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What happens when I welcome mistakes in my classroom? 

 

Caroline Robertson 
 

Group 2G 
 

Rationale 

When selecting an area of study in which to conduct a practitioner enquiry, I began by 
consulting with my peer group to ascertain an area of the classroom in which pupils needed 
further development in their motivation and engagement. Growth mindset was highlighted 
and chosen.  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.  

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the impact that welcoming mistakes has on pupils’ 
emotions and engagement within the classroom during mental maths lessons. 

Methodology 

The enquiry was carried out over a 4 week period during mental maths lessons with a class of 
30 primary 4 pupils. 

Before the enquiry began it was important to clarify with the pupils ‘what is a mistake?’ This 
was achieved by creating a mind map on the board in collaboration with the pupils. Their 
ideas were recorded as a visual display, together with a list of emotions explaining how 
pupils felt when they made a mistake. This exercise was focused only on mental maths 
lessons as this was an area within the class where many pupils were reluctant to share their 
learning in front of others.  

 “Students who believe that intelligence of maths and science ability is simply 
a fixed trait are at a significant disadvantage compared to students who believe 
that their abilities can be developed.” 

      (Dweck, P2, 2008)  

After a discussion about their feelings, each pupil was given a star to place on a chart ranging 
from,0 = feeling least comfortable when making mistakes in class, through to 10 = feel fine 
making mistakes in front of other people. (Figure 1). 
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Each Wednesday pupils were set a mental maths question as part of a Number Talks maths 
programme introduced within the school. Pupils were asked to explain in front of the class, 
not only their answers, but their method in finding the answer. Each step of their mental 
maths process was written on the white board regardless of being right or wrong. 

 A discussion then took place in the class using positive language to reflect on mistakes made 
in finding the solution to the maths challenge. The focus was not on getting the final answer 
correct, but encouraging pupils to look at the many different steps taken to find a solution. It 
provided an introduction to show pupils that the time and effort they took to work out the 
answer is as important as getting the final answer correct.   

At the end of each of the number talk lesson the pupils were asked the same question, ‘How 
do you feel when you make a mistake in front of the class during mental maths?’ The pupils 
then plotted their anonymous responses on the chart, as shown below.  

 

 

Figure 1. Example of week 1 findings 

Findings 

The results were recorded weekly via written scores and supported with pictorial evidence 
from the wall display chart.  

Analysis showed that pupils’ confidence grew over the 4 week period with most pupils 
moving from scores of 0, 1, and 2 at the start of the process through to 4, 5 mid-way with the 
majority achieving scores of 10 by the end of the 4 weeks. 

During the enquiry the following data was gathered: 

• Photographic evidence of pupils’ response to the weekly question  
• Notes recording pupils’ comments during mental maths in response to learning from 

their peers. 
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• Bar chart showing the comparison of number of pupils participating in mental maths 
before and after the enquiry 

 

 

Although the results were anonymous, there was evidence through pupil discussion that some 
pupils placed their star on the same position as a friend, some said they misunderstood the 
chart and placed the stars in the opposite positions, and finally some confided they always 
placed the star on 10 as they didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of others. These 
discussions therefore contradicted the actual findings. 

Pupils became more engaged during the mental maths activities and it was apparent that 
pupils’ self-esteem was increased by scaffolding their own learning not just through the 
teacher but through the verbal responses from their peers. 

After week 3 I witnessed participation levels increase, pupils who had made mistakes were 
able to accept and talk through their strategies without fear of failure or embarrassment. 

Many pupils in the class confirmed through discussions that they could understand a peer’s 
mental maths strategy or could understand where they had gone wrong in their mental maths 
strategy, when a peer explained another way to achieve the answer, e.g.: 

• “Yeah I get it now I see what X did, I forgot to add my units”. 
• “I did the same as X but now I see I missed out the last bit, it make much more sense 

now”.  

Conclusion 

Although the findings were not conclusive to suggest it was only through welcoming 
mistakes that pupils became more engaged in their mental maths, it was encouraging to see 
from the enquiry that there has been a positive impact in: 

• Self- belief 
• Engagement 
• Participation in mental maths activities 

Therefore Growth Mindset will become an integral part of my daily classroom practice. 
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Implications for Future Practice 

A smaller participation group may have helped consolidate the results with less chance of 
pupils comparing themselves with their peers.  

To ensure a completely anonymous survey, the pupils would have been required to record 
their results in secret, which was unrealistic to do on a wall chart where other pupils could see 
their findings. This could be overcome if the enquiry was conducted again and pupils only 
scored themselves by writing their number on a piece of paper placing it in a box.  

I am now more aware that growth mindset helps support and develop 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. 

I will continue to encourage the pupils in my class to share their learning in front of others 
and to learn from each other in a welcoming environment which scaffolds and shapes their 
learning and development.  
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