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The Role of Books in Communication

If T could recommend only one book as an English teacher in Japan it would be “151 Common
Mistakes of Japanese Students of English” by James H. M. Webb. This book is incredibly
helpful to students and teachers alike. It addresses common errors and confusing grammatical
points specific to Japanese learners of English. After borrowing my copy, a friend told me
that he has been studying English for over a decade and this was one of the most helpful
books he had come across.

While grammar books are certainly useful for studying, simply drilling grammar points will
not lead to proficiency in any language. Language is complex. It encompasses more than just
words on paper. It also includes non-verbal cues. For example, expressions and body
language can be just as telling, sometimes more so, than the words that are spoken. One of
the challenges when learning a foreign language is to understand how these non—-verbal cues
can vary from one culture to the next. Familiarizing oneself with the complexities of
another culture and its communication styles is as equally important as knowing how to
correctly conjugate a verb.

Even when communicating in one’ s own language it is necessary to understand where the other
person is coming from. Empathy is a skill that must be practiced and developed. Books,
especially fiction novels, are invaluable tools for developing this skill. As psychoanalyst
Phyllis LaPlante describes it, “when we read quality fiction, we are compelled to relate to
the characters as whole persons, as complicated and contradictory human beings, likable or
not, familiar or foreign.”

Therefore, 1 suppose my true recommendation is to read as much as you can, and then put what
you learn to practical use in your daily life. Do not overlook the value of fiction. It
seems many people these days get so caught up in their work or studies that they consider
reading fiction to be a purely recreational hobby, but it can be so much more. Expository
texts are of course necessary and invaluable to our learning, but through fiction we are
invited to experience the thoughts and feelings of others and in doing so we are able to
enter a world other than our own.

My final piece of advice to anyone studying English is to not worry too much about making
mistakes. There is a certain sincerity that often accompanies imperfection in language.

Too much emphasis on politeness or formality when communicating in English can at times even
appear cold and distant. With that in mind, don’t stress about choosing the correct or most
polite word. Use gestures or smiles, or anything to get your point across. Sometimes saying
the wrong word with a smile can more accurately convey your feelings than saying the correct
word without emotion.

In his poem Any Language, Much Less English, Taylor Mali explains to his students,

”1 care more about what you say, than the words you choose to say it. That said - that being
said — and having said that, the message I want to impart is, I don’t care if your commas are
in the right place so long as I know that your heart is.”
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