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An important part of teaching should entail helping students connect their mistakes back to learning about themselves. 

Assessing performance, identifying successful behaviors and areass for change or modification requires well-developed 

Executive Function. However, this critical teaching opportunity is often left up to the student for self-discovery. But what 

if we began investing more teaching time looking at mistakes with our students in order to help them develop greater 

self-awareness, consistent learning habits, and expanded mental flexibility? Could we impact positive student learning 

outcomes by spending more time teaching about mistakes and not just teaching content lessons? Sucheta Kamath, 

Founder and CEO of ExQ® explores the scientific importance of learning from mistakes.

“Avoid using excessive metaphors!” Ben received his English paper with this one comment and a letter grade: B-! 

This is a decent grade for Ben who has always struggled with reading, seeing cohesion in scattered ideas, and finding 

effective ways to express his thoughts succinctly. Ben frequently procrastinates and seldom organizes his reading or 

writing which often leads to a high level of anxiety and stress. But more importantly, the comment on his paper about 

the metaphor may have little impact or meaning for Ben. The suggestion from the teacher that Ben should take this 

advice seriously, apply it to future writing, and stop himself from repeating this mistake is probably lost on Ben. At the 

heart of Ben’s story is that his experiences are neither likely to result with a change in his approach to writing, nor will it 

coax Ben to discover the genuine reasons why all facets of the writing process will continue to be hard for him unless 

he changes his ways.

Our relationship to mistakes is tenuous at best. It is 

like a bad breakup that casts a shadow on our future 

achievements. But mistakes can be invaluable tutors; 

particularly if learners receive education in metacognition, 

the art of thinking about one’s thinking and of becoming 

an accurate self-observer. The questions are where, how 

and when will the student gain mastery over his or her 

metacognition? 

Cognitive psychology and neuroscience describes 

metacognition as the ability to make judgments about 

our own thoughts and skills in order to assess validity and 

to influence the decisions that we make. In essence, by 

reflecting on our goals, plans, actions, and outcomes we 

gather a lot of information about our future behavior and 

future actions. 

Ben, and many students like Ben, struggle with various aspects of learning that have less to do with content and more 

to do with the learning process. For example, writing a paper includes organizing, planning, sequencing, problem solv-

ing, or flexibly shifting approaches with a desired outcome in mind. Collectively these mental skills are referred to as 

Executive Function (EF). When referring to EF skills, the literature often refers to three core abilities including response 

inhibition, resisting the temptation to act impulsively; working memory, holding various threads of information; extract-

ing a theme from it, and cognitive flexibility, such as shifting strategy midstream based on performance error.

The universal agreement among researchers is the idea that the self-directed nature of Executive Function is where the 
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learner needs to understand both the needs of the self and the behavior of the self and then, connect the two. Accord-

ing to Jack Neglieri and Sam Goldstein (2012), Executive Function is how efficiently you do, what you decide to do. Like 

an orchestra conductor, strong Executive Functions guide and direct thoughts,  ideas, responses and actions flexibly and 

resiliently, while helping us to attain goals that are determined by self and for self.

Since making mistakes is inherent to any learning experience, learning from mistakes is often misconstrued as some-

thing students will do on their own. However, making profound inferences from the ‘mistake-making process’ requires 

several nuanced Executive Functioning abilities including task analysis, pattern analysis, abstraction from subtle hints, 

problem solving, perspective taking, and self-awareness.

In her forward to Gall et. al’s book “Tools for learning: A guide for teaching study skills” (1990), the president of ASCD 

Donna Jean Carter wrote, “ASCD believes that schools should teach students how to learn and that students should 

eventually become responsible for their own learning. As educators we must ensure this. Learning how to learn cannot 

be left to students. It must be taught.” Her message is clearly consistent with the ideas that American educators inten-

tionally direct energy to help students glean wisdom from their past academic and non-academic behaviors including 

errors and misunderstandings to shape personal efficacy.

Opportunities to learn from mistakes abound. Teachers and parents witness personal errors, conflicts, and setbacks on 

a daily basis and their hope is that children will develop skills to cope with challenging situations resiliently and engage 

in personal problem-solving creatively. However, can an experience of failure lead to building of a skill? Can a frustrated 

kindergartner who pulls another child’s hair be expected to never repeat such behavior? Can an impulsive fifth grader 

who eats a chicken nugget from another child’s plate be expected to never be so impulsive? Can a forgetful tenth 

grader who leaves his homework at home a third time be expected to be less forgetful? In short, an experience of a 

failure does not and will not lead to preventing similar ongoing mistakes unless the underlying causes are understood 

and addressed.

In my work as a Speech-Language Pathologist, I define Learning HOW to Learn as a process that builds students’ 

insight to influence their strategy generation, strategy selection, and adaptive adjustment during the ongoing chal-

lenges of everyday learning. Having worked with children, adolescents, and adults with Executive Function disorder for 

the past 20 years, my clinical experience has informed my interventional approach which now incorporates frequent 

pausing, reflecting, and redirecting. I have developed and created ExO®, an Executive Function curriculum, that inten-

tionally addresses error-based learning through task analysis, error detection, assessment of explicit and implicit impact 

of errors on functional behaviors, and finally, appraisal of strategies to prevent immediate and future consequences. In 

addition, ExQ®’s approach has a strong metacognitive emphasis with a special approach called Mindful Examination of 

Thinking & Awareness (M-E-T-A™). 

•  Helping the student develop knowledge of their personal learning strengths
and challenges through appraisal of metacognitive beliefs and self-awareness

• Assisting them in goal-directed and task-specific self-monitoring, and

•    F  acilitating improvement in the self-efficacy process to exercise and
enhance cognitive self-control
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The Mindful Examination of Thinking & Awareness 
(M-E-T-A™) Approach Entails:
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The ExQ® system includes 11 types of errors students often encounter during task completion and asks them to 

evaluate these errors from someone else's point of view (often from a struggling virtual student). This process calls 

upon an intentional shift in perspective from a "doer" to an "evaluator." Such strategic nudges challenge students' 

one-dimensional thinking making them cognitively and emotionally versatile. With the help of ExO®, students are 

exposed to a vast array of experiences that are essential in developing a meaningful relationship with one's learning 

behaviors. These teachable moments are a collection of silly mistakes, accidental blunders, or challenging missteps. By 

actively engaging in error analysis, ExQ® acts as a catalyst for radical self-discovery and eventual self-regulation.

Denise Wetley once said, mistakes are painful when they happen, but years later a collection of mistakes is what we call 

experience. As innovative educators, coaches, and guides let’s bring back the grace and elegance in analyzing errors 

so that we can help students cultivate an appreciation for learning from mistakes. Let’s find ways to integrate the lesson 

of learning from mistakes in every class to help our students build a future based on the wisdom of self-knowledge in 

order to expand their understanding of the world.

REFERENCE:

Gall MD, Gall JP, Jacobsen DR, Bullock TL (1990). Tools for Learning: A Guide to Teaching Study Skills, 

Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

https://www.ExQInfiniteKnowHow.com
ExQInfiniteKnowHow.com
https://www.ExQInfiniteKnowHow.com
https://www.ExQInfiniteKnowHow.com



