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The ensuing discussion surfaced all ideas he wanted them to  
consider—namely that errors are to be expected, they are normative  
and useful in the learning process. Failure is an opportunity for learning 
and not to be avoided or considered a disgrace. Failure to do something 
correctly is an invitation to find out why, fill the knowledge gap, identify 
the misconception, learn the missing step in the process, fix the faulty 
logic. The point is “You may not be able to do it yet, but you will as  
soon as you know what the gap is. There’s nothing wrong with your 
ability.” This message is sent tacitly (or not) every time we respond to a 
student’s error.

A teacher named Ms. Alcala gives a “Do Now” mathematics problem 
on an index card as part of the opening class routine. She collects the 
index cards and quickly sorts them into those that are correct and those 
where there is an error. She is looking for the best mistake, “My Favorite 
No,” meaning a mistake from which we can all learn. With this message 
embedded in her language, she then puts the student’s work (without 
identifying the student) under the document camera and explores the 
error with the class. Her students are thus getting practice doing error 
analysis.

Check out Ms. Alcala’s “My Favorite No” routine.

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/ 
class-warm-up-routine

Video 3.4

Some years ago a fifth-grade teacher in Fairbanks, Alaska, told me he 
gave a “Great Misteak” (spelling deliberate) award every week to high-
light this new attitude toward errors.

The word yet often comes up when a high expectation teacher has 
exchanges with individual students. “Oh, well, you haven’t got it yet, but 
you will. Let’s see if we can find what went wrong.”

Another approach to student errors is inviting the students to talk 
through their own thinking out loud. Peers can be asked to react or ques-
tion the student. The intention is to give the students thinking time and 
input that allow them to correct their own error.


