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A New Perspective on JET

Are Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs) positive
attributes to schools? Do they make an impact? As an ALT in
the JET Program working at two junior high schools and one
elementary school, I wanted to know for sure. So I surveyed
all 380 of my junior high school students. The answer was a
resounding, “Yes!”

The responses I received also suggest ALTs make an impact
in many ways at school. First, students feel we help them learn
English better. They also value the time we spend with them
outside of the classroom, and the opportunity to participate in
international exchange. The JET Program greatly contributes to
schools and local communities.

Students feel ALTs help them to learn English. In response
to the question, “What do you like most about having an ALT
at school?” many students wrote, “Classes are fun,” “Learning
English becomes interesting,” “He teaches us words other than
the ones we have to study,” and “He kindly helps us when we
don’t understand.” One honest student even wrote, “The number
of times I sleep decreases.” A large percentage of students
focused specifically on different aspects related to speaking,

saying, “We can hear how English is really spoken,” “His way
of speaking and pronunciation is easy to understand,” “We
can learn how to communicate correctly in English,” “We can
use English in our daily lives,” and “I like the nervous feeling
of speaking to a foreigner.” Some students even appear more
motivated to learn English. One student wrote, “I think about
trying to start conversations [as opposed to always being
asked],” and another commented, “It’s fun to speak in English
so I want to speak in English more.” Whether it be through our
pronunciation and conversations, the motivational impact we
have on students, or the energy we bring to the classroom, ALTs
improve classes and help students to learn English.

But the job of an ALT extends beyond the English
classroom; we also actively participate in school life. In addition
to participating in after school club activities such as soccer
and volleyball, I also eat school lunch with students every
day; hang out with students between classes, during breaks,
and after school; occasionally take part in other classes such
as P.E., music, and art; and attend school events and sports

games on the weekends. I take every opportunity to spend time

Special Needs, Special Hearts

Like many JET participants, my time working with students
has been full of hilarious moments and unexpected cultural
miscommunications. I’ve asked a student for confirmation to a
question ‘You have?’ and had the entire class hear ‘New-Half?’
(In Japan, what they heard is a slang term for a man who has
become a woman). All class members who heard had to pick
themselves off the floor from laughing. Thankfully both the head
teacher and the student I had unintentionally called a transsexual
took the incident in fantastic humor; in my case I turned red-
faced and repeatedly apologized.

Being an ALT is not limited to being in school although the
title of being the ‘assistant’ takes a back seat in some situations.
A friend of mine said of her fellow Japanese that “We have the
heart of volunteering, but we do not always know how to take
action.” There is always a system that ought to be followed and
a chain of command to respect. But the heart is there if someone
takes the lead and there will be a reaction as well.

The greatest example of this thinking has come from
‘inheriting’ a volunteer project from a previous ALT. In my city,
there is a special home for children of various backgrounds
and family situations where children can stay and attend
public school. Some are from broken families and some have

developmental problems. My school works with the boarding
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home and has a special needs class with an average of six
students.

A few years ago, an ALT from Canada and a mutual
Japanese friend began organizing visits to the home. They set up
seasonal activities and established a connection with the home
to give the children a chance to internationalize. A number of
the ALTs who volunteered participated in Halloween, Christmas
and summer water events. The children developed favorite
‘gaijin’.

I’ve noticed over time that the students who come from the
boarding home are trying harder to retain their English lessons
and are more relaxed in class even if they don’t particularly
like the subject. They have a real, tangible situation in which to
use English, not simply a ‘maybe someday...” concept. Telling
youngsters that they are learning something for their own good
is very different from giving them an actual experience. From
my first year in Japan until this year, in which I will begin my
fifth, I’ve seen a fascinating change of attitude toward me and
the visiting ALTs at the boarding home and toward the subject
of English overall.

One of my favorite special needs students was a boy who
had an attention problem. His mind and focus went in five
directions all the time. However, it didn’t detract from how he



with my students, something they really seem to appreciate.
Many students said they liked that their ALT, “hangs out with

2 <

us during breaks,” “participates in club activities and school

activities,” “is easy to be friendly with and talk to,” and makes
“school become lively.”

Spending time with students outside of class is also
important because it leads to international exchange. When
my students and I chat during breaks, for instance, we get to
know each other on a more personal level. Students come to
recognize the unique role I play in school and think of me not
only as an English teacher, but also as a role model, friend,
foreigner, or a “teacher like a friend who is easy to talk to.”
We talk about everything from our favorite kind of music to
differences between schools in Japan and Hawaii. Through these
conversations, students point out, “We can learn about foreign
countries, cultures, people, words, games, and lifestyles.” To
encourage greater international understanding, I also maintain
an English bulletin board at school where I post information
and pictures about cultural events in Hawaii and America. |
have also started a pen-pal program with junior high school

lived life - I almost never saw him without a huge smile, or
an intense look of concentration (for however long he could
focus). He lived at the boarding home during the school year.

When English became his topic of the moment, he was
quite good at it. But then he’d use it to ask questions out of the
blue while I tried to maintain control and focus of the 5 other
students (all with different developmental problems). He and
I shared a ‘heart sense’ that seemed to bemuse every teacher in
the office who would happen to hear one of our almost daily
conversations. Even though his subjects would range from
the weather and TV shows to the school lunch menu, we were
always on the same page. By the time he graduated, I was telling
my friends and family at home that he was my little brother at
school.

I can’t help but wonder how much greater my information
exchange could be if I knew more Japanese. Nonetheless, I have
been determined not to let my inability in Japanese hamper
my experience or my own cultural exchange with those around
me. And with the help of Japanese teachers, friends and from
students themselves, they and I together have managed to turn a
dull topic of language into something real and active. Isn’t that
one of the primary reasons ALTs are in Japan?

However, I am sorry to say that the language barrier is

Jason Shon

students in Hawaii. ALTs who actively participate in school life
develop meaningful relationships with their students and give
them the opportunity to practice their English in an unscripted
and informal environment as well as participate in international
exchange.

Of course, the impact of the JET Program stretches beyond
schools to the community. I play soccer and badminton with
community members, participate in cultural festivals and events,
and run in marathons sponsored by local towns. When school
is out of session I sometimes work on an organic farm through
an organization called World Wide Opportunities on Organic
Farms (WWOOF). I have even presented on the “Differences
Between the Japanese and American Education Systems” to the
local Rotary Club. My circle of friends includes many different
kinds of people, from fishermen to doctors to musicians to
public servants. I bring an international perspective, but I am
also like a student, constantly learning more about Japanese
society, culture, and language. What I learn here I will take
home with me to Hawaii to share, and the cycle of giving and

receiving will continue. EE
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breached primarily one way. Before moving to Japan, my grasp
of Japanese was only a small collection of basic greeting phrases
and a handful of numbers. Most communication among students,
teachers and me are heavy on English and light on Japanese.
Yet, I seem to have developed a knack at being ‘intuitive’ when
someone is speaking to me in Japanese. Other teachers have
said that I have ‘heart sense’ and that they are comfortable with
approaching me, even if they only use Japanese. But they are
always so patient with me and it is only reasonable that I return
their kindness.

To me Japan has been an amazing experience. The reality of
how much of an impact on those around me and the influence on
me working as an ALT didn’t happen the day I arrived, or even
after a year. This year - the final year, I’ve found a new purpose.
My life plans never included being a teacher before now. I’ve
watched ‘good’ teachers and ‘mediocre’ teachers and learned
from them. Being in Japan, I’ve found myself in a position
of being not quite a teacher and not quite a friend. With my
students I am somewhere in the middle and with the ‘heart’ of
both. And I like that.
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