

What are the effects of the assessment strategy “Mistake Interviews” on attitudes towards mistakes in a year 4 classroom?

Aim, Focus and Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this research is to explore the effects of the assessment strategy “Cyfweliadau Camgymeriadau” (or “Mistake Interviews”), on attitudes towards mistakes in a year 4 classroom. In my time teaching, assisting, and observing in primary school classrooms, I noticed that students often had a negative view of making mistakes or answering incorrectly. My personal philosophy is that mistakes are an integral part of learning, and of life. I believed that a classroom could benefit greatly from this philosophy. My objective was to discover whether and how I could change attitudes on mistakes in the classroom, create a more loving and accepting environment conducive to growth and learning, and ultimately, help individuals to feel more confident, accepting, and at peace with themselves. This research links to the standards of assessment, reflecting (on learning), and learners leading the learning.
The school in which the research was conducted will remain undisclosed in keeping with BERA guidelines (2018) and will be referred to as school X. School X is a Welsh medium primary school situated in a town in South Wales. There are 482 pupils attending the school between the ages of 3 and 11 year old, and 17 classes, including one mixed- age class as of the school’s Estyn report in 2018. The year 4 class in which the research was conducted contains 21 pupils. The research question is as follows: What are the effects of the assessment strategy “Mistake Interviews” on attitudes towards mistakes in a year 4 classroom?
[bookmark: _Hlk172298598]Overview of Relevant Literature
[bookmark: _Hlk172298578]Before choosing the focus of research, it was imperative that the current literature surrounding attitudes towards mistakes be observed. Below is a summary and synthesis of some of the most important literature on the subject, and an explanation of how this literature informed the research.
In his book ‘Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control’ (1997), Albert Bandura explores the concept of self-efficacy and its implications for various environments, including the classroom. Simply put, self-efficacy is defined as one’s belief in one’s own capabilities. Bandura outlines four key sources of self-efficacy: enactive mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion and physiological and affective states. Utilizing over 1800 papers, including Deci and Ryan (1985), Seligman (1975) and his own previous works ‘Social Learning Theory’ (1977) and ‘Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency’ (1982), and organizing them into a ‘coherent framework’, Bandura’s ‘Self-Efficacy’ (1997) is considered to be his ‘magnum opus’ (Lightsey, 1999).
Mastery experience refers to the achievement of tasks and is defined by Bandura to be the most effective source of self-efficacy. According to Bandura (1997), successes and achievements build self-efficacy while failures threaten and undermine it. The concept of achievements positively affecting confidence and self-esteem is nothing new. Maslow (1954) argues that humans have a need for self-esteem, recognition and accomplishment, and that successes help individuals feel competent, confident and valued, while Deci and Ryan (1985) highlight the importance of achieving a feeling of competence through mastering tasks in building intrinsic motivation. Conversely, the concept that failures attack and deteriorate confidence and feelings of competence is explored extensively by Martin Seligman (1975). Seligman’s findings show that repeated failures decrease feelings of competence and motivation, and that individuals who are subjected to repeated failure learn a sense of helplessness. Therefore, it was of vital importance that mistake interviews be designed as an opportunity to correct perceived failures, build self-efficacy and avoid learned helplessness. It was therefore crucial to ensure as much as possible that students walk away feeling they had succeeded rather than failed, by closely assessing each pupil’s abilities and ensuring that any tasks they were asked to complete fell within their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Vicarious experience refers to observation of others successfully achieving tasks. Bandura (1997) argues that effective modelling of a task can provide information about how to successfully complete the task and, especially if the model has similar capabilities to the observer, this can strengthen the belief that the task can be done. Conversely, modelled failure can decrease self-efficacy if the model is believed to be of a similar or higher capability than the observer. Modelling is an important aspect of various other pedagogical theories such as cognitive apprenticeship (Collins, Brown and Holum, 1991), whereby students observe experts performing tasks while explaining their processes; situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991), where learning is argued to be a social process, and is therefore more efficient in a community where members can learn from each other and model effective practice; and direct instruction (Engelmann and Carnine, 1982), which outlines how to effectively give instruction which minimises ambiguity and confusion, and maximises learning. This informed the strategy of mistake interviews as it signified that modelling could be used as a tool to support students during the interview.
Verbal persuasion refers to encouragement and reassurance from others, which can increase confidence and build self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). This highlights the social aspect of learning as outlined in Vygotsky’s social learning theory (1978) and Deci and Ryan’s (1985) findings, which indicate that extrinsic motivation (motivation from external factors) such as rewards or punishments can lower intrinsic motivation if the behaviour is perceived as controlling, but can increase intrinsic motivation if a reward recognises or acknowledges competence. This further informed the strategy by indicating that praise and acknowledgement of competence and effort would be a useful tool for further building confidence in the students.
Physiological and affective states such a stress responses, physical state and mood can also affect self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) explains how stress responses can spiral, perpetuating themselves and further eroding self-efficacy. Noticing a stress response can conjure thoughts of worry, which spikes a further stress response. LePera (2021) explains in detail how human bodies respond to stress or perceived threat, and how physiological changes in our body due to stress make it increasingly difficult to return to a relaxed state. Knowing the effects of stress responses on performance and confidence, it became clear that minimising the chances of situations which could cause stress, by cultivating psychological safety in the classroom, was imperative. Psychological safety is a concept explored by Amy Edmondson (1999) whereby individuals within a group setting feel comfortable to take risks, admit errors, ask for help and generally engage in what Edmondson calls ‘learning behaviour’. Through providing a space where mistakes and uncertainty are accepted and supportive attitudes and collaborative learning are encouraged, mistake interviews aim to promote psychological safety in the classroom.
Explanation of Case Study
There are many definitions of a case study to be found, including ‘the study of an instance in action’ (Adelman et al., 1980) and a ‘detailed examination of a small sample’ (Tight, 2010). However, most definitions seem to describe a form of research centred around a concrete event, subject, person, or group of people. This is what is meant by Adelman et al. (1980) by ‘instance in action’ and Tight (2010) by a ‘small sample.’ Case study research is informed by this event or ‘instance,’ although other literature may be drawn upon.
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) argue that arriving at a single definition of a case study is ‘elusive and unnecessary,’ but rather point towards key features which are often used to describe a case study. These key features are also outlined in Punch’s (2009) ‘four characteristics of case studies.’ The significance of context and boundaries is stated, while the importance of understanding the case study’s complexity and holistic nature is also observed. What is meant by this is that a case study offers the researcher with an opportunity to dive deeply into the case and its context and gain a rich and detailed understanding of the case, whilst also providing boundaries for the research. A case study points a clear direction for the research to take, and while the research may cover deep and complex issues, it must remain within the bounds of the specific event or instance from which it is derived. Another notable feature of case studies is the use of multiple research tools for data collection. In fact, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) describe a case study as a ‘prototypical instance of mixed methods research’. 
Thomas (2021) outlines two parts of a case study: the subject and the object. The object refers to the topic of interest for the researcher, the specific area that the researcher intends to research. For example, the object of this case study is attitudes towards mistakes. The subject refers to the person/people, place, or event that the researcher intends to study in order to gain an understanding of the object. For example, the subject of this case study is students in a year 4 classroom. Thomas (2021) uses the analogy of a lens to describe these two parts of a case study. The researcher or the ‘enquirer’ views the topic of interest or the ‘object’ through the lens of the person, place, event, or ‘subject’. In other words, one cannot view the concept of attitudes towards mistakes in its pure, abstract form. It must be viewed through the lens of real-life, material people, places, or happenings.
According to Yin (2009), there are three types of case study in terms of outcomes: descriptive, explanatory, and exploratory. A descriptive case study aims to provide a narrative account of the case. An explanatory case study seeks to understand a topic of interest, for example, by unravelling and studying connections between different areas of the topic. An exploratory case study has less clear-cut boundaries than a descriptive or explanatory case study. As the name suggests, it seeks to explore a topic of interest. The exact details of the research will likely not be mapped out at the beginning of research, but will take shape during and as a result of the research. For this project, the methodology used is an exploratory case study.
As stated by Sturman (1999, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2024), case studies involve real-life ‘human systems’ which have a ‘wholeness’ or ‘integrity’ to them. According to Adelman et al. (1980, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2024), these ‘human systems’ lend themselves towards data that is ‘strong in reality’ but difficult to interpret and organise. In other words, data derived from case study research is often closer to its original state in its natural context, but difficult to categorise, organise, and derive clear meaning from.
Research Methods
Two research methods were used to obtain data concerning attitudes on making mistakes in a year 4 classroom: a questionnaire (see appendix 1) and an interview (see appendix 2). This was in-keeping with Cohen, Manion and Morrisons’s (2018) argument that multiple research methods provide a holistic picture. The same questionnaire was given to the participants before and after the implementation of the assessment strategy “Mistake Interviews,” in order to gage whether and how attitudes towards making mistakes had changed as a result of implementing the strategy. An interview was also conducted with a sample of the participants, asking their opinion on the strategy.
Youngman (1982) identified 7 question types to be used in questionnaires: verbal/open, list, category, ranking, quantity, grid, and scale. The objective of the questionnaire was to gage the attitudes of year 4 pupils towards mistakes before and after the implementation of "Mistake Interviews.” Therefore, verbal/open questions or scaling questions were most appropriate. Verbal/open questions provide greater freedom of expression, as there are no pre-set answers to choose from. However, findings from questionnaires with verbal/open questions can be more difficult to analyse, as the data is qualitative and more subjective. Verbal/open questions are also more likely to be affected by biases, as there are many possible conclusions to be drawn from the qualitative data. Scaling questions are easier to analyse as the data obtained is quantitative. Using scales such as the Likert scale in questionnaires is an effective way of obtaining quantitative data, while still providing the participant with more freedom of expression than a dichotomous question or a multiple-choice question. For this reason, a Likert scale was used in the questionnaires for the pupils in the class to fill.
The Likert scale used five faces wearing varying expressions from satisfied to dissatisfied. The faces were also coloured in a traffic light system, with the green face being the most satisfied, and the red face being the least satisfied. These very clear colour coordinated visual aids were chosen purposefully for the questionnaire, as the participants taking the questionnaire were year 4 pupils in a primary school. The age and level of understanding of the participants was important to take into account, as a complex questionnaire with questions and answers the participants could not understand would have produced less accurate results.
Bell and Waters (2014) highlight the importance of wording questions, including ambiguous questions, leading questions, double questions, presuming questions and offensive questions. In order to obtain the clearest and least biased results possible, it was important to write questions with these considerations in mind. The questions were also worded using simple sentence structures and vocabulary, to ensure that the participants could understand the question. To avoid leading, ambiguous, double, presuming and offensive questions, the questions were structured in two parts. The first part of the question asked “Sut wyt ti’n teimlo pan…?” (how do you feel when…?) The second part of the question gave a scenario to do with making mistakes. For example, how do you feel when somebody tells you that you have made a mistake? How do you feel when you talk about your mistakes?
Beck and Manuel (2008, cited by Wilson, 2012, p. 97) provide practical guidance on conducting interviews as a research method, such as identifying the participants and ensuring that schedules between the researcher and the participants align, finding a venue for the interview, checking recording equipment and following ethical protocols. These observations are helpful but limited in terms of understanding how to conduct an interview as a research method. Both Dilley (2000) and Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) present a different view, and speak of interviews as a craft or an art form to be studied, practiced, and mastered. They highlight the importance of gaining experience in the art of interviewing, by studying, observing, transcribing, and analysing interviews. By doing this, the researcher develops an intuition for understanding the non-verbal communication in an interview, such as pauses, hesitations, or eye contact.
Dilley (2000) and Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) present a valid argument for deeply understanding the craft of interviewing in order to gain the most accurate results. However, time limitations on the research meant that this was not possible. Instead, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) proved to be an invaluable resource for planning an interview as a research method, and especially for interviewing children.
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) comment on the importance of putting children at ease in an interview setting, making them feel as comfortable and unthreatened as possible, since an interview will most likely be an unfamiliar experience for them. They also stress that children differ from adults in cognitive and linguistic abilities, as well as life experiences, ability to recall and attention span. It is therefore important to be mindful about language used in the interview, keeping it clear, unambiguous and easy to understand. Eder and Fingerson (2003, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) suggest that there is also an implied power dynamic between children and adults and that this is something to be mindful of when interviewing children. There are several ways to attempt to minimise this power imbalance including dressing less formally and more comfortably, using language and expressions that are familiar and comfortable to children, and being curious and respectful of children’s responses (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Another way to help equalize power differences between the interviewer and the children is to interview the children in a group, as group interviews may be less intimidating than individual ones (Greig and Taylor, 1999, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Group interviews have various other strengths and limitations. Watts and Ebbutt (1987) and Leshem (2012, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) state that group interviews can save time, gathering the same information which might have been gathered over several individual interviews, and produce a wider range of responses than individual interviews, due to the participants possessing varied opinions. However, Arksey and Knight (1999, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) note that one person may dominate the interview and Leshem (2012, cited by Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018) argues that people may act differently in group interviews. They may withhold opinions if those opinions seem different to those of the majority of the group. Due to time constraints, and a desire to make the interview experience as comfortable and unintimidating as possible, a group interview format was chosen.
According to Punch (2009), unstructured interviews allow for greater freedom of expression among the participants while structured interviews tend to generate more rational responses rather than emotional. As the objective was to gain in-depth, emotional responses from the children while providing a clear structure to guide them through their responses without getting vastly distracted, a semi-structured interview format was chosen.
The group was chosen via a stratified-random sample. As stated by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), stratified-random sampling ensures that an equal number of participants from certain groups are chosen. This can be useful when wanting to ensure representation from different groups. In this case, the sample was stratified based on ability groups, to ensure representation from children of different abilities.
Data Presentation and Analysis Methods
Data from the questionnaires was interpreted using Kent’s (2015) guide on analysing quantitative data. Kent (2015) outlines a five-step guide to quantitative data analysis:
1. Checking
2. Editing
3. Coding
4. Assembling
5. Transforming
There were no discards during the checking phase. Only one questionnaire was a possible discard because the boxes ticked were unclear. The answers were clarified soon after however, and the data could still be used. No editing was necessary. The simplicity of the questionnaire meant that there were little misunderstandings regarding answering the questionnaire and, where there were misunderstandings, they were able to be cleared up at the time. The responses in the Likert scale were coded 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, with 5 representing the most satisfied, and 1 representing the least satisfied. The data was assembled by finding the mean score (from 1-5) for each question in both questionnaires. These were rounded to 2 decimal places. This data was transformed by finding the difference between the two mean values for each question. These are presented using “increase of…”, “decrease of…”, or “same value”.
Using Maguire and Delahunt’s (2017) guide to analysing qualitative data, the transcript from the interview was interpreted by thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006, cited by Maguire and Delahunt, 2017) outline a six-step guide to thematic analysis:
1. Become familiar with the data.
2. Generate initial codes.
3. Search for themes.
4. Review themes.
5. Define themes.
6. Write up.
The first five steps are observed here (for step 6, see results). To become familiar with the data, the transcript was read, re-read, and studied. During this phase, initial notes were made on first impressions of themes or codes which seemed to be prominent. Initial codes were simple to generate as there was a very small amount of data. Nearly every point made by the participants was given a code.  These codes were sorted into themes. 5 codes were discarded as a part of this process because they were not relevant to the subject matter. This left 6 themes to review. 2 themes were discarded because they only included 1 code, so were deemed to not be important enough to be considered themes. Defining the themes as to how they connect with each other was challenging, as the themes seemed so disconnected from each other. This was noted to be a result of the disconnected conversation in the interview due to a lack of attention span among the participants. It was decided that the themes should remain defined and separate for this reason.
Ethical Considerations
BERA (2024) states that the researcher should gain voluntary, informed, and ongoing consent from participants in the study. As the participants were under the age of 18, consent was gained from a parent/guardian, and assent from the participant. In order for assent from the participant to be voluntary, it was ensured that participants understood that there would be no consequences to giving or declining assent, particularly as the participants were children and may have wished to give assent simply to please their teacher. Here, the dual role of researcher and student-teacher should be noted. In order for assent to be informed, the information given to the participant was suitable for the participant’s level of understanding. A power point presentation explaining how the participant will be involved in the research delivered in simple language and with visual aids was given, while a consent form explaining the purpose of the research and the role of the participant was sent to the parent(s)/guardian(s). In order for assent to be ongoing, participants should understand that they have the right to withdraw at any point. This was explained as part of the power point presentation. The researcher should also be aware of any unconscious bias they may have. As mentioned, the assessment strategy is partly based on my own personal philosophy that mistakes are an important part of life. My own experiences as a perfectionist will have doubtless shaped this philosophy and given it a higher degree of perceived importance. My positive experiences of self-acceptance may influence me to believe that all students would benefit from this strategy. As a researcher, I aim to be aware of these biases.
In keeping with GDPR guidelines (2016), data was kept anonymous by use of letters in place of names of pupils or the school (e.g. pupil A, B, school X), and confidential by keeping data stored on a password protected device with two-step authentication. Only the researcher had access to raw data while mentors and assessors had access to analysed data. After the research assignment has been awarded a grade, the data will be destroyed from the device. A form for ethical approval was sent to the university and accepted (see appendix 3).
Results
A table showing the difference between the mean scores (from 1-5, with 1 being least satisfied, and 5 being most satisfied) for each question in a questionnaire conducted before and after the implementation of the Mistake Interviews assessment strategy:
	Question
	Difference

	Question 1: how do you feel when somebody tells you that you’ve made a mistake?
	Increase of 1.16

	Question 2: how do you feel when talking about your mistakes?
	Increase of 0.84

	Question 3: how do you feel when you know that you’ve made a mistake?
	Increase of 0.1

	Question 4: how do you feel when your friends know that you’ve made a mistake?
	Decrease of 0.15

	Question 5: how do you feel when the class knows that you’ve made a mistake?
	Same value

	Question 6: how do you feel when your teachers know that you’ve made a mistake?
	Increase of 0.42

	Question 7: how do you feel when helping someone with a mistake?
	Increase of 0.21



Based on the quantitative results from the questionnaires, there is evidence that the Mistake Interviews assessment strategy has significantly improved participant satisfaction when faced with the scenario of being told that they have made a mistake, and when talking about mistakes; marginally improved satisfaction when faced with the scenario of knowing they have made a mistake, a teacher knowing they have made a mistake, or helping somebody with their mistake; neither improved nor worsened satisfaction when faced with the scenario of the class knowing that they have made a mistake; and marginally worsened satisfaction when faced with the scenario of a friend knowing that they have made a mistake.
A table showing the themes and codes identified from thematic analysis of a transcript from a group interview conducted after the implementation of the Mistake Interviews assessment strategy:
	Understanding and learning from mistakes
	Nerves and discomfort
	Reassurance from teachers
	Effect of peer response to mistakes

	Mistake interviews helped to understand mistakes.

Mistake interviews helped to learn from mistakes.
	Didn’t like standing up in front of the class.

Didn’t like everyone looking at them.

Felt nervous.

Felt exposed.

Felt nervous but would do it anyway.
	Like teachers saying making mistakes is okay.

Feel better when teachers say it’s okay to make mistakes.
	Peers laugh at them for making a mistake.

Peers say the work is easy when it’s not.

Peers pick on them for making a mistake.



Understanding and Learning from Mistakes
Participants expressed that the Mistake Interviews strategy helped them to understand and learn from their mistakes. However, participants were not able to express how or why the strategy helped them to understand and learn from their mistakes. It was unclear whether this was due to a lack of ability to understand and express complex issues or whether this had been expressed because it was what the participants thought the interviewer wanted to hear.
Nerves and Discomfort
Participants expressed feelings of nerves and discomfort linked to standing up in front of the class to talk about their mistakes. These nerves seemed to be linked to speaking in front of the class in any context, as participants mentioned feeling exposed and noticing everybody looking at them. Participants did not mention nerves specific to talking about their mistakes. It is unclear whether these nerves could be linked to fears of negative peer response (see effect of peer response to mistakes). This response from participants highlights the importance of acknowledging stress responses which could occur as a result of nerves when students speak in front of a class. These stress responses can perpetuate themselves (Bandura, 1997; LePera, 2021) and potentially dissuade students from speaking up at all, which, as a failure to speak in front of the class, would lower self-efficacy and reduce the likelihood of the student speaking up in future (Bandura, 1997). This clearly outlines the importance of cultivating psychological safety in the classroom and ensuring that tasks are within a student’s zone of proximal development, so that successes are achievable.
Reassurance from Teachers
Participants expressed that they liked having reassurance from teachers that making mistakes is okay. Some expressed that they feel better after making a mistake if the teacher reassures them that it’s okay. This emphasizes the importance of approaching pedagogy with a caring, empathetic and non-judgemental perspective, as argued by Noddings (2013). 
Effect of Peer Response to Mistakes
Participants expressed that they don’t like making mistakes because peers occasionally laugh at them or pick on them. Some also expressed that peers and classmates often say that the work is easy which makes them feel stupid when they struggle with it. They expressed a wish that peers would not say that the work is easy when it’s not. This underlines the significance of psychological safety in the classroom (Edmondson, 1999) and fostering a positive, caring, and supportive environment (Noddings, 2013).
Conclusions
Due to the numerous limitations of the research, the results from both the questionnaire and the interview are deemed inconclusive. However, results seem to indicate that children experience nerves and discomfort around speaking in front of the class, that they appreciate reassurance from teachers, and that social and peer dynamics can have an impact on their confidence. Limitations include a lack of experience on the part of the researcher in constructing, conducting, and analysing questionnaires or interviews (particularly interviews as the methods described by the current literature are so nuanced). As a result of this, both the research methods applied and their analysis is likely to be weak and faulty. Other limitations include the limited understanding and level of communication of the participants. Being so young of age, the ability to process and understand complex social issues as well as complex cognitive and emotional responses is restricted. As a result, the conclusions drawn from the interview only provide a bare surface level understanding of the topic. Another limitation was the lack of time to include additional and more in-depth research methods, such as additional interviews with the participants, group and individual, interviews with members of staff, and observation of the strategy in action in the classroom as well as observation of the classroom when the strategy is not being implemented.
Recommendations
It is recommended that practitioners use this research along with other significant research on the topic to build nurturing relationships with the children they teach and create a positive, safe and supportive classroom environment. Practitioners should aim to help develop confidence and self-efficacy in children by giving them tasks that fall within their zone of proximal development, praising them when they achieve a task, focusing on positives and a learning mindset when they encounter failures, and cultivating psychological safety in the classroom. Since social and peer relationships also seem to have a bearing on children’s confidence and feelings of psychological safety, it is recommended that further research is conducted about peer dynamics and how to encourage lasting positive and supportive peer relationships in and outside of the classroom. Further research could also be conducted about self-efficacy in children, psychological safety, and the effects of talking openly and positively about making mistakes in the classroom. All of this will provide a more detailed and holistic picture of attitudes towards mistakes and, ultimately, will support children and improve their overall wellbeing.
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