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“The Nail or the Wheel?”

“The nail that sticks out gets hammered
down!”—Japan

“The squeaky wheel gets the grease!”—
USA

Isn’t it amazing how two cultures can come
up with such diametrically opposed
proverbs? Every Japanese—and every non-
Japanese who studies even a little about
Japan—knows the T 2HUIZFI729 2 |

proverb: “The nail that sticks out gets
hammered down!” It’s recited again and
again to demonstrate Japan’s emphasis on
uniformity and cooperation. On the other
hand, the English expression, “The squeaky
wheel gets the grease!,” encourages one to
speak up or else be ignored.

I don’t mean to reinforce stereotypes, but
unfortunately, observation seems to bear
these out to some extent. We often encounter
Japanese hesitant to interrupt or speak up to
voice their own opinion. Likewise, we often
encounter Americans who seem all too quick
to foist their own opinion and judgment on
anybody at anytime.

Recently a student commented about how, in
her English classes in Australia, the students
from other countries never hesitated to speak
during class even though they made many
grammar mistakes, while the Japanese
students had better grammar but stayed
silent unless drawn out by the teacher.

Round table discussions at international
science conferences often go the same way.
Members from all over the world don’t
hesitate to energetically interrupt, jump in
and comment, while the Japanese
participants tend to remain quiet unless the
chairperson breaks in and actively invites
their opinion. Afterwards, when asked why
they didn’t speak, a common response is, “I
didn’t have the chance!”

Several issues must be addressed here:
1) “I’m shy!”

Nip this in the bud. “Shy” is not cute in
Western culture. Pardon my directness, but
it’s considered unsympathetically to be a
sign of weakness and social ineptitude. By
the way, this goes for you romantically
ambitious guys, too. Again and again, the

ladies surveyed tell us that confidence is one
of the most attractive features in a guy.

“Whether you think you can or you think
you can't, you're right.""—Henry Ford

Henry Ford is well known for having said
this and it should be taken to heart. Your
mindset can make or break you. And if
you’re waiting for a “chance,” you may be
waiting forever. Create your own chances.

2) “My English isn’t good enough yet.”

With that attitude, it never will be. Fear of
failure can be the biggest obstacle to
improving your English. The never ending
process of making mistakes and learning
from them is essential. Without it you will
be stuck forever at a level far below your
potential.

Don’t wait to get perfect. Take the risk, jump
in the fray, and celebrate any progress. It’s a
cliché, but unless you can find joy in the
journey, you’ll have trouble sticking with it.

3) Train your teacher!

Hey, it’s not all your fault, so don’t get down
on yourself too much. If we’re lucky, we’ll
encounter one of the truly gifted, fantastic
teachers out there who will help us to
gradually—with as little pain as possible—
climb out of our shell and learn to actively,
positively express ourselves in English.

But don’t count on it.

To be bluntly honest, many, many of the
native speaker English teachers in Japan are
hardly this experienced and talented. Your
progress is likely to be in your own hands.

You’ve heard of How to Train your Dragon?
Well, here’s “How to train your teacher!”:

* If you don’t understand, don’t be quiet!
Speak up!

Neither nod in apparent agreement, nor
remain poker-faced. Most native speaker
English teachers in Japan—especially the
younger ones—have not learned to—or
don’t care to—pay attention to the unspoken
feedback that indicates their students not
understanding. This would include gestures,
eye movement, posture and breathing
patterns. A good teacher is always sensitive

to these in order to adjust his teaching
appropriately.

The lesser teachers need your help. It is
essential that you let them know right away
in no uncertain terms that you don’t
understand. Don’t be afraid of standing out
or embarrassing yourself. There’s a very
good chance that other students are also not
understanding—and they’ll be grateful to
you for speaking up.

¢ Ask the teacher to slow down!

It is important that the teacher speak at as
natural a speed as possible so that he doesn’t
baby-talk—or “teacher-speak”—his
students. It would be a disservice for the
students to get accustomed to a ridiculously
unrealistic, slow pace. However, the pace of
the teacher’s English must be sensitively
varied and matched to the level of his
students: fast enough to be as realistic as
possible; slow enough to be within the
students’ capacity to grasp while pushing
them to a higher listening level. Most native
speaker English teachers in Japan are poor at
this. They interpret their students’ silence as
understanding and accelerate steadily until
out of control. With experience these
teachers should improve, but some just seem
to perpetually “follow the numbers,”
remaining insensitive to their students needs.
The worst are the intractably monolingual
teachers who take advantage of their polite,
acquiescent audience to soapbox and run on
giving their opinion about something or
another—at the expense of their students
learning anything.

Don’t allow this. Call the teacher out on it
and let him know plainly that he’s going
much too fast for you to grasp. He should
not be baby-talking you, but he shouldn’t be
so over your head that you’re not getting
anything substantive out of the class.

The teacher is there for you. You’re not there
for his entertainment. He has a job to do. If
he’s not doing it well, tell him. If you’ve
tried, and the situation does not improve, tell
the school. They owe you good teaching. A
good school will thank you for speaking up.
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