PARENTS AND TEACHERS CAN HELP PERFECTIONISTS
By Dr. Sylvia Rimm
1. Help kids to understand that they can feel satisfied when they feel they've done their best; not necessarily the best. Praise statements which are enthusiastic but more moderate convey values which children can achieve, for example, excellent is better than perfect, and you're a good thinker is better than you're brilliant.
2. Explain that children may not be learning if all their work is perfect, that mistakes are an important part of challenge.
3. Teach appropriate self-evaluation, and encourage children to learn to take criticism from adults and other students. Teach them how to criticize others sensitively and constructively.
4. Read biographies which demonstrate how successful people experienced and learned from failures. Emphasize their failure and rejection experiences as well as their successes. Help children to identify with the feelings of those eminent persons as they must have felt when they experienced their rejections.
5. Share your own mistakes and model the lessons learned from mistakes. Even try to laugh at your own mistakes. Humor helps.
6. Teach children how bragging effects others and how to congratulate others on their successes.
7. Teach children routines, habits, and organization, but help them to understand that their habits should not be so rigid that they can't change them. Purposefully break routines so your children are not enslaved by them. For example, if they make their beds daily, insist that they skip that chore on days when you're in a hurry. If you read to them at night and it's late, insist they go to sleep without reading. Occasional breaks in routines will model flexibility.
8. Teach kids creative problem-solving strategies and how to brainstorm for ideas that will keep their self-criticism from interfering with their productivity.
9. Explain to children that there is more than one correct way to do most everything.
10. Be a model of healthy excellence. Take pride in the quality of your work but don't hide your mistakes or be constantly self-critical. Congratulate yourself when you've done a good job by letting children know that your own accomplishments give you satisfaction.
From http://www.parentingbookmark.com/pages/SR02.htm

A Few Hints to Help You and Your Children Cope with Perfectionism 
By Linda Silverman
· Appreciate the trait. Don't be ashamed of being perfectionistic. Acknowledge your children's feelings of frustration. Share with them that you have often felt the same way and how you've dealt with your feelings. 

· Understand that it serves a useful purpose. Help your children understand the source of their feelings as positive traits in themselves. Ideals and high standards are good, even if it hurts when one can't always reach them. 

· Set priorities for yourself. Allow yourself to be perfectionistic in activities that really matter to you, rather than in everything all at once. Help your child recognise that no one can be perfect in everything, and that we all have to make painful choices in our lives about what to strive for, and where to settle for less than our best. 

· Maintain high standards for yourself, but don't impose them on others lest you become a tyrant. Help your child distinguish between perfectionistic attitudes toward self and others. It's fine to hold high standards for yourself but unfair to expect others to conform to your standards. 

· Keep striving even when your first attempts are unsuccessful. Encourage your children not to give up. Remind them that with practice they come closer and closer to their goals. It takes time and effort to achieve high standards. 

· Don't quit when the going gets rough. Only allow yourself to quit when you're a winner. Give your children examples of people who felt intensely frustrated in their efforts and overcame their obstacles through persistence. 

· Don't punish yourself for failing. Focus your energies on future successes. Try to be a model of self-acceptance, of willingness to look foolish and accept being wrong. Adopt a philosophy that there are no mistakes - only learning experiences. Help your child to process what is learned from each "failure." Successful adults do not expect instant successes. One father said to his children, "Anything worth doing is worth doing wrong' because it is only by doing it wrong that you can learn to do it right" 

· Hold onto your ideas and believe in your ability to reach them. Support your children in following their dreams. 

· Recognise that there are good parts and bad parts to perfectionism. We have choices about how we use it. We can let it paralyse us with fear of failure, or we can use it to mobilize us for unparalleled excellence. We can use this drive to help create a better world. 

· There is pain in perfectionism. Fear of that pain can inhibit you from trying anything or you can deal with it courageously. Nothing is ever as bad as it appears. Teach your children that they can cope with this pain. It is a good pain. Help them realise that they are good problem-solvers, hard-workers, and emotionally strong. They may not be able to avoid the pain, but they can surmount it. 

Silverman, L. K. (1995). Perfectionism. Paper presented at the 11th World Conference on Gifted and Talented Children, Hong Kong.  Retrieved from www.hoagiesgifted.org.
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Perfectionist students are not satisfied with merely doing well or even with doing better than their peers. They are satisfied only if they have done a job perfectly, so that the result reveals no blemishes or weaknesses. To the extent that perfectionism involves striving for difficult but reachable goals, it involves the success-seeking aspects of healthy achievement motivation and functions as an asset to the student and as an ally to the teacher. Even a success-seeking version of perfectionism, however, can become a problem to the extent that the student begins to focus not so much on meeting personal goals as on winning competitions against classmates (Furtwengler & Konnert, 1982).

Problems associated with forms of perfectionism that focus on seeking success are relatively minor, however, compared to the problems associated with forms of perfectionism that focus on avoiding failure (Burns, 1980). Fear of failure (or of blame, rejection, or other anticipated social consequences of failure) can be destructive to achievement motivation, especially if it is powerful and persistent. Victims of such fear typically try to avoid or escape as quickly as possible from achievement situations in which their performance will be judged according to standards of excellence. When escape is not possible, they try to protect their self-esteem either by expressing very low aspirations that will be easy to fulfill or by expressing impossibly high aspirations that they have no serious intention of striving to fulfill. In the school setting, many such students become alienated underachievers.

CHARACTERISTICS OF PERFECTIONIST STUDENTS

Pacht (1984) listed the following as symptoms of student perfectionism: 

· performance standards that are impossibly high and unnecessarily rigid; 

· motivation more from fear of failure than from pursuit of success; 

· measurement of one's own worth entirely in terms of productivity and accomplishment;

· all-or-nothing evaluations that label anything other than perfection as failure; 

· difficulty in taking credit or pleasure, even when success is achieved, because such achievement is merely what is expected; 

· procrastination in getting started on work that will be judged; and 

· long delays in completing assignments, or repeatedly starting over on assignments, because the work must be perfect from the beginning and continue to be perfect as one goes along. 

Other symptoms commonly observed in perfectionist students include unwillingness to volunteer to respond to questions unless certain of the correct answer, overly emotional and "catastrophic" reactions to minor failures, and low productivity due to procrastination or excessive "start overs."


COPING WITH PERFECTIONIST STUDENTS

Perfectionist students need to relearn performance norms and work expectations. They need to learn that 

1. schools are places to learn knowledge and skills, not merely to demonstrate them; 

2. errors are normal, expected, and often necessary aspects of the learning process; 

3. everyone makes mistakes, including the teacher; 

4. there is no reason to devalue oneself or fear rejection or punishment just because one has made a mistake; and 

5. it is usually more helpful to measure progress by comparing where one is now with where one was, rather than by comparing oneself with peers or with ideals of perfection. 

Swift and Spivack (1975) emphasized that helping perfectionists develop more realistic expectations is a process that needs to be couched within a context of acceptance of their motivation to achieve and their need to feel satisfied with their accomplishments. Thus, instead of dismissing their concerns as unfounded (and expecting them to accept this view), teachers can use active listening methods to encourage these students to express their concerns, make it clear that they take those concerns seriously, and engage in collaborative planning with the students concerning steps that might alleviate the problem. The goal is to help perfectionist students achieve a 20- or 30-degree change rather than a 180-degree turnaround (Pacht, 1984).

Teachers want students to retain their desire to aim high and put forth their best efforts, but to learn to do so in ways that are realistic and productive rather than rigid and compulsive. Intervention efforts are likely to feature some form of cognitive restructuring. McIntyre (1989) suggested the following teacher strategies for working with perfectionists: "give permission" to make mistakes, or divide assignments into outline, rough draft, and final draft stages, with perfection promoted only for the final draft; discuss appropriate reactions to making mistakes; and frequently use ungraded assignments or assignments that call for creative, individual responses rather than correct answers. If necessary, place limits on perfectionist procrastination by limiting the time that can be spent on an assignment or by limiting the amount of correcting allowed.

Teachers must be careful to be sure that the assistance they provide does not make these students too dependent on them, to the point that they seek teacher clarification and approval of every step of their work. The goal is to gradually guide the student toward an independent work posture.

STRATEGIES OF EFFECTIVE TEACHERS

Brophy and Rohrkemper (1989) found that effective teachers made an attempt to appeal to, persuade, or change the attitudes of perfectionist students, and to support their efforts to change, by doing the following: 

· building a friendly, supportive learning environment;

· establishing the expectation that mistakes are a normal part of the learning process; 

· presenting themselves as helpful instructors concerned primarily with promoting student learning, rather than as authority figures concerned primarily with evaluating student performance; 

· articulating expectations that stress learning and improvement over perfect performance on assignments; 

· explaining how perfectionism is counterproductive; 

· reassuring perfectionist students that they will get the help they need to achieve success, following through with help, and communicating teacher approval of students' progress and accomplishments. 

Effective teachers identified the most ineffective strategies for dealing with perfectionist students as criticizing or nagging, threatening punishment for failure to change, controlling or suppressing perfectionist tendencies, and ignoring or denying the problem rather than dealing with it (Brophy, 1995).

CONCLUSION

Perfectionists often show unsatisfactory achievement progress because they are more concerned about avoiding mistakes than with learning. They are inhibited about classroom participation and counterproductively compulsive in their work habits. Identifying perfectionist students is possible by observing their behaviors and talking with them about habits and practices that interfere with class participation and performance on assignments. Effective teachers take perfectionist students seriously, communicating understanding and approval of their desire to do well and sympathizing with the students' feelings of embarrassment and frustration. Teachers can learn to support and reinforce the success-seeking aspects of achievement motivation while working to reduce unrealistic goal setting. 

This digest was adapted from: Brophy, Jere (1996). Teaching Problem Students. New York: Guilford. Adapted with permission of the author.
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The Courage to Be Imperfect: Tom Greenspon on Perfectionism 
Summary by Celino Ullegue

“Perfectionism is not about doing one's best, or about pursuing excellence; it's about the emotional conviction that perfection is the only route to personal acceptance. It is the emotional conviction that by being perfect, one can finally be acceptable as a person.”
- Dr. Tom Greenspon

Parents at CTD's Opportunities for the Future conference on June 26th, 2004, enjoyed a keynote address by Dr. Tom Greenspon, a therapist specializing in issues related to giftedness. Greenspon, a self-proclaimed perfectionist himself, explained the origins of perfectionism and shared findings that can help families better help their gifted students with this issue. The following is a summary of his presentation. 

Common characteristics of perfectionists

Perfectionists share many characteristics. For example, perfectionists are often driven by routines, order and control. As a result, they are often running late because “one more thing had to be done.” They sometimes procrastinate; they delay decision-making; and their emotional fragility often results in exhaustion and an inability to relax. Why do they exhibit these symptoms? Life to a perfectionist is like living in the world of the Olympics, where only the gold medal winner receives attention and admiration and there is seemingly little return for second best.

Key insights on perfectionism

Perfectionism is about wanting perfection, fearing you won't get it, and most of all, not feeling totally acceptable if you can't be perfect. Perfectionism isn't about being the best, or working harder, or pushing yourself - that is pursuing excellence. While many perfectionists do this, you don't have to be perfectionistic to want to be the best. 

1. Perfectionism is emotional. Many people do not realize that perfectionism is an emotional chain reaction: mistakes cause fear, which drives an obsession to ”get it right.” This chain reaction may reoccur when someone tries to tamper with a perfectionist's routine, as perfectionists fear things may end up in a mess, which in turn drives anger towards the person who threatens change.

2. Perfectionism is social. Social connection is fundamental to all human beings. If we don't feel connected (or acceptable), we either renounce the desire for connection, or we get busy doing things that we hope will make us connected. For some people, this involves a struggle to be perfect. 

3. Perfectionism doesn't make people more successful. Striving for excellence and aiming for perfection are two different states of mind. Perfectionism does not determine success; talent, energy, and commitment do. Success occurs despite perfectionism, not because of it. Furthermore, perfectionism is not necessarily more prevalent among gifted people.

4. The home environment influences perfectionism. Children can learn perfectionism from their parents. Parents who take on too many projects or avoid delegating work to others may indirectly teach their children to follow suit. Additionally, perfectionism can arise in response to an environment that makes acceptability seem conditional: "If you do this the right way, then I will love you." Finally, a chaotic home environment can contribute to perfectionist thoughts such as “I'm not good enough to make things better.” Family situations can exacerbate feelings of failure, inability, and insecurity.

What parents can do

Creating an environment of acceptance is a way to help children get beyond the feeling that they are only OK if they can be perfect. Talking with our kids about our expectations as parents, and especially about the fact that we love them for who they are, not for their ability to meet expectations, will help them to feel acceptable as people and thus to have the courage to risk new ventures which might fail.

Rudolf Dreikurs, noted American psychiatrist and educator, offers guidance for perfectionists to better understand themselves and the ”Olympic stadium” they live in: 

“This mistaken idea of the importance of mistakes leads us to a mistaken concept of ourselves. We become overly impressed by everything that is wrong in us and around us. To be human does not mean to be right, does not mean to be perfect. To be human means to be useful, to make contributions - not for oneself, but for others - to take what there is and make the best out of it.”
- Rudolf Dreikurs 

Reference: Terner, J., & Pew, W. L. The Courage to be Imperfect: The Life and Work of Rudolf Dreikurs. New York: Hawthorn Books, 1978. 

  

Tom Greenspon is a psychologist and marriage and family therapist in private practice in Minneapolis, where his primary focus for 25 years has been gifted children, adults, and families. He is a former co-president of the Minnesota Council for the Gifted and Talented and author of the book Freeing Our Families From Perfectionism.
