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Rationale  
Mistakes are often seen as a weakness within the primary classroom and children seem to 
adopt a fixed mindset when mistakes arise. Children seem to have a lack of motivation and 
low self-esteem when mistakes occur in their work and see themselves as a failure. Boaler 
(2015) highlights that mistakes are growth opportunities and should be encouraged in the 
classroom to challenge and motivate learners. Motivation has been closely related to growth 
mindset (Mclean, 2003). He suggests it is important that children's motivation is achieved 
through positive relationships with their teacher as well as developing responsibility within 
the school and classroom. Dweck (1986) states that motivation has a huge factor within 
growth mindset and by taking more responsibility in their learning, children can become 
motivated and think positively. Therefore, it is important that a classroom environment is 
created where mistakes are encouraged and children can develop resilience, motivation and 
challenge themselves to progress further in their learning.  
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to discover the impact on children’s learning when mistakes are 
celebrated in the classroom. It was also to encourage children to think more positively when 
making a mistake and highlight the benefits of making a mistake.  
 
Methodology  
The enquiry was conducted over a two week period with a mixed ability primary 6 class of 
21 pupils. Many children in this class are disengaged easily and tend to give up when 
mistakes arise. Most children are embarrassed by making a mistake and do not see the growth 
opportunities.  
 
At the start of this enquiry, children were asked to fill in a questionnaire about growth 
mindset and attitudes were recorded during a maths lesson. Most children adopted a fixed 
mindset, with children stating:  
 
‘I feel embarrassed when I make a mistake in maths’  
 
‘This is too hard for me, my friend can understand time but I can’t’  
 
‘I am not going to take part in this maths game, as I am not good at this’  
 
These were recorded before the lesson had started and children seemed to lack self-esteem 
and resilience towards challenging tasks within maths. Across the class, it was clear that 
some children were embarrassed by making mistakes and wanted to hide these, others 
thought that getting all of their work correct was essential and this improved their learning. 
However, mostly all children had a negative view towards mistakes and felt a failure when 
they made a mistake.  
 
A growth mindset display area was set up in the class to encourage children to change their 
way of thinking. We discussed as a class phrases that would encourage a fixed mindset, 
children were very eager to highlight these:  
 



‘I can’t do this’  
 
‘I am not smart enough to do this’  
 
‘This will be too hard for me’  
 
Children used these very frequently when a challenge arose in the classroom, however they 
were able to change these into growth mindset thinking:  
 
‘I can’t do it yet’  
 
‘I will use others to help me get there’  
 
‘I know that making a mistake is a good thing’ 
 
Although highlighting these positive phrases, it is important to show this through their 
learning and progression and not just saying them without meaning (Dweck, 2008). These 
positive comments were placed around the Growth Mindset Wall Display and this 
encouraged the children to use these individually but also with their partner when completing 
a task, especially in maths.  
 
During lessons, children were able to select mistakes they have made in their jotter and place 
these on the class whiteboard. The aim of this was to encourage the children to feel less 
embarrassed about making mistakes and ensure growth opportunities. At the end of the 
lesson, I would discuss with the class how we could change these mistakes and emphasise the 
many strategies that could be used to change these mistakes into opportunities for learning. 
This encouraged learning together as a class.  
 
Children were also encouraged to write a positive note to classmates to praise them on their 
efforts during maths lessons and using different strategies when a challenge arises (Scottish 
Government, 2010). These positive notes were read aloud to the class and children seemed 
less embarrassed to highlight a mistake they had made as they knew the class were there to 
support them. This improved resilience within the class as well as participation throughout 
lessons.  
 
At the end of this study, children were asked to fill out the same questionnaire from the start 
of the study to highlight any changes towards growth mindset and celebrating mistakes 
within maths.  
 
Findings  
This study found that working together as a class gave children a more positive outlook 
towards making mistakes, especially in maths. Children started to see mistakes as growth 
opportunities and enjoyed working on strategies that could help them in the future. Working 
together with partners within maths as well as whole class encouraged children to speak 
aloud their thoughts on challenging themselves and listened to others to help them.  
 
Children began to use growth mindset comments which they had highlighted the beginning of 
this study. However, these positive comments were seen more as an action and meant 
something to the children. They were starting to believe that they would be able to overcome 
challenges and setbacks and not become embarrassed. Encouraging notes between classmates 



in the classroom were also seen as a positive aspect to this study. Children felt that praising a 
classmate on their effort or improvement encouraged them to take on a new challenge. 
 
The feedback from the last questionnaire showed that children were more confident when 
making mistakes and able to use their mistakes to help others in the classroom. The results of 
this questionnaire and through discussion highlighted some change from the beginning of the 
study.  
 
• Pupil A stated that they felt more confident when a mistake appeared in their jotter, they 
seen this as a learning opportunity.  
 
• Pupil B emphasised that they enjoyed helping their classmates that were not as confident as 
them in maths. It made them feel like they were helping them to progress in their learning. 
  
• Pupil C enjoyed writing positive comments towards their classmates as it made them feel 
good about themselves and their learning. It made them feel that it was good to make 
mistakes.       
 
• Pupil D started to see changes in their learning by developing on their growth mindset and 
actually believing in themselves.  
 
These comments highlight the positive aspect of celebrating mistakes in the classroom and 
encouraging classmates to challenge themselves and break the barriers. This study was 
mostly focusing on maths, however these positive attitudes were shown in other curricular 
areas.  
 
Conclusions  
As this was a small-scale study the findings would not be conclusive. Nevertheless, the aim 
of this study was to discover the impact on children’s learning when mistakes were celebrated 
in the classroom. This study showed that not only did learning progress as children wanted to 
challenge themselves within lessons but children’s self-esteem and resilience greatly 
improved. Children started to understand that mistakes were not seen as failures but 
opportunities to progress and work together as a class to find out other strategies to solve 
problems. Children demonstrated great team work and due to positive comments given to 
other classmates, they understood the impact these comments can have on others. They were 
more willing to help their partners and not be embarrassed about this. Through observations 
and discussions with the class, the challenges around maths and other curricular areas were 
shown to be overcome by teamwork and learning from mistakes. The results found would 
need to be measured over a longer period of time to assess validity and reliability.  
 
Implications for future practise  
The findings from this study has highlighted many ways that can improve on children’s self-
esteem and resilience in the classroom. This study showed that children should always be 
praised for effort in their work and trying various ways to overcome a challenge. These 
results have emphasised that working together as a team and promoting positive comments 
within the classroom has encouraged children to change their way of thinking towards a 
challenge. Children are beginning to see less barriers in their learning throughout the 
curriculum and becoming motivated to learn and progress further.  
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