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One of the most interesting books I have 
read is Status Anxiety by Alain de Botton. 
Here is a quotation that sums up the 
philosophy:

If we are made to live in a draughty, 
insalubrious cottage and bend to the harsh 
rule of an aristocrat in command of a large 

and well-heated castle, and yet we 
observe that all our equals live as we do, 

then our condition will seem normal; 
regrettable, certainly, but not fertile ground 
for a sense of envy. If we have a pleasant 
home and comfortable job, however, but 
learn through ill-advised attendance at a 

school reunion that some of our old friends 
(there is no stronger reference group) are 
now living in houses larger than our own, 
bought on the proceeds of more enticing 
occupations, we are likely to return home 

nursing a violent sense of misfortune. 
(de Botton, A. 2004: 46)

We learn to learn from others, and in doing 
so we often compare ourselves with 
others. However, it can turn sour when the 
comparison creates negative judgments of 
ourselves. This can further produce an 
avoidance of the possibility of such 
comparison and result in a hesitation to 
share ideas and views. In such a situation, 
professional development grinds to a stop.

David Mayer (in Murphey, 2006:107-8) 
describes this happening with his first-year 
students at a top-ranked university who 
suddenly found themselves among peers 
who were just as good as they were. He 
advised them to get rid of two limiting 
beliefs and get on with learning all they 
could from each other. The two limiting 
beliefs were 1) “Everyone else is better” 
and 2) “I am not top dog any more.”  His 

advice to students was “Never compare 
yourself with others; compare yourself only 
with yourself.” 

How have you changed and progressed in 
the last year or so? What new risks are 
you taking? Teacher portfolios, for 
example, are great places to bring to light 
how we as teachers have learned and 
developed and to project into the future – 
where do you want to be in your 
development in a year? 

Top dog? Well, we prefer to think more in 
collaborative metaphors. The truth is that 
we are in one of the most dynamically 
fertile environments for teacher study and 
research in the world – and we construct it 
and make of it what we will—together, not 
independently. It would be a shame not to 
join in for fear of not being as good as the 
next person, when in fact you make your 
colleagues what they are. We can judge 
our wealth, in professional development 
terms, according to the number of people 
we can collaborate with. And we construct 
our own paths of professional 
development on a roller coaster across our 
careers. At the end of the day, we owe a 
lot to the people we have had the good 
fortune to collaborate with and open our 
professional selves up to. It would be a 
shame not to have engaged for fear of not 
being up to it – you are up to it, just do it. 
Engage!

The Japanese have a wonderful koto waza 
in this regard: 

聞くは一時の恥、聞かぬは一生の恥。
Kiku wa ittoki no haji, kikanu wa issho no 
haji. 

Asking is a moment’s embarrassment; not 
asking is a lifelong regret. 

When you are interested in collaborating 
with someone, ask. If they say they are too 
busy, ask another. Visit others’ classes, 
invite them to yours. Get help, give help, 



and be modestly the best teacher you can 
be – collaboratively. 

References
de Botton, A. (2004). Status Anxiety. 
London: Penguin.
Murphey, T. (2006). Language Hungry! 
Austria: Helbling Languages. 


