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In general, what I am saying..
The ‘system’ of education nowadays is broken. We can fix education by 
allowing teachers to repeatedly design education over and over again, in 
small iterations. To help teachers start iteration we need to rinse and 
repeat the process by making use of mistakes (and successes). Mistakes 
are a helpful instrument to start a new design cycle. I designed some 
conversation pieces and instruments to start the conversation about 
mistakes of teachers and facilitated multiple of these conversations. 
In this short essay, I share some of my insights into the role of the 
mistake (of teachers) for education.

Introduction in the need for design in education
My grandma cooks the best soup in the world. One day somebody said to 
her: This soup is lovely, you should write down the recipe.” And so she did, 
calling it the soup protocol. Then somebody said, “You should create a list 
of ingredients, so you can check the box when you throw it into the soup”. 
And so she did. 
When grandma left the house she asked one of her kids to stir the soup. 
That went well until one of the kids asked:”Why don’t you write down on 
what moment you stir the soup, for how long and how often”. Grandma 
called it the soup rapport.  When the neighbor, who used to be a fireman, 
came down he noticed that grandma should pay more attention to the 
safety requirements. So she took a course with first aid also. There was no 
time for soup that week. 
After the course, she heard that not everyone was allowed to stir the soup. 
They had to be certificated. She called that the registration. The kids were 
not allowed to help anymore, but they formed a talking group of 
evaluation, control, and team management. And if there was time, she 
made soup. 
Then my aunt came by and said “You should take more control like check 
the length of the spoon, the size of the pan, the jars for ingredients and 
the kitchen apron. And there she has lists for the reporting, the left or right 
stirring, the fat percentage, the calories, and of course the protocols, the 
registration, the observation lists, and the safety certificates.” And all these 
lists are periodically checked and updated. And she haves an accreditation 
plan, which means that they are going to look at each other in the pan. 
They keep assessments, and interventions, in short, everything is thought 
of! 
You understand this is all very useful, and there is much to be said for it. 
But, while filling in all those lists: "Who cares about the soup?" 
- Inspired by a story of Greet Houweling.

There is a lot in common between the cooking of the soup and the 
facilitation of learning in education. Over the years the system of 
education seems to be over-organized. I believe there is a way to change 
this created system over the years, by allowing teachers to take control by 
designing education instead of organizing it. This way of working is 
already been practiced in Maker Education as described by Blikstein 
(7) & Peppler (xi)

The role of the mistake in the design process
The design process, as described by Norman, works for (designing) 
education as well.  In my research, I focus on the value of mistakes and 
successes as part of the design cycle. In designing education,  it is not 
common to work with a failure-positive mindset as described by Lee. (35) 
While the steps of the design cycle are regularly often followed when 
designing education it is the iterative element of learning from mistakes 
that are often missing. Laurilland goes even further saying that the system 
of education has an absence of feedback loops. (5)  
I believe that if we can help teachers to openly fail (and with that: 
experiment) in education, the climate of education will change drastically. 
Creating more space for innovation and adaption of new instruments, 
skills, and methods like learning by doing.

What mistakes (of teachers) did reveal
Flip the page

Conclusion
Mistakes in education are taboo. We need to start sharing mistakes and 
successes on a playful level to start changing the climate of education. 
When teachers feel free to share their learnings, we (finally) create a real 
learning environment in which teachers and students keep growing in all 
directions. The probe demonstrated that mistakes can be a valuable 
instrument to change education more often and more easily. Teachers 
who joined the probe are more openly discussing mistakes or starting 
(LinkedIn) groups where they share mistakes. For example, one teacher 
learned to coop with a diverse group, through failing with the regular 
method at first. His approach to change the method has created not only a 
new method but also the confidence to take the money that regularly goes 
to publishers and with that money he bought himself time to design a new 
method and share that with others.
But the conversation about mistakes of teachers has only just started. 
Let‘s keep searching for instruments to keep the conversation alive, as well 
as the use of mistakes to improve education. To help teachers to not only 
find their inner designer but also be(come) one.
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The change of education
through design

Mistakes in education
by teachers

The mistake(s) of teachers
revealed

Probes to discover 
the value of mistakes

Mistakes as instrument
for change in education

Pinned questionnaire, 2017
Wood, nylon, nails
Lasercutter, hammer

Electric challenge, 2018
Wood, copperthread, battery, nails
Lasercutter, drill, pliers

Demo session Fablearn conference, 2018

Probe with makers, 2017
Booklets, wool, band, diverse electronics
Lasercutter, Printer, crotchneedle

Scanned pages teachers probe, 2018
Booklets
Scanner

Room for Error, 2018
Paper, marbles, jars
Printer, Scissor

Probe teachers (english version), 2018
Booklets, bouncing ball, band
Printer

Probe teachers (dutch version), 2018
Booklets, bouncing ball, cup
Printer

To start a conversation with teachers 
about mistakes I designed an electric 
challenge. 

My research is full of created 
artefacts and conversation pieces. 
These instruments do not only help 
me to tell my story but are also an an 
oppertunity to fail and reflect. 

This challenge, in the skyline of 
Rotterdam, is nearly impossible to do 
without mistakes. But funny enough, 
we expect teachers to do all kinds of 
difficult tasks (like learning thirty 
young kids at the same time) without 
making mistakes. A lot of teachers 
tried the challenge. So far, nobody 
took the challenge without making 
mistakes. These mistakes created a 
conversation with teachers about 
mistakes at an international 
conference. I noticed a lot of 
differences with the educational 
believes of the United States, where 
"tests and failing are not to be 
changed, this is simply not possible" 
and the way Scandinavian countries 
talk about mistakes "It can be very 
inspiring when we allow teachers to 
experiment more in education, and 
with that make mistakes."

The probe revealed that not only 
makers made a lot of mistakes (more 
than successes) but they make the 
most mistakes throughexperimenting. 
The probe helped to reflect on these 
mistakes and all makers enjoyed this 
week of collecting mistakes. 

Because teachers are not common to 
share their mistakes I redesigned the 
probe to discover what sort of 
mistakes are made by teachers and if 
these mistakes are of any value or 
impact. 

Interestingly, teachers share more 
successes than failures and most 
mistakes are created in a social 
context (which was not shown in the 
probe with makers). 

“We choose a social profession, 
therefore we make (more) social 
mistakes. A mistake with another person 
makes a bigger impression than just a 
mistake in reviewing an exam. ” - 
Larissa

Next to that, teachers make the most 
mistakes through things (or actions) 
they forgot or neglect. The literal 
mistakes are not the take-away here. 
It is the process of collecting mistakes 
and discussing them what it causing 
teachers to look different at their 
profession and hopefully start (little) 
change(s).

The probe evolved in to an 
instrument for change. Teachers who 
joined the probe did some (minor) 
discoveries in the way they teach, just 
by actively reflecting on mistakes and 
successes.

“Mistake, it is such a big word..” - Suzan

“It was very helpfull to reflect on my 
mistakes. And the quotes got me 
thinking.. “ - Larissa

”My son got involved with one of the 
challenges. He approached it differently. 
It got me thinking: am I stuck in one 
chosen approach?” - Hans

One of the teachers who joined the 
probe started a LinkedIn group with 
his mistakes in education to share 
with others. Other teachers inspired 
colleagues to join the probe or 
redesigned the probe for internal (in 
the school) activities to start the 
conversation in their own team. The 
probe as an instrument helps to start 
the conversation about mistakes. I 
believe this is the first step to help 
teachers find their inner designer for 
the mistake is a driving force to 
redesign.

The probe is also translated in English 
to gain more insights into the value of 
mistakes from an international 
perspective.

Hi! I am Manon, 
a maker and designer with a 
fascination for learning and therefore 
education. 

Seven years ago I co-started a Fablab 
in Rotterdam. In this lab people learn 
and work differently then in regular 
education, at this place people dare 
to experiment and fail. Most of the 
learning is by making things. I believe 
the way people learn and (inter)act in 
the lab can be of great inspiration for 
regular education.

I am driven to find (also through 
learning from and in this lab) 
a way to innovate education  as 
designer; more often and more easy.

To find out if education should 
change according to several 
professions I designed a pinned 
questionnaire. This questionnaire 
revealed that a lot of people believe 
education should change. But these 
people do not agree on the timing of 
these change, some say it should be 
quick and drastically and others 
believe it should be gentle and step 
by step. Interestingly, almost all 
respondents say they can and will 
change the way they learn and learn 
others to become a part the needed 
change.

To deepen the conversation about 
mistakes I needed to know more 
about the sort mistakes and the value 
of it. I designed a probe in which 
makers described all there mistakes 
(and successes) for one week since 
they are used to handle and learn 
from mistakes on a regular basis. 

Next to the probe, I organized several 
sessions with teachers to open up the 
conversation about mistakes. 

My role is to start and facilitate the 
conversation about mistakes and 
design instruments to share mistakes 
as an enabler for innovation. When 
these mistakes help teachers to 
redesign education more often, and 
probably at a smaller scale, there is a 
new landscape of education to reveal. 
In this landscape, it becomes easier 
to make the connection between 
topics, courses, learning paths 
etcetera because experimentation 
has a lower threshold than in a big 
practical design. When the process of 
design in education is practiced this 
way, there are new designs possible. 
Like 3D printing enabled new ways of 
prototyping and producing, a real 
iterative design process can be the 
big change for education in the years 
to come. And: already starts 
tomorrow.


