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“Aim for success, not perfection. Never give up 

your right to be wrong, because then you will 

lose the ability to learn new things and move 

forward with your life.”

- David M. Burns

Characteristics of Perfectionists

 Say they’ve failed a test when they really got 

a “B”

 Believe second place is “first loser”

 Focus on the one question they’ve gotten 

wrong – not the 49 they got right

 Think “average” means failure

 Believe they should be able to “do it all”

Adelson, 2007

Characteristics of Perfectionists

 Turn in work late because it had to be perfect, 
even though it was finished on time

 Make themselves sick trying to get straight A’s; 
may even cheat

 Argue about grades

 Suffer test anxiety over fear of not knowing 
everything

 Procrastinate (putting off a possible failure; 
having an excuse for lower-quality work)

Adderholdt, 1999.
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Characteristics of Perfectionists

 Work alone, since no one is as good as they are

 Are resentful of changes to their work

 Are critical and refuse to associate with students 
who don’t earn straight A’s

 Are overly precise

 Can feel dissatisfied or even guilty about good 
work

Adderholdt, 1999.

Classifications of Perfectionists

 Academic Achievers

 Risk Evaders

 Aggravated Accuracy Assessors

 Controlling Image Managers

 Procrastinating Perfectionists

Adelson, 2007

Academic Achievers

Defining Characteristics

 Set unrealistically high expectations

 Focus on the final grade and the mistakes 

that were made

 Want every possible point available

Academic Achievers

Suggestions 

 Emphasize effort over grades

 Praise for effort rather than grades

 Let mistakes be learning experiences

 Encourage pride in the process and the effort
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Risk Evaders

Defining Characteristics

 Fear of failure

 Choose not to try the task

Risk Evaders

Suggestions

 Encourage risk taking in the classroom 

(create an environment that fosters this)

 Focus on process and revisions

 Encourage challenges over the finish product

Aggravated Accuracy Assessors

Defining Characteristics

 Become frustrated with inability to be perfect

 Fixate on exactness

 May choose to redo the same thing over and 

over

 May look obsessively to find ways to “fix” 

work in order to match what they feel is ideal

Aggravated Accuracy Assessors

Suggestions 

 Acknowledge their standards as valuable and 
acceptable

 Realize they will need to meet their expectations 
through effort and revision

 Encourage sloppy copies and give opportunity for 
publication of finished product

 Provide constructive criticism

 Read and discuss people who have revised their 
work multiple times
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Controlling Image Managers

Defining Characteristics

 Want to be viewed as perfect

 If can’t meet expectations, will choose to 

eliminate themselves intentionally and say 

they could have been perfect (could have 

won if they wanted to)

Controlling Image Managers

Suggestions

 Role play competitive situations and discuss 

feelings

 Read about others’ losses in competitive 

events and discuss

 Help set personal goals – set standard based 

on their own performance

Procrastinating Perfectionists

Defining Characteristics

 Plan well

 Fail to start projects for fear of not being able 

to achieve perfect vision

Procrastinating Perfectionists

Suggestions

 Plan – prioritize and break down larger tasks

 Have safeguards if plan needs modifying as 

project proceeds

 Conference/discuss priorities/focus on big 

picture
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Adaptive vs. Maladaptive Perfectionism

Adaptive Perfectionism

 Promotes success (want to do your best, are 
careful)

 Attainable goals

 Confidence from accomplishments

Maladaptive Perfectionism

 Hinders success

 Unattainable goals

 Doubt even in the face of accomplishments

Characteristics of 

Maladaptive Perfectionism
 Delayed starts

 Extreme response to poor grades/evaluations 

 Fear of failure 

 High anxiety levels

 Impatience with others

 Inability to tolerate mistakes

 Refusal to  turn in work

 Self-criticism

 Unwillingness to share

Schuler, 1997

Possible Effects of Maladaptive 

Perfectionism

 Anxiety

 Career obstacles

 Chronic pain

 Decreased self-esteem

 Depression

 Eating disorders

 Failure

Possible Effects of Maladaptive 

Perfectionism

 Headaches

 Obsessive compulsive disorder

 Procrastination

 Social detachment

 Suicide

 Underachievement 

 Writer’s block
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Types of Perfectionism

 Self-oriented

 Holds oneself to high standards

 Other-oriented

 Holds others to high standards

 Socially prescribed

 Wants to fulfill someone’s image of what they should be

 Non-perfectionistic

 Doesn’t try for fear of not being perfect

Hewitt, Flett, Turnbull-Donovan and Mikhail, 1991

Identifying Perfectionism

 Burns Perfectionism Scale

 Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale

 Hewitt & Flett Multidimensional Perfectionism 

Scale

Burns Perfectionism Scale

 +2 = I agree very much.

 +1 = I agree somewhat.

 0 = I am neutral.

 -1 = I disagree somewhat.

 -2 = I disagree very much.

Burns Perfectionism Scale

1. If I don’t set the highest standards for myself, I 
am likely to end up a second-rate person.

2. People will probably think less of me if I make a 
mistake.

3. If I cannot do something really well, there is little 
point in doing it at all.

4. I should be upset if I make a mistake.

5. If I try hard enough, I should be able to excel at 
anything I attempt.
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Burns Perfectionism Scale

6. It is shameful for me to display weaknesses or 
foolish behavior.

7. I shouldn’t have to repeat the same mistake 
many times.

8. An average performance is bound to be 
unsatisfying to me.

9. Failing at something important means I’m less 
of a person.

10. If I scold myself for failing to live up to my 
expectations, it will help me to do better in the 
future.

Burns Perfectionism Scale

Add up your score. 

About half of those surveyed scored between 2 and 
16, indicating varying levels of perfectionism.  

A score of +20 is a very high perfectionist; a score of   
-20 is a very strong mindset on non-perfectionistic 
tendencies.

Factors That Influence Perfectionism

 Self

 Family

 Birth order

 Teachers

 Peers

 Culture/society

Self

 High standards from within

 Decides that “I must always try to be perfect”

 Wants to achieve personal best (healthy 

perfectionist)

 May be defined by high grades (maladaptive 

perfectionist)
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Family

 Perfectionist kids often have perfectionist 

parents

 Dysfunctional family

 Alcoholics

 Workaholics

Birth Order

 First born (especially to perfectionist parents)

 Only child

Teachers

 Encourage organization and neatness

 May put pressure (perhaps unwittingly) on 

student

 Could be “picky” with demands

Peers

 Can provide encouragement and support

 Can be a source of additional 

pressure/competition
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Culture/Society

 Media

 School or community expectations (being 

perfect is viewed as “norm”)

Internal vs. External

 Internal perfectionism may not provoke anxiety in 
the student
 Encourage students to be aware of their anxiety levels and 

to recognize when they are putting too much pressure on 
themselves

 External expectations can be have a greater impact
 Encourage students to be aware of their moods and 

monitor their expectations

 Frequent and frank communication among parents, child 
and school personnel about the child’s expectations is 
needed

Christopher & Shewmaker, 2006.

Recommendations to the Perfectionist

 Be selective with your tasks

 Remember that it’s OK to be less than perfect

 Set reasonable, attainable goals

 Have at least one “safe” activity

 Realize that a lot of successful people have 
experienced failure

 “I would prefer for ___ to occur, but can 
accept that it won’t” rather than “I should 
have made ___ happen.” (Schuler)

Notable Failures

 Louisa May Alcott was told by an editor that 
she would never write anything popular.

 Walt Disney was fired by a newspaper editor 
because “he had no good ideas.”

 Thomas Edison’s teachers called him “too 
stupid to learn.”  He made 3,000 mistakes on 
his way to inventing the light bulb.

 Charles Goodyear had many failures and 
was sent to debtor’s prison.
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Notable Failures

 Lee Iacocca was fired from the Ford Motor 
Company.

 Abraham Lincoln was defeated in six 
elections, failed twice in business, and 
suffered a nervous breakdown.

 Charles Dickens, Claude Monet, Isadora 
Duncan, and Mark Twain never finished 
grade school.

 Babe Ruth struck out 1,330 times.

 Formula 409 got its name from how many 
times it took to get the product right.

Coping with Perfectionism

Don’t Take It Personally

 Separate self-worth from products

 Grade reflects how their work matches to grading criteria; it is not a 
reflection on student’s worth

 Share rubrics with students and discuss how they are used

Know When to Quit

 Make sure students know not to work forever – there needs to be a 
stopping point

 Have clear expectations – consider including maximum as well as 
minimum requirements

 Monitor student progress throughout project time frame
Pyryt, 2004.

.

Coping with Perfectionism

Match the Time Commitment to the Value of the Assignments

 Weight assignments appropriately

 Encourage students to put most effort into assignments that count 
the most

Set Goals and Focus on Improvement

 SMART goals – specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, 
timeframe-provided

 Incremental improvements can lead to achievement – a huge leap is 
not necessary

Pyryt, 2004.

.

Coping with Perfectionism

Study the Lives of Eminent People

 Realize the path to success is not an easy one

 Persevere in the face of obstacles

 Revising and refining is part of the process

 Failure can be constructive

Enjoy Each Day

 Participate in community service projects (make a difference)
 Engage in hobbies and pursuits that are enjoyable

Pyryt, 2004.
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“Never be ashamed to admit you were 

wrong.  You’re only saying that you’re 

wiser today than you were yesterday.”

- Dave Gilpin

Bibliotherapy

 Be a Perfect Person in Just Three Days! 
(Manes)

 Dreams and Drummers (Smith)

 Fables (Lobel)

 Here’s to You, Rachel Robinson (Blume)

 Leonardo Da Vinci (Provensen)

 Mistakes Are Great (Zadra)

 Mistakes That Worked (Jones)

 On the Devil’s Court (Deuker)

Bibliotherapy

 Ordinary Jack (Chesswell)

 Perfectionism: What Is Bad about Being Too 
Good? (Adderholdt & Goldberg)

 The Story of the Flight at Kitty Hawk (Stein)

 Sun Flight (McDermott)

 Where Do You Think You’re Going, 
Christopher Columbus? (Fritz)

 Winners and Losers (Hoffius)

 The World’s Greatest Expert on Absolutely 
Everything Is Crying (Bottner)

Adderholdt, 2006.

Recommendations for Teachers

 Understand perfectionism

 Identify characteristics of maladaptive 
perfectionism

 Expect excellence, but not perfection

 Teach task analysis, time management, 
(attainable) goal setting, problem solving

 Set specific criteria

Schuler, 1999
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Recommendations for Teachers

 Provide opportunities for failure

 Don’t grade everything (pass/fail is OK on 
occasion)

 Be careful with extra credit assignments 
(don’t offer it to those who don’t need it)

 Provide appropriate and consistent 
challenges

 Focus on the student’s strengths

 Use humor

Schuler, 1999

Statements for Teachers

 “I know you can try.”

 “You kept on trying, even when you didn’t know how 

it would turn out.”

 “Inch by inch, it’s a cinch. Yard by yard, it’s hard.”

 “What’s good about it?”

 “Why do you think you enjoyed it so much?”

 “You have a lot of your time to this. It must have 

been important to you.”

Smutny, Meckstroth & Walker, 1987

“It (is) the teacher’s responsibility to 
communicate to students that learning is 
struggle, and that what one already knows 
represents memory, not learning,  A’s 
represent a long-term goal of mastery…lower 
grades are not a reflection of inadequacy, but 
an indication that mastery has not yet been 
achieved.” 

- Susan Winebrenner

Teaching Gifted Kids 

in the Regular Classroom

How to Help with Mistakes

Mistakes are…

 Decreasing

 Expected

 Learning tools

 Incompletions

 Caused

 Accidental

 Temporary

 Effort proofs

From Encouraging the Discouraged Child by John F. Taylor
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Keep in Mind…

 “What great things would you attempt if you 

knew you could not fail?”

 Work is “practice.”

 The process is often more valuable than the 

product or the grade.

 Children need to see their growth.

 Mistakes are proof of effort.
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