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We usually think of failure as not getting what we want, letting down someone we love, or 
making an embarrassing mistake. As teachers, we have a responsibility to help our students feel 
safe and supported in the classroom. So isn’t failure an experience we should shelter our children 
from at all costs?  
What happens if we start accepting mistakes as opportunities for growth and essential to how we 
learn? Through drama we can help our students fail more, fail better, and feel great about failing. 
A process-based drama classroom gives students space to make mistakes and try again. 

Take Chances, Make Mistakes, and Get Messy 
Drawing from Ms. Frizzle’s motto on The Magic School Bus, educators need to remember that 
getting messy is an important part of the learning process. Educator Diana Laufenberg (2010) 
argues it is through our mistakes that the best learning happens. Likewise, Doug Lemov (2015) 
devotes an entire chapter in his guide for teachers to failure. He argues for establishing a “culture 
of error” in which students recognize mistakes as critical steps on the path of learning (p. 64). 
The National Theatre Institute (NTI), a world class theatre training program, has embraced 
failure so deeply they adopted the mission statement, “Risk, Fail, Risk Again.” Okay, you say, I 
get that I should give my students room to take risks and get messy, but mistakes and failure? 
Really? 

Mistakes or “mis-takes”? 
Learning to embrace failure is a necessary Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) skill for 
students (Snyder, 2019). In fact, making mistakes sets off necessary brain activity (Edutopia, 
2021). Embracing mistakes, or as drama educator Brian Edmiston calls them, “mis-takes,” is an 
important part of building a safe classroom community. Edmiston argues that “mis-takes” are 
simply actions that don’t fit a particular social context and offers students a chance to “re-take,” 
their actions while prompting the classroom community to celebrate the opportunity for second 
chances (2014, p. 80) He goes on to quote Bob Echo saying classrooms should not be “free from 
risk but… safe to take risks” (Edmiston, 2014, p. 94 quoting Teaching for the Students, Fecho, 
2011, p. 114). The keys to a failure friendly classroom include building a community where 
students feel supported and giving students the chance to practice the ideal outcome of their 
actions and choices within that community. When we combine opportunities for failure with arts 
instruction in a risk-safe space, we are creating an ideal environment for students’ growth. 

Make mistakes a habit 
Okay, you say, I’m ready to start failing, where do I start? 
One way to introduce techniques for embracing failure in your classroom is through the Eight 
Studio Habits of Mind, from Harvard’s Project Zero. Three of these habits, Engage and Persist, 
Reflect, and Stretch and Explore, imply that a level of risk and failure is intrinsic to the artistic 
process (Project Zero, 2003). When students Engage and Persist, they develop a habit of working 
that is separate from artistic inspiration or productivity and they continue working in the face of 
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great challenges (Hetland et al, 2013, p. 52). The Project Zero team recommends pairing Engage 
and Persist thinking with Reflection, asking students to compare what they were trying to do 
with their final product and make predictions for a next attempt (p. 81). For true embrace of 
“mis-takes,” planning Stretch and Explore opportunities for your students means encouraging 
them to see mistakes as inevitable, opportunities for growth, and a routine part of art-making. It 
asks students to lean into “what-if” questions and dive down those rabbit-holes gleefully (p. 91). 
Our goal as arts educators, is to encourage students to persist through their failures, stretch 
through their uncertainties, and reflect on their mistakes. 

The drama classroom is the perfect place to help your students start making mistakes. Drama is 
not concerned with presenting a final product to an audience, rather it is process based and uses 
performance as a tool to explore ideas and content. Teachers who want to introduce a safe space 
for risk taking and failure should consider using strategies from the book Drama Based 
Pedagogy (DBP) in their classrooms (Dawson & Lee, 2018). DBP prioritizes process over 
product, leaving ample opportunities for failure and second, third, and thirtieth attempts to learn 
and grow.  Additionally, DBP emphasizes “affective” learning, or social, emotional, and cultural 
learning (p.21). Any of the following strategies from Drama Based Pedagogy will help them take 
risks, fail boldly, and make them excited to risk again. To establish a risk-safe community, try 
Circle Dash or Crumbling to model support in your classroom. To practice persistence and 
problem solving, Group Counting, Stop and Go and Jump, and Who Started the Motion, continue 
the collaboration of the first two activities with inevitable failure. 

Content choice can also help your students understand mistakes as an inherent part of life. As 
educator Joan Lazarus states in Signs of Change, drama teachers should use text in their 
classrooms that include “realistic consequences for characters’ actions and raise questions about 
characters’ choices” (2012, p. 170). By learning through someone else’s problems, students will 
experience failures and consequences from the aesthetic distance of drama. Going back to DBP, 
your students can practice outcomes of potential failures through Real and Ideal Images, 
Conscience Alley, Paired/Group Improvisation, and Voices in the Head. These strategies allow 
students to embody someone else’s journey, explore multiple perspectives, and practice success 
and failure in the safety of the classroom. 

You can fail too! 
Don’t leave all the fun of failing to your students! As educators, it is imperative that we embrace 
our own mis-takes and model persistence and reflection for our students. A constructivist 
approach to teaching and learning through drama relies on a reflective and reflexive practice for 
teachers in which mistakes are processed and solutions are offered. When implementing 
something new, like the Studio Habits of Mind and DBP strategies above, we have to allow 
ourselves space for failure and growth. So I encourage you to take risks, get messy, embrace 
failure, and most of all, grow. 
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