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Coordinating Internationally

One of the things I enjoy most about reading the CLAIR
Forum magazine and attending various JET conferences is
hearing what other JETs are doing across Japan. Despite
participating in the same program and having roughly the same
job description, everybody’s work is pleasantly varied and
makes for some very interesting reading/listening. With that in
mind, I would like to use my column space to share with you a
little bit about what my job entails.

Currently in my fourth year working as the CIR/PA for the
Fukuoka Prefecture International Relations Bureau, I remember
my first day on the job quite vividly. My supervisor sat down
with me and explained the current state of affairs in Fukuoka
Prefecture. As part of the governor’s political platform, Fukuoka
was dedicating a lot of effort and resources into building
itself up as the self-styled “focal point for exchange in Asia”.
Essentially, Fukuoka wants to represent Japan to Asia, much
like Tokyo does to the rest of the world. Putting this strategy
into effect, Fukuoka Prefecture had recently signed friendship
agreements with two major capital cities in Asia - Bangkok and
Delhi - followed by third agreement with Hanoi during my first
year. With these freshly signed agreements in place, Fukuoka
wanted to start exchange activities right away by holding culture
festivals to introduce the people of Fukuoka to their new sister
cities. This involved inviting government officials, musicians,
dancers, and artisans from these cities to provide educational
lectures, traditional performances, and interactive cultural
experiences for local citizens. The inaugural Thai Fair had
already passed before my arrival, but I was just in time to help
organize the India Fair.

During my few weeks on the job I actually spent more

Open mindedness

When 1 first received the JET Programme form that asked
me where I might want to be placed, I wrote that anything
would be fine. The luck of the draw had me placed in Hiroshima
prefecture at a base school called Fukuyama Iyo High School. I
was giddy with joy and said: “Wow! I got a great placement!”.
My friend laughed saying: “But you don’t even know a thing
about Hiroshima or Fukuyama. How do you know that it will
be great?” The truth is he was right. At that time, I had no idea
where it was but I just had a feeling that it was going to be
awesome!

Three years and a half down the road and signing up
for a Sth year, I still think that it’s the most amazing place
that I could have landed on and would not have wished any
otherwise. I think that sometimes it’s not the place where you
are that matters the most but the people who surround you.
The JET program is challenging and requires a great amount
of adaptation and without all the amazing people I’ve met, I
would not have surpassed myself and gained such an enriching
experience.

Coming from a science research background, I wasn’t at
all trained to teach high school students in a second language.
However, thanks to the patience of my wonderful JTE teachers
at the three different schools, we could try out lots of different
teaching plans. Some of the plans failed miserably and others
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time at the culture festival than in my office. My job was to
attend and assist a delegation from Delhi which included three
government officers and one craftsman. In addition to taking the
group sightseeing and shopping, I joined them each day at the
fair and helped interpret between them and the Japanese guests
who attended the fair. Some of my best memories of that week
include watching the craftsman carve a beautiful brass vase by
hand, discussing the differences between Japanese and Indian
Buddhism with one of the delegates, and (kind of) learning
how to the play the Indian tabla drums. I could see that the
Japanese guests were equally impressed by the authentic Indian
experience on hand at the fair.

After this somewhat unique introduction to my job, I spent
the next few weeks getting settled in the office and learning
more about my day-to-day responsibilities. Like most CIRs,
I have my fair share of letters to translate, presentations to
proofread, and so forth, but one of my most important duties is
to conduct correspondence with our newly formed sister cities.
Since all communication is done in English, my job is to get
the information from my supervisors in Japanese and convey
it to our counterparts overseas, either by phone or email. The
correspondence generally involves organizing official delegation
visits, youth exchanges, and culture festivals. While I’m not
necessarily involved in the decision-making done by the higher-
ups, I do get a great deal of satisfaction from my job knowing
that I am an integral part of an important process. Being a
history major in university, I also have a special appreciation
for being part of something historic, such as helping to finalize
the friendship agreement signed between Fukuoka and Hanoi in
February 2008.

worked wonders. This had a familiar feel to science, where we
have to try, sometimes fail but always learn from our mistakes.
For this, I’'m really grateful to my JTE’s for their willingness
to try new ideas, for pitching in their ideas, for encouraging
the students to try their best and having faith in the students
learning ability. I’'m grateful as well as to the students for being
so cheerful and willing to learn. In this way, over time we are
continuing to build fun lesson plans that students can enjoy to
learn English in a pleasant and challenging environment.

Outside my schools, I sometimes got the opportunity to
participate in judging speech contests and teaching various
English summer camps. All of these were very exciting but, I
have to say that by far, the project that was the most challenging
and eye-opening for me, would be the Hiroshima International
Exchange Project to promote peace! This project gathered
interested students from all over the prefecture, and international
students enrolled in Hiroshima high schools on exchange
programs.

At a summer camp led by our amazing prefectural
advisor Mister Ono sensei, we had an intensive training on
international relations with guest speakers from the United
Nations, Hiroshima University professors, as well as Japan’s
International Cooperation Agency (JICA). Then, I was asked to
train the students to learn to express their ideas and opinions on



Without question the highlight of my job over the past two
years has been my inclusion in delegations sent from Fukuoka to
hold Japanese culture fairs in Bangkok, Delhi, and Hanoi. When
1 applied to the JET program, I never thought that I would have
the opportunity to travel abroad for work so it was certainly an
unexpected treat. My job at these fairs was to represent Fukuoka
Prefecture by staffing various booths and answering questions
in English about what Fukuoka has to offer in terms of business,
tourism, culture, and tradition. After talking with guests for a
few minutes I inevitably get asked, “But, you’re not Japanese,
right?” which is usually accompanied a puzzled look or curious
smile. As you can see in my profile picture, my appearance
is about as Japanese as apple pie. The sight of me wearing a
Fukuoka-ken Happi jacket and working at a Japan Fair no doubt
confounded our Thai, Indian, and Vietnamese guests. After
explaining my situation - and putting in a good word for the
JET program, of course - they seemed to understand a bit better,
even if not fully convinced. Nevertheless, I truly believe that the
nature of my job and the fact that my office has no reservations
about my ability to represent the prefecture overseas is clear
proof that Fukuoka is indeed the international hub it presents
itself to be.

A particularly memorable moment came during my visit to
India in October 2008. One night after working at the fair, [ was
invited to dinner at the home of one of the Indian delegates who
had come to Fukuoka the previous year. Taking him up on the
offer, my coworkers and I were driven to his house in the rural
outskirts of Delhi. After being greeted by his family at the door,
he grabbed my arm and hurried me along into the living room
where, to my pleasant surprise, he had framed and hung several

world issues and to hold a discussion about their own culture.
At first the students were shy but eventually they progressed
so well that they could even manage to debate about different
viewpoints. English was used as a medium of communication
but the focus was no longer on teaching English but rather
focused on using it as a tool to bridge cultural differences. The
program’s main goal was to have these students learn to become
future leaders on international peace issues.

My group chose to work on an environmental project.
Six months of work later when we presented our results and
ideas at the International Youth Day Conference, the students
had come to gain confidence to express themselves and their
opinion. When asked how environmental issues related to peace,
they responded to the panel of judges that without sustainable
development, countries would go to war over resources. Hence,
in prevention, it would be best to have countries work together
to find environmental solutions to maintain peace on Earth. I
couldn’t express how amazed and proud I was at their progress
and how grateful I am to have had a chance to play an active
role in their improvement. This project was wonderful in that
it encouraged students to have personal initiatives because
they were put in charge of creating a project that would help
promote world peace. By participating in this, the students also
developed a strong sense of humanity and an ability to have an

Alex Blamberg

postcards of Fukuoka on the wall. He went on to proudly tell me
he had bought these cards during his visit and remembers fondly
his first trip overseas every time he looks at them. His wife
confirmed his enthusiasm by saying that both she and her son
had heard many times from her husband about what a fantastic
place Fukuoka was and all the kind people who lived there. The
picture you see in this article is from their home (you can see
the post cards on the wall in the background).

I suppose the word “internationalization” has a different
meaning for all of us and depends very much on the kind of
work we are doing as JETs. For me, the experience has been less
about introducing my own culture to those around me, but rather
helping to bridge gaps between two cultures very different from
each other and my own. That said, simply by being a visible
part of a process, I inevitably exude some aspect of American
culture in my correspondence between Fukuoka and its sister
cities which makes the resulting mix of Japanese-American-
Indian intercultural exchange, for example, very interesting.
Everyone involved is able to learn a great deal about the cultural
traditions of different countries and how it affects the way
people of those countries think and relate to one another, in both
business and personal interaction. I have also been fortunate to
develop genuine friendships with my colleagues in Japan and
my counterparts in Thailand, India, and Vietnam. I look forward
to maintaining these relationships well into the future as well
as the opportunity to further develop international connections
between myself, my prefecture, and the world around us.

Diane Poon

open mind to cultural differences.

Back at my school I try to implement what I’ve learned
from these speech contests, English camps and international
exchange projects to classroom projects, ESS club activities
and so on. Looking for a way to get the students to learn about
international situations, my progressive minded JTEs suggested
I do a presentation on my volunteer trips abroad with “GO-
MAD?” in Thailand, “PEPY” in Cambodia and “Longitude” in
India. To be honest, at first I was worried about how the students
would react to seeing poverty or cultural differences that were
not from a first world nation. To my surprise, the students
felt immense empathy towards the children in orphanages
or villagers in dilapidated situations. I was also asked many
questions about what they wear, what they eat, and many wanted
to know how they could help these people. The JTEs were also
surprise to find out that all of these volunteer programs were
started and maintained by JET Programme participants and how
active we were around the world promoting peace.

So in the end, I was right. Fukuyama is really a great place
to be with friendly, forward thinking, enthusiastic, humanitarian,
inspiring people to be around. Thank you, Iyo High school,
Matsunaga High School, Yuki high school JTE’s and the staff at
the Hiroshima Board of Education for making it all possible.
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