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EVERYONE makes mistakes – we adults know that for sure 
but not all children do. When a child makes a mistake or 
worse still, faces failure, we need to guide them through 
the experience in order for them to come out of it 
positively. 
 
A child’s experience with a mistake or failure could lower his self esteem. The last thing you should do is react 
with disappointment, anger or impatience.  
 
Be calm when they make mistakes. Be calm when you make mistakes yourself, especially in their presence. 
 
Teach them to have a more relaxed attitude and show them we can laugh at ourselves when we make 
mistakes. Find opportunities in day-to-day activities to encourage them to view mistakes as opportunities to 
learn something new. Use creativity to turn the mistakes into acceptable outcomes if the situation allows it.  
 
If your child has failed at something major, such as a test or exam, help him to cope with his feelings of low 
self-esteem, disappointment and sadness by showing him your unconditional love. Assure him that you love 
him regardless of how he performs. Tell him that you value his efforts. 
 
Other practical ways to minimise the negative impact of such situations is to find out your child’s learning 
style. Does your child learn best visually, kinestethically or audibly? Help him learn and work more effectively 
by using the style that suits him. 
 
In learning math, for example, if he grasps the concepts better by using objects to count, provide him with 
suitable items to use. If he absorbs facts better by reading his textbook aloud, do not tell him to study quietly. 
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Failure is part of life 

Share stories of your own past failures and successes to show him that failure and success are part and parcel 
of life. Tell him what you had learnt from the experience and what you did to overcome the mistakes. You 
could also tell him inspirational stories of famous people who overcame challenges and achieved success. 
When something goes wrong and your child is responsible for it, avoid putting the blame on him. Discuss what 
happened and encourage him to bring out the fighter in him to learn from the mistake, and not to give up too 
easily. 
 
If your child has a fear of failure after a past experience, tell him that the only way to fail is to not try at all. 
Finally, be sure of what your definition of success is. Does it mean being the best in everything they do and 
scoring the highest marks in every subject in school? If so, when they are not the best and when you come 
down hard on them, will they be motivated to try again to be better, or to even dare to try anything new ever 
again? 
 
Be Realistic 
While we all have dreams of our children being the best in 
everything they do, we have to be realistic of their abilities 
and talents. Think about what your child is capable of and 
set goals that are appropriate for his age, knowledge and 
skills. Actually, they do not have to be the best in 
everything; they just have to try their best. 
 
Although we as parents often wish to shield our child from 
the frustration and disappointment of making mistakes, 
it's important to realize that making mistakes is part of an 
important learning process in life.  
 
No matter how hard we might try to always do things right, making mistakes is one thing that is always part of 
life, regardless of whether we are young or old. It is important to teach a child that making a mistake isn't fatal, 
and that they can use mistakes as a way of learning to find better ways to be successful. 

Children often become very disappointed and discouraged when they fail at something or make a mistake. For 
example, if a child doesn't do well at a school play audition or makes errors that prevent them for being 
selected for the baseball team, they sometimes can interpret the mistakes they made as failure, or as a sign 
that they aren't any good at these types of activities. As parents, we need to be able to show a child that when 
they make a mistake, this is simply an opportunity to learn. 

Try a few strategies that have really worked. 

1 Windows of Opportunity 

To begin with, make sure you create windows of opportunities for success. How? Simply by creating an 
environment that will enable your child to practice. With every practice you increase the likelihood of your 
child doing something right. There is no better way to build confidence than from doing the very things you 
want to get better at. Whether you are learning how to play chess or ride a bike, you first need to learn how 
and practice it often enough to get better at it. This "learn, practice, get better" cycle is very conducive to 
success. The more successes you have, the more you want to continue experiencing it. This can get very 
addictive, in a fun sort of way. 
 

Turn a "can't do it" into a "can do it" 

learning opportunity 

 



 

2 Behave "As If"  

Secondly, teach your child to visualize and behave 
"as if". This is very potent - the mind has amazing 
powers. Teach your child to behave with 
confidence, to act like a great ballplayer or a great 
musician or whatever he/she is trying to 
accomplish.  
 
This "acting-out" must be complete. In other words, your posture, body language, talk, thoughts and feel must 
behave "as if". This is strong medicine. By acting more confident you actually will begin to feel more confident. 
Parents need to adopt this "as if" behavior as well. By demonstrating this "as if" behavior to your child you 
actually encourage and facilitate your child to believe as you do. In a sense, you have the power to create this 
self-fulfilling prophecy. 

3 Welcome Mistakes  

Always welcome mistakes as a learning tool. Teach your kid that there is something to learn from every 
mistake on the field. Kids have a tough time learning this lesson, but if they are successful with this process 
they will be better ballplayers and better human beings for it.  
 
 

Adults understand that making mistakes is part of life.  What’s important is how we 
learn from them. 

 
Yet, many children are growing up in a society that pressures them to be perfect.  Some parents correct or 
complete children’s homework to get them a better grade. So how does all this focus on testing and 
perfection affect kids’ learning?  And how can we help them learn from mistakes? 
 
 Acknowledge that you don’t expect them to be perfect. 
 Let them know your love is unconditional, regardless of their mistakes or lapses in judgment. 
 Don’t rescue children from their mistakes. Instead, focus on the solution. 
 Provide examples of your own mistakes, the consequences, and how you learned from them. 
 Encourage them to take responsibility for their mistakes and not blame others. 
 Avoid pointing out their past mistakes. Instead, focus on the one at hand. 
 Praise them for their ability to admit their mistakes. 
 Praise them for their efforts and courage to overcome setbacks. 
 Mentor them on how to apologize when their mistakes have hurt others. 
 Help them look at the good side of getting things wrong! 
 
Watching our children make mistakes is painful, and this goes for electrocution as well as broken hearts. 
Whether they’re falling out with friends or off a climbing frame, our instinct is to protect our children. Yet they 
learn important lessons from making mistakes, and gain confidence when they spring back from them. An 
important part of emotional intelligence is knowing what to do after you’ve made a mistake. 
 
‘Learning to control anger and frustration are the building blocks for coping in life,’ says Dr John Buckner from 
Harvard Medical School. We often stop children from making mistakes to save them feeling distressed. 



 
But young children aren’t afraid of messing up. It’s only as we 
grow older and become socially conscious that we learn to 
associate blunders with shame. ‘Children only dread making 
mistakes as a result of their parents’ responses,’ says family 
psychologist Dr Randy Cale. ‘For example, if we show anger 
or disappointment.’ Most of us can recall a childhood telling-
off where we felt desperately humiliated, and these are the 
times that led us to link failure with fear. 
 
Try identifying experiences that made you feel anxious about 
getting things wrong, as this can help you to avoid creating 
the same worries for your own children. According to Cale, 
many parents jump in to correct their child’s mistakes, not 
realising that natural consequences do 90 per cent of the 
teaching for them. ‘There’s a strong tendency to feel shame 
present in children that you don’t need to accentuate,’ he 
says. ‘If you allow a child to process the emotions, you may 
not need to do or say anything else.’ 
 
Leaping in to correct mistakes can also be counter-productive. ‘Imagine a giant looking down at you with 
anger or upset in their eyes,’ says Cale. ‘If your child is wired in an oppositional way, you’ve just fired up their 
fight mechanism. They’re ready to dig their heels in.’ 
 
Further to this, research shows that negative feedback is mostly futile for children under 12. A study of eight- 
and nine-year-olds by psychologist Dr Eveline Crone revealed that the area of their brain responsible for 
cognitive control reacted strongly to positive feedback, but hardly at all to negative feedback. However, this 
changes at 12 years of age, when children start to pay attention to negative feedback as well. 
 
In fact, there are only two mistakes that call for your input. First, if your child’s physical safety is under threat, 
and second, when the consequences of bad behaviour won’t be apparent for some time, for example if you 
hear your daughter lying to another child, but the effect of the lie won’t come out until next week. ‘If you spot 
your child doing something worrying but can’t see an instant repercussion, create one,’ says Cale. You could 
expose the fib with an apparently innocent question, to show your child you have noticed without shaming 
her. 
 
How do you see the world? What’s your job as a parent? If you answered ‘To protect my child’ then your 
parenting style is likely to be fear-based. ‘Whenever a parent makes decisions based on trying to avoid 
something, they create anxiety for the child,’ says Cale. It can also lead to hyper-vigilance, with parents 
constantly reminding their child what to do. ‘Brush your teeth. Get out of the car. Pack your bag.’ This kind of 
prompting can unknowingly teach a competent, capable child to believe they can’t do anything unless told to. 
 
If, on the other hand, you answered ‘To raise a child who’ll thrive in any situation’ then you believe he/she can 
learn from their mistakes. Children are more resilient than we think and are rarely scarred by early 
experiences. ‘They can’t grasp the gravity of situations like adults can and don’t dwell on things to the same 
extent,’ says paediatrician Dr Jennifer Cunningham. 
 
Do you see your child as a miniature version of you, or as a one-of-a-kind individual? No matter how many of 
your qualities they’ve inherited, they are not destined to repeat your mistakes. One of the best gifts you can 
give your child is the independence to make their own decisions. ‘Many of us were managers before we were 



parents, so it can help to think of it as delegation,’ says Gardner. ‘When you delegate something, you don’t 
expect the other person to do it precisely as you would. So when you hand over decisions to your children, 
don’t expect them to make the choices you want them to.’ 
 
Ask, too, is it really a mistake? A child’s picture of success is different from yours, so be careful not to impose 
your values on them. ‘If they make an Airfix model and all the parts are attached in the wrong order, you may 
see mistakes but they see something they’re proud of,’ says Gardner. ‘Do these mistakes really need 
correcting?’ 
 
Letting your child make mistakes doesn’t just strengthen their resolve. It also builds your confidence. Through 
reassuring them that they can handle life, you begin to see it’s true – they can. ‘You want to instil in a child the 
sense that whatever life throws at them, they can handle it,’ says Cale. ‘The core of what we want to 
communicate to our kids is that they’re equipped and competent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Anyone who has never made a 

mistake has never tried anything 
new - Albert Einstein 
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