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Abstract

Background and Objectives: The present study aims to explore the lived experiences of elementary school
students regarding moments of making mistakes in the learning process and to analyse the emotional,
cognitive, and educational dimensions of such experiences. Given the critical role of elementary education
in shaping students’ academic identity, self-concept, and attitudes toward error, this study seeks to uncover,
from the children’s own perspectives, the meaning and consequences of mistakes.

Methodology: The research employed a qualitative design with a descriptive phenomenological approach, and data
were analyzed using Colaizzi’s method. The study population consisted of all students at Hejrat Boys’ Primary
School in Arak, located in a socio-culturally disadvantaged migrant neighborhood. Through purposive sampling,
50 students from grades two to six, who had salient lived experiences of mistakes in class, participated in semi-
structured interviews. Data were fully transcribed and analyzed through deep reading, extraction of significant
statements, initial coding, clustering of themes, and participant validation.

Findings: Findings revealed that students’ experiences of mistakes were accompanied by a range of negative
emotions such as shame, humiliation, anxiety, rejection, hopelessness, and self-blame. Nevertheless, within a
safe and empathetic context, these experiences could foster cognitive growth, enhance motivation, promote socio-
emotional learning, and increase self-awareness.

Conclusion: This duality resulted in the identification of six challenge clusters and four opportunity clusters.
Emphasizing the importance of listening to children’s voices, the study suggests that mistakes, as an educational
phenomenon, require redefinition in educational policy, improvement of teachers’ emotional literacy, and the
design of safe and supportive learning environments.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Learning from mistakes is widely recognized as an essential part of cognitive, emotional, and
academic development. However, in many traditional, examination-oriented educational systems, mistakes are
viewed as signs of failure rather than opportunities for learning. This issue is particularly important in
elementary education, where children's academic identity, self-confidence, and attitudes toward learning are
developing. Negative classroom error experiences may affect students' motivation, participation, persistence,
and willingness to engage in learning. Although research on error-based learning, formative assessment, and
constructive feedback has expanded, previous studies have mainly focused on teachers' practices, assessment
methods, or academic achievement. Comparatively little attention has been paid to children's own perceptions
and lived experiences of making mistakes, particularly in non-Western and socioeconomically disadvantaged
settings. In Iran, existing research has primarily examined teachers' attitudes toward student errors, while
students' perspectives remain underexplored.This gap is especially important in disadvantaged migrant
communities, where economic, linguistic, and social challenges may intensify the consequences of classroom
mistakes. Therefore, this study explored three questions: (1) How do elementary students experience making
mistakes during learning? (2) What emotional, cognitive, and social meanings do they assign to these
experiences? (3) How does teachers' feedback influence these meanings and subsequent learning behaviors?
The study was conducted in a boys' primary school in a disadvantaged migrant neighborhood of Arak, Iran,
where many students faced multiple educational and social vulnerabilities.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative descriptive phenomenological design to investigate students'
lived experiences of making mistakes during classroom learning. Data analysis followed Colaizzi's seven-step
phenomenological method, including repeated reading of transcripts, extraction of significant statements,
formulation of meanings, organization into thematic clusters, development of an exhaustive description,
identification of the essential structure, and validation of findings through participant feedback.The participants
were selected through purposeful sampling from Hejrat Boys' Primary School in Arak, situated in a culturally
diverse and economically disadvantaged migrant community. Fifty students from grades two to six participated
in the study. Inclusion criteria included having experienced a memorable classroom mistake, willingness to
participate voluntarily, and the ability to express personal thoughts and emotions.Individual semi-structured
interviews were conducted in a private room within the school to ensure participants' comfort and confidentiality.
Interviews lasted approximately 20—40 minutes and included open-ended questions such as: "Can you describe
a time when you gave a wrong answer in class? How did you feel? What did your teacher and classmates do?"
All interviews were audio-recorded with permission, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed according to Colaizzi's
procedures. To ensure trustworthiness, several strategies were adopted, including member checking, peer
debriefing, inter-coder agreement of approximately 85%, and external review by five educational science experts.
These procedures strengthened the credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of the findings.

Findings: Analysis of the interview data produced 90 significant statements, which were condensed into 50
meaning units and organized into 10 conceptual clusters. These clusters were grouped under two overarching
themes: Challenges and Opportunities. The Challenges theme included six clusters describing students' negative
experiences with classroom mistakes. The first, shame, humiliation, and worthlessness, reflected feelings of
embarrassment and diminished self-worth after making errors. The second, hopelessness, disillusionment, and
amotivation, showed that repeated negative experiences reduced students' interest in learning and, in some cases,
in attending school. The third cluster, rejection, loneliness, and lack of support, described social exclusion and
reduced participation in classroom activities. The fourth, escape, avoidance, and invisibility, illustrated students'
tendency to remain silent, avoid answering questions, or withdraw from classroom participation. The fifth cluster,
anxiety, fear, and psychological pressure, included emotional and physical reactions such as fear of future
mistakes, increased stress, and physiological symptoms before participating in class. Finally, reduced academic
self-efficacy and performance reflected students' beliefs that they were less capable than their peers, leading to
lower confidence, persistence, and academic engagement.The Opportunities theme comprised four positive
clusters. Cognitive growth and deeper learning occurred when mistakes encouraged further explanation, practice,
and improved understanding. Emotional self-regulation emerged as students gradually learned to manage
disappointment and frustration more effectively. Social-emotional learning developed when teachers and
classmates responded supportively, helping students view mistakes as a normal part of learning. Finally, self-
awareness and intrinsic motivation increased as students recognized their weaknesses, accepted constructive
feedback, and became more determined to improve, reflecting the development of a growth-oriented mindset.
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Discussion and Conclusion: This study provides one of the first phenomenological accounts of Iranian
elementary students' lived experiences of making mistakes during classroom learning in a disadvantaged migrant
context. The findings indicate that classroom mistakes are not merely cognitive events but also emotional and
social experiences that shape students' motivation, academic identity, participation, and resilience.The six
challenge clusters demonstrate that negative reactions from teachers and classmates—including criticism,
ridicule, or indifference—can weaken students' self-confidence, increase anxiety, and discourage classroom
participation. These findings are consistent with previous research suggesting that authoritarian classroom
environments transform mistakes into sources of fear rather than opportunities for learning.In contrast, the four
opportunity clusters show that supportive teacher responses can reshape the meaning of mistakes. When teachers
provide respectful feedback, encourage reflection, and normalize errors as part of learning, students become more
willing to participate, develop resilience, and adopt more positive attitudes toward learning. These findings
support the principles of growth mindset, psychologically safe classrooms, and formative assessment.The
findings further suggest that the educational impact of mistakes depends less on the error itself than on the
classroom climate and teachers' responses. Consequently, educational policies should promote error-as-feedback
rather than error-as-failure approaches. Teacher education programs should strengthen competencies in
constructive feedback, emotionally responsive communication, and supportive classroom management, while
curriculum designers should incorporate reflective activities that encourage students to learn from their mistakes.
Future research should compare different educational and socioeconomic settings and examine the long-term
relationship between classroom error experiences, resilience, and academic achievement. Creating learning
environments where mistakes are accepted as natural components of learning can foster both academic success
and healthy personal development.

Recommendations: Teachers should establish psychologically safe classrooms in which mistakes are treated
as valuable learning opportunities rather than signs of failure. Professional development programs should
emphasize constructive feedback, supportive communication, and instructional strategies that strengthen
students' academic self-efficacy, resilience, and growth mindset. Future research is recommended to
investigate students' experiences of learning from mistakes across different educational levels and cultural
contexts using qualitative and mixed-methods designs.

Ethical Considerations: Ethical principles were observed throughout the study. Permission was obtained from
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