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Refocusing on Our Communities

I am proud to say I am a JET alumnus, having worked in
Ichihara City of Chiba Prefecture back in 1998. After just one
year, I believe the JET Programme provided me the opportunity
to make Japan, the Japanese language and Japanese culture a
part of my everyday life.

Through my year, I was able to bring a little of my world,
from the other side of the globe, to the students of three different
Junior High Schools, as well as to a number of Elementary
and kindergarten students. The memories from that year I hold
close: riding the two-car Kominato line (whose doors you
open manually) through the Bousou countryside; swapping
my sleigh for my scooter and riding though town to a local
kindergarten to play Santa for the students sans beard; bobbing
for apples and cracking a homemade pifiata on Halloween;
teaching some students how to throw a spiral in the school
gymnasium; coaching girls softball; and volunteering to teach
English for the local Boy Scouts. Through the JET Programme,
I was able to build my career in education and publications in
Japan, which led eventually to me meeting my wife. While we
now live in Seattle, I am very aware that I owe a lot to the JET
Programme for what it has afforded me and I have tried to give
back by serving as chapter president for the Pacific Northwest
JET Alumni in Seattle, as Country Representative for JETAA
USA, and then as Vice Chair for JETAA International. I have
participated in recruiting events, JET interviews, departure
training, career and networking events for recently returned
teachers and community events that showcase Japan, the
Japanese language and the programme itself.

Most recently, I was honored to have served on the
Advisory Committee for the JETAA USA Relief Fund following
the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. Alumni from
across all of JETAA USA, spearheaded by both the New York
and San Francisco chapters, worked hard to raise $75,000.
Through the efforts of the entire Advisory Committee, and
especially those of Jim Gannon from the JCIE office in New
York on the ground in Tohoku, a number of community and
memorial organizations in Tohoku have received funds to help
those in need.

For many alumni like me, although our ties to Japan
have been strong, there is a renewed energy in the wake of the
disaster to reconnect — some way, some how. I know that alumni
from all over the world felt that same pit in their stomachs as |
did seeing the events of 3/11 unfold live on television and are
looking for ways to reconnect with their friends and members
of the communities in which we were lucky enough to have had
the opportunities to live in.

On a recent trip to Japan to visit family in November 2011,
I sought to do just that — to start a dialogue with “my” Board of
Education and current JET participants in the city as to how, as
an alumni, I can reconnect. I started by contacting other teachers
that [ was on the programme with to see if they had any contacts
as a place to start. Sadly, I learned my city no longer employed
JET participants. This realization hit me hard.

Ryan Hart

I do understand that for many communities, the decision
to hire a JET participant is one of resources and budget. Given
the difficult economy over the last few years, there has long
been talk of a change to the scope of programme. Then after
3/11, many of the programme communities are faced with even
larger budgetary and resource constraints. I get that. But if
hiring a JET participant presented a quantifiable long-term value
for those communities, as well as teachers, students, business
owners and city hall, the decision to not hire a teacher in short-
term would be a more difficult decision to make.

The goal of the JET Programme isn’t just to educate, it
is also to promote grass-roots international exchange between
Japan and other countries. If improvements are to be made to the
JET Programme, then I believe that changes and improvements
to the quality of education, while not easy, are low-hanging
fruit: teacher training, stricter requirements for applicants,
and guidelines for recruitment, placement, etc. International
exchange and the qualification of its value is where I believe
we are leaving opportunity on the table. In 2011, there were
4,330 teachers from 39 countries in Japan. There are also an
exponential number of alumni worldwide who have a strong
affinity with Japan and the communities they lived in, and are
actively looking for ways they can serve as a strong advocate.
If we can harness their collective energy in order to promote,
say tourism that has dropped since 3/11, this would present an
extraordinary value.

It only takes a small refocus in thinking to imagine what we
can collectively do if we think the value of the JET Programme
isn’t necessarily limited to those who are currently teaching
on the programme.We don't need to start big. We can begin
with a small idea that will have a big impact on awareness. For
example, create an International JET Day, where programme
alumni were encouraged to post on the same day, updates
on their Facebook accounts where they stayed on the JET
Programme and what they loved about their community. In just
five minutes day, we could generate tremendous positive brand
awareness for the communities we owe so much to.

I truly believe that the ongoing success of the programme
will be in not only improving the quality of education in
schools, but also expanding the scope of internationalization
beyond the classroom to the community as a whole. If we could
all make small steps in reconnecting alumni of the program to
the communities in which they lived, these communities would
have an endless supply of champions and advocates. They
could promote travel and tourism, as well as local products and
services to the world. Although the distance between Japan
and the world may be far geographically, if both alumni and
communities refocus on the value of both past and present
participants through even the smallest of coordinated activities,
we will begin to realize a huge value and continue to make the
world a little smaller.
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