

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. This seemed to be linked to a feeling of embarrassment, and although they often tried to hide it, it was clear to see that most students disliked making mistakes. My personal philosophy is that mistakes are an integral part of learning, and of life. Learning from mistakes is what helps us to grow, and accepting that we will always make mistakes is a step towards being more loving and accepting towards ourselves. 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?
Overview of Relevant Literature
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.
A study carried out by Leighton, Guo and Tang (2022) focused on the development of an instrument to measure preservice teachers’ attitudes towards academic errors. The importance of this research was primarily highlighted by three observations:
1. That teachers’ beliefs, emotions and attitudes about making mistakes (largely moulded by their personal experiences of making mistakes while growing up) have an effect on the learning environments that they create as teachers when they are adults. (Dresel et al., 2013; Shim et al., 2013).
2. That most teacher training courses in the U.S., Canada, and Europe contain little psychological training about implicit and reflective practices in teaching, for example, how our own personal experiences form biases within us which affect our educational practices. (Leighton, 2019; Patrick et al., 2011; Wuttke & Seifried, 2017).
3. That, to the authors’ knowledge, no instrument has before been designed to measure attitudes towards academic errors.
This information informed the research as it indicated that there was limited research available on the subject of attitudes towards mistakes, although the subject evidently had an impact on learning environments created by teachers in schools.
To further this research, Yildiz, Bakırcı, and Türkdoğan (2023) conducted a study to measure science and maths teachers’ attitudes towards mistake-instant feedback, using an (MST-AS) instrument, similar to the instrument developed by Leighton, Guo and Tang (2022). The (MST-AS) gathered quantitative data, and the results were presented as numbers in a table, although a short, written description of the results was also included. In this study, attitude was measured as a scale from negative to positive, and the higher the score, the more positive the attitude.
In contrast to this, Tanaka’s (2021) thesis focused on Finnish primary school teachers’ understanding of ambiguity, uncertainty, risk, and making mistakes. The researcher used thematic analysis to interpret 15 interviews with Finnish primary school teachers. The findings of this research were presented in the form of a main theme with sub-themes, and categories for each sub-theme. The main theme identified was teachers’ mindset to coping with ambiguity, uncertainty, and risk, and the sub-themes identified were role, behaviour, and attitude. Below is an adapted example of the overview of the findings, found on page 33 (Tanaka, 2021).
Teachers’ mindset to coping with ambiguity, uncertainty, and risk.
1. Role
a. Guide
b. Trainer
c. Carer
2. Behaviour
a. Learning by doing.
b. Be a continuous learner.
c. Accept mistakes.
d. Respect students’ experience and knowledge.
3. Attitude
a. There are many options, different answers, not right or wrong.
b. People are different, having their own ways.
c. Teacher’s job is coping with ambiguity, uncertainty, and risk.
d. Be human.
e. Be flexible.
f. Be present.
Tanaka’s (2021) results could be considered more helpful than the qualitative data of Yildiz, Bakırcı, and Türkdoğan (2023), when trying to understand nuanced feelings and attitudes, as Tanaka’s (2021) findings explore many different and interconnected attitudes, whereas Yildiz, Bakırcı, and Türkdoğan (2023) only measure attitude as high or low.
A study by Tulis (2013) explored teachers’ responses to errors made by students in the classroom, using direct and videotaped systematic observation. Responses were categorised into maladaptive and adaptive responses, with examples of maladaptive responses being ignoring the mistake, criticising the mistake, or redirecting the mistake to another student, and examples of adaptive responses being inviting a discussion with the whole class, giving the student a chance to think/correct themselves, or emphasizing the learning potential of the mistake. The findings noted that adaptive responses were observed more frequently that maladaptive ones. However, responding by emphasising the learning potential of the mistake was rarely observed.
Soncini, Matteucci, and Butera (2021) explored the possibility to create a more positive classroom environment by changing teachers’ error handling strategies. The research was carried out through a fictitious lesson in which the experimenter acted as a teacher in 108 primary schools. The experimenter used positive error handling strategies and neutral error handling strategies as a control. The classroom environment as perceived by the students was then analysed. Interestingly, the script of positive error handling strategies was based on Tulis’s (2013) findings of adaptive and maladaptive responses. The results showed that positive error handling strategies contributed to creating a more positive classroom atmosphere.
Both Tulis’ (2013) and Soncini, Matteucci, and Butera’s (2021) findings were incredibly useful in indicating a direction for research. Tulis’ (2013) categorisation of adaptive and maladaptive responses informed what positive responses could be incorporated in the Mistake Interviews assessment strategy. Soncini, Matteucci, and Butera’s (2021) findings that positive responses to mistakes improve the classroom environment reinforced my belief that an assessment strategy focussing on positive responses to mistakes would be beneficial for a 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.
Bendall (2024) describes a case study as ‘a rich picture with boundaries.’ What is meant by this is that a case study offers the researcher with an opportunity to dive deeply into a research problem and gain a rich and detailed understanding of the problem, 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.
Thomas (2021, cited by Bendall, 2024) 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 Bendall (2024), there are three types of case study: Evaluative, explanatory, and exploratory. An evaluative case study aims to determine how well or how badly a topic of interest is working or whether it is working as expected, in other words, to evaluate. 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 an evaluative 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 Yin (2014, cited by Bendall, 2024), exploratory case studies can be useful for gaining an in-depth understanding of a social phenomenon which is too complex to be understood using a survey or an experiment. However, a disadvantage of using an exploratory case study is that, ideally, the shape of the research would be determined by extensive background research and a thorough understanding of the current literature on the topic. Unfortunately, time constraints demand that background research and understanding of literature on the topic is only on a surface level.
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). 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, Bendall (2024) proved to be an invaluable resource for planning an interview as a research method.
According to Bendall (2024), unstructured interviews allow for more freedom of expression among the participants and therefore can produce more accurate results. However, data from unstructured interviews can also be more difficult to analyse. To compromise between these strengths and limitations, the interview was decided to be semi-structured. The strengths and limitations of unstructured interviews can also be applied to interviews in general. Interviews provide the participants with more freedom of expression than a questionnaire. However, the data acquired from an interview is much more nuanced, and difficult to interpret. Additionally, participants may not give accurate answers as they may wish to please the interviewer and say what they think the interviewer wants to hear. Participants may also be afraid to assert themselves in front of a figure of authority (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, cited by Bendall, 2024).
One way to mitigate these limitations is through group interviews. Participants may not feel so intimidated by an authority figure when part of a group. However, as Bendall (2024) states, it is important to remember that participants may behave differently in groups. For example, participants may succumb to peer-pressure, and agree with other group members for fear of seeming different. Despite this, the strength of mitigating possible feelings of intimidation outweighed the limitation of the possibility of succumbing to peer-pressure, and a group interview format was chosen.
The group was chosen via a stratified-random sample. As stated by Bendall (2024), 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 (2018) 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 and conduct my research in an objective manner.
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).
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.
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.
Conclusions
Due to the numerous limitations of the research, the results from both the questionnaire and the interview are deemed inconclusive. 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 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 further research be carried out on this topic. Current literature should ideally be observed and studied before deciding on a direction of research, as the research should emerge as a result of current literature, or lack of. Various research methods should be studied in depth and practiced, before deciding on the most appropriate methods for the research. It is perhaps advised that the research be carried out on students of multiple different age groups, to determine how much the cognitive, emotional and communicative level of the participants affect the depth and utility of the results. To make the most use of the research, further recommendations should be made after researching a specific strategy, to explore other strategies environments and factors which may impact upon attitudes towards mistakes.
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