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Stop Saying "I Don't Speak English",
Keep Trying to Speak English Better
Kishi Yurika (National Institute of Technology, Fukushima College)
This past summer, I went to Australia for one month to study English. When I told my friend about my plan to go to Australia, she said “Wow. You are so brave. I haven’t thought about going overseas because I can’t speak English.” Many of my friends said similar things to me. Whenever I hear these words, I am always speechless and I quietly get angry because of them. My friends should say “I don’t speak English” rather than “I can’t speak English.” In my opinion, they don’t speak English because they don’t make an effort and they don’t want to try.
When I decided to study abroad, a teacher questioned me about the meanings of English words which I didn’t know. When I couldn’t answer him, he said to me “Why are you going to study abroad since you don’t know these English words?” I couldn’t understand what was wrong with going to study abroad without a perfect vocabulary. It is because my English is not good enough that I am going overseas I want to improve my English. If I was fluent in English, I wouldn’t need to bother attending a language school to learn it. Instead I would enjoy traveling to many places and having a lot of fun with the people I meet.
Actually, I was not good at English. When I was a junior high school student, I struggled with English grammar and began to believe that I would never be good at English. When I started studying at KOSEN, I became a member of the English circle. I wanted to gain confidence with my English. However, my English did not improve immediately and I gradually started to compare myself with the other members of the circle. It was for this reason that I decided to go and study abroad.
At first I struggled with the belief “I can’t speak English” but eventually I changed my thinking to the conviction that “I don’t speak English, fluently, but I want to do so in the future”.
I want to ask you some questions. What does the statement “I can speak English” mean to you? Do we need perfect grammar and native-like pronunciation to proudly say “I can speak English”? What is perfect English? Do we have to speak the same English words that are written in text books? I think that perfect English is no necessary for communication. At least we should not be afraid of not speaking perfect English.
Let’s think about how we learned Japanese, our first language. In everyday conversation we often speak Japanese without perfect grammar. But we can still communicate with each other. When we were children, people around us helped us to improve our Japanese. That is how we acquired Japanese. We learn languages through our everyday life. When I was in Australia, the more I got exposed to English, this idea became stronger. When I could not express my thoughts or opinions in English, my host family and the English teachers supported me to make sense of my English. Often my English was incorrect but I could still communicate with others. 
In conclusion I believe that we shouldn’t say “I can’t speak English”. If we think so, or if we are stuck with the idea of needing to speak only perfect English, our learning will stop. Little by little we are learning English. Please don’t be afraid of making mistakes. The important thing is having a strong will to express yourself. Once you are free from the idea of perfect English, you will proudly say “I do speak English” and “I am a continually learning to speak English better”.

