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The Pitfalls of Perfectionism

A complex that surfaces regularly among
Japanese students of English is the fear of
making mistakes. Sometimes we see this
among our own students here at English
Now!

Why does this fear occur? It could be due
to an obsession with speaking perfect
English. Then in turn we must ask where
this obsession comes from.

Perhaps it’s part of the Japanese character.
We Japanese have earned a worldwide
reputation for our punctilious nature and
exacting attention to detail. Like “o-mo-te-
na-shi” [hospitality]—made a household
word by Tokyo’s bid for the 2020 Summer
Olympics—we promote ourselves as a
supremely sensitive culture, which
cherishes the beauty of unspoken
communication. I, too, proudly consider
this to be a wonderful part of Japan’s
character. However, this sensitivity can
backfire and result in a sort of stage fright
where one becomes hypersensitive to the
gaze and judgment of others.

I heard once on the radio that it’s the
Japanese English teachers in elementary
and junior high schools who tend most to
avoid the native English-speaking ALTs
(Assistant Language Teachers) in the
Teachers’ Room. Ironically, the teachers of
other subjects are more likely to attempt

communication with the ALTs. I can’t attest
to the reliability of this broadcast, but it
was put forth that the reason behind the
English teachers’ avoidance of the ALTs
was their crippling self-consciousness that,
as English pros, they could not risk making
a mistake. Consequently they kept their
mouths shut.

The desire to show our best effort can
surely help us grow and excel, but
obsession with this can hold us back.

That said, there are those who feel it’s
unforgivable to make a mistake in their
own specialty on their own turf. This is
understandable. However, outside of work
when studying English at an English
school, please let go of this fear of making
mistakes.

English Now! is not a place for
demonstrating to everyone how much
English you know. We are a forum where
English errors are pointed out, corrected,
and new knowledge is gained. “Correct
English” develops from a never-ending
process of receiving correction and learning
anew.

We all remember first learning to ride a
bicycle and how we fell down many times
at first. As we fell down again and again,
we gradually learned to keep our balance
and steer the bicycle.
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Learning English is the same.

To the extent that we can say, “Yes, I can
make English mistakes!” we will keep
progressing step-by-step to the next level.

In class, always remember: “Making
English mistakes is my shortcut to better
English!” Rather than dwelling on what
you couldn’t do in class, congratulate
yourself on what you learned and your
progress: for example, “I could speak more
than last time!” or “This time I could catch
more when listening!” When others have
their English corrected, accept it also as
your own correction and a valuable lesson
to be learned. By no means should you
make light of another student’s mistakes or
think them the less for it. Such a negative
attitude will come back and haunt you by
making you more critical of your own
English. If let dominate, that perfectionist
spirit inside you will hold back both your
own progress and that of your fellow
students.

Making mistakes in English is a matter of
course! It is, after all, a foreign language.

I repeat: Advancement in English comes
by making mistakes!

Defiantly keep this in your heart and
become great!
Atsuko Saffell



