answer and then you 
know it’s right.” 

Pupil D “You sometimes get a bit worried 
because you don’t want other 
people to see you’ve made a 
mistake.” 

“It’s a bit annoying but I know I 
can ask for help if I’m stuck.” 

 
Conclusions 
 
To conclude it can be drawn from the data collected and the findings, that there was a 
significant shift in pupil’s attitudes towards making mistakes. At the beginning of the enquiry 
there was an overall more negative attitude towards making mistakes, pupils viewed mistakes 
as failing. However, through taking part in more discussions about how we learn from 
mistakes and about changing our mindsets from fixed mindsets to growth mindsets pupils 
have been using more positive language. Creating an ethos in the classroom that welcomes 
mistakes and encourages pupils to embrace them as part of their learning has been beneficial 
to pupil’s attitudes towards their learning.   
 
Implications for future practice  
 
Although the enquiry and interventions only took place over a short period of time, it was 
evident through discussions that pupils had benefited from being more aware of their 
mindsets. They understood that when they are positive about their learning then they are 
more likely to see positive outcomes. I feel it will be of benefit to continue with the 
approaches of talking about mistakes and taking part in activities to encourage growth 
mindset will have invaluable benefits to particular pupils learning. When pupils have the 
guidance and scaffolding to support their learning their “zone of proximal development” 
expands (Vygotsky, 1978). Through encouragement and training minds to think positively 
and embrace mistakes the mindset among the class will be to support peers in their learning 
and always be positive about the way we approach any challenges.  
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