
What happens when mistakes are celebrated in the classroom?     Craig Collin Group 1A  

Rationale  

After discussion with my enquiry group we identified a common issue across all classes, 
which was that it was the same children that regularly offered answers to questions during 
class discussions. We discussed how we could encourage more children to have the 
confidence to provide an answer. This led us to then talk over why children may not be 
willing to provide an answer and the benefits of creating a more positive environment to 
encourage children to offer an answer without the fear of making a mistake.   

Additionally, during a discussion on New Year’s resolutions with my class in early January, a 
number of pupils had expressed a desire to adopt a Growth Mindset this year and be more 
willing to give it a go (Dweck, 2010).  I considered this relevant to combine into my 
Practitioner Enquiry, as it would allow me to bring an aspect of Growth Mindset to life 
within my classroom, while trying to break down some of the negative connotations 
associated with making mistakes.  

Aims  

The initial aim of this Practitioner Enquiry is to investigate how children feel when they 
make a mistake in class. The enquiry will then research the effects of a shift towards 
celebrating mistakes and if this will allow children to feel more comfortable and confident to 
provide an answer.  

Methodology  

This enquiry was carried out in a Primary 5/6 class consisting of 25 children. The mix of the 
class is as follows:  

 

 

 

 

The enquiry was over a period of 4 weeks from January to February with a specific focus in a 
part of numeracy called ‘Big Maths’. The data was collected using a variety of means: 

Method 1- Questionnaire 

At the beginning of the enquiry the children were asked to complete a questionnaire that 
asked them 5 key questions:  

Q1) Do you think it is ok to make a mistake? 

Q2) How do you feel when you make a mistake during a task? 

Q3) How do you feel when you make a mistake when answering a question in class? 

Q4) Do you know what it means to have a fixed mindset? 

Q5) Do you know what it means to have a growth mindset? 

Level  Boys  Girls  Total 
Primary 5 8 6 14 
Primary 6  6 5 11 
Total  14 11 25 



A sample question from the questionnaire is provided below (Picture 1). To give the pupils a 
guide and ensure consistency in their responses, I used a scale approach to capture 
quantitative date.  The pupils were asked to rate how they felt for each question on a scale 
from ‘awful’ to ‘fantastic’. Smiley faces were used to help the pupils select what they felt 
was the most appropriate option. As well as providing quantitative data, given that my class 
are in the upper school, I was also interested in capturing qualitative data to allow the pupils 
to articulate their feelings, (Wragg, 1999). I felt this would offer additional insight and 
potentially provide some useful context to help identify perceived barriers.   

Picture 1  

1. How do you feel when you make a mistake when answering questions in class? 
(Circle just one face below) 

 

 

 

 

Why do you feel like this? 

 

  

Method 2 - Exit Passes 

The second method used to capture data and assess the impact of the work involved the use 
of ‘exit passes’ (Picture 2). These were issued as part of a number of plenaries during 
numeracy lessons. The exit passes allowed the children to provide feedback on their learning 
and allowed me to assess the learning that has taken place (Clarke, 2001). 

Picture 2  

Exit Pass 
 

What did you learn from the lesson? 
_________________________________ 
_________________________________ 
_________________________________ 
 
Did you make a mistake during the lesson? 
       Yes                           No 
 
 
How did you feel?  



_________________________________ 
 
What did you learn from your mistake? 
_________________________________ 
_________________________________																															

 

Method 3 - Pupil Voice/Display 

The final method used to capture data, was through a display called ‘Bob’s Mistakes Wall’ 
(Pictures 3 and 4). 

The display was a suggestion from one of the Primary 6 pupils as a way of highlighting 
mistakes that the pupils had made but, importantly, what they had learned from it. The 
display was based on the cartoon figure ‘Bob the Builder’ because when asked the question, 
“Can we fix it?” Bob always replies “Yes we can!” I found this to be a fantastic positive 
mantra for the children and it was something that we talked about and used regularly.   

At the end of each Big Maths lesson the children were encouraged to reflect on any mistakes 
they had made by noting it on a sticky note and placing it on the wall. One of the pupils was 
also appointed the class ‘Mistakes Commander’ and would choose three mistakes to share 
with the class. The sticky notes were cleared from the wall every day (but retained) so the 
exercise could start afresh the next day.  

Picture 3     Picture 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 3 methods listed above were used throughout the 4 week process, culminating in the 
children repeating the questionnaire which they had been issued at the start of the enquiry.  

 

 

 



Findings 

The results from the initial questionnaire showed that 100% (25) of pupils felt it was okay to 
make a mistake (Picture 5). Interestingly, there was no difference of opinion across gender or 
primary level. Prior to completing the questionnaire my expectation had been that the older 
pupils, and arguably more mature, may have had more of a growth mindset and think it was 
ok to make a mistake, whereas the younger pupils may have answered ‘no’ to the question. 
There was also no difference between boys and girls.  

The most interesting and noteworthy statistic to come from the questionnaire results, was that 
despite the whole class feeling it was ok to make a mistake, 48% said that they felt ‘not very 
good’ when making a mistake when answering in class (Picture 6). When delving deeper into 
the qualitative data it became clear that the children felt more pressure when answering out in 
class. Example comments included “because everyone sees me get it wrong” and “I feel 
embarrassed because I did something wrong”. One child also admitted to feeling ‘awful’ 
when they made a mistake whilst answering in class. 

With regards to the classes knowledge on fixed and growth mindset I was pleasantly 
surprised that the majority had heard of both these terms and some were even able to describe 
them. 48% (12 children) said that they knew what a fixed mindset was and 84% (21 children) 
had heard of a growth mindset. 

Questionnaire results from initial survey:  

Picture 5  

 

Picture 6  

 

100%	

Do	you	think	it	is	okay	to	make	mistakes?	

Yes	 No	

1	

5	

2	 2	
3	 3	 3	

4	

1	

0	
1	
2	
3	
4	
5	
6	

Awful	p6	
Girl	

Not	very	
good	P5	
Boy	

Not	very	
good	P6	
Boy	

Not	very	
good	p5	
Girl	

Not	very	
good	p6	
Girl	

OK	P5	Boy	 OK	P6	Boy	 OK	p5	Girl	 OK	p6	Girl	

How	do	you	feel	when	you	make	a	mistake	when	answering	a	
question	in	class?	



Throughout the four week enquiry we investigated why mistakes are important and watched 
videos of sports stars and highly successful entrepreneurs talk about how there most valuable 
lessons had come through the mistakes they had made and what they had learned from these 
mistakes. The class also researched the difference between fixed and growth mindset and 
reflected on occasions when they themselves or someone they knew had exhibited either 
mindset. Finally we celebrated mistakes by playing an interactive game which identified 
individuals who had made a mistake in their careers and it had resulted in real success. At the 
end of the four week process the children completed the questionnaire again. 

Results 

The results from the final questionnaire generally showed an upward trend across the board, 
please refer to table 1. I was pleased to see that the most significant improvement was that 
more children ‘felt ok’ when making a mistake when answering out in class, up from 44% 
(11 children) to 64% (16 children). Furthermore the number of children feeling ‘not very 
good’ or ‘awful’ in the initial survey had reduced from 48% (12 children) to 36% (9 
children). 

Table 1 

Question Start of enquiry End of enquiry 
Q1)	Do	you	think	it	is	ok	to	make	a	mistake? 100% said yes 100% said yes 
Q2)	How	do	you	feel	when	you	make	a	
mistake	during	a	task? 

92% felt ok 92% felt ok 

Q3)	How	do	you	feel	when	you	make	a	
mistake	when	answering	a	question	in	class? 

44% felt ok 64% felt ok or better 

Q4)	Do	you	know	what	it	means	to	have	a	
fixed	mindset? 

48% said yes 96% said yes 

Q5)	Do	you	know	what	it	means	to	have	a	
growth	mindset? 

84% said yes 96% said yes 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the evidence provided through my data collection techniques, the four week enquiry 
has shown that when mistakes are celebrated in the classroom and the issues surrounding 
making mistakes are addressed, children’s confidence levels are increased. By the end of the 
enquiry more children were willing to provide answers and not ‘fear’ getting it wrong and 
feeling embarrassed in front of their peers.  The comments from the pupil’s backed up this 
conclusion: “everyone makes mistakes, so it feels okay” and “I feel ok because I probably 
wouldn’t be the only person.” 

Implications for Future Practice  

As a result of this enquiry, I will continue to celebrate mistakes within my classroom. The 
enquiry identified that a number of children didn’t like to make mistakes as they felt 
embarrassed and/or judged by their peers. I feel that this level of judgement has been reduced 
considerably in my classroom and a more positive nurturing environment has been 
established. To further embed this environment so that it becomes a classroom culture will 
require more time and continual re-enforcement.  



The positive effects of the enquiry on overall performance have also been very encouraging 
and as a result I will continue using the techniques developed over the last month and also 
transfer these principles into other areas of the curriculum.  
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