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Overcoming FOMM (The Fear Of Making Mistakes)

I was in 2nd grade when we were
required to make our first public
speech. I had spent two weeks
writing and practicing it by myself
— I refused to let my mother help
me. Our class had been called out to
the school hall, and I stood there
staring at the stage. My name was
called, and I climbed up the steps
with my heart beating in my chest.
By the time I was at the top of the
stairs, I could feel my heart in my
ears. I could barely breathe. I stood
on that giant, empty stage, with
nearly a hundred pairs of eyes
watching me, and swallowed...

What I was experiencing is a fear
that we all feel at times. Whether
child or adult, we might feel that
knot in our gut when we have to do
something we’re not comfortable
with — especially when we have to
do it in front of others. Many typical
performance anxiety-inducing
activities, such as playing an
instrument, can be practiced in
private until we are more confident
before performing in front of others.
However, speaking a foreign
language by its very nature is
socially interactive. One cannot
really become competent by
practicing purely on their own. You
must engage with others.

So how can we overcome our fear of
making mistakes and embolden
ourselves to become better foreign
language speakers? Here are a few
hints:

1. A low-stress environment.

FOMM is triggered by stressful
environments. You usually don’t
experience such fear when talking to
your family. Nor do you when

you’re writing a sticky note for
yourself. Rather, it hits you when
you have to deliver a speech in front
of a crowd, or have to write a letter
to a prospective client. This is
because the former two situations
are not stressful (hopefully!), while
the latter two may be. It is key, then,
to create a low-stress environment
where FOMM won’t be triggered.
You can do this by getting practice
interacting with people in casual
settings where there are no
expectations, or by interacting with
other language students. When there
is an awareness by all that nobody is
highly proficient at English yet,
mistakes are expected and easily
accepted.

2. Mistakes are good.

“You learn more from mistakes and
failure than from success” is an old,
almost clichéd expression — but it’s
true! Even more so where speaking
a foreign language. In my own study
of Japanese, I often learn something
when I make a mistake in a
conversation, and the reaction of
others makes it pointedly
memorable. It’s impossible to know
all the subtleties and pitfalls of
English, and many you will not find
in textbooks. You often must learn
by making mistakes and realizing
them through people’s reactions.
Mistakes are good; embrace them!

3. See the funny.

Mistakes are unavoidable — and
sometimes hilarious! Embrace the
humor! Notice how a mistake can
create a funny expression or
situation. Laughing at it relieves
stress and gives you a positive
learning experience that sticks in

your memory. Being able to laugh
at yourself and the mistakes you
make, and enjoying the laughter of
others that may come up, can make
mistakes a fun and enjoyable
experience in their own right.

FOMM can dampen your
enthusiasm by stealing the joy of
learning English. However, by
keeping it in check through
mindfulness, and turning the
mistakes themselves into fun and
enjoyable events, we can cut the
legs out from FOMM.

Returning to my second grade
public speaking debut:

Two minutes later I stepped off the
stage with everyone still rolling on
the floor laughing at the joke I
ended my speech with. My heart
was light, and my step easy. From
that day on, I looked forward to
every opportunity to speak in public.
If I make a mistake, I am the first to
laugh at myself and make a joke of
it.

Life is too short to be worried about
our mistakes. Rather, we should
worry about the mistakes we don’t
make because we never tried. Those
are missed opportunities to make
ourselves and others laugh, and to
learn something along the way.

Gideon Roos
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