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The Importance of Looking Stupid

I am one of those JET alumni who enjoyed my time
in the classrooms of Japan so immensely that I have been
teaching English ever since, and if there is one thing that these
experiences have taught me, it is the fundamental importance of
looking stupid.

The language learner knows, to a greater extent perhaps
than anyone else on the planet, that embarrassment is an
inevitable part of human interaction. Communication is a
minefield of misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and general
confusion, whether it’s buying fried fish on a stick or discussing
in-depth ethical opinions. Add a second or third language into
the mix, and you have a joyous challenge on your hands. While
I have been provided with some of the most deliciously hilarious
moments of my life in the language classroom, on the flip side, I
am able to fully appreciate the feeling of having said something
wrong, misunderstood a question, misheard an answer, and
basically dribbled on in what is essentially gobbledygook,
hoping that at least a part of my drivel has gone some way
towards answering the question. I believe that to be a good
language teacher you must know what it is to be a learner, and
this is why occasionally looking the fool is particularly vital.

Within the first few days of arriving in my new valley
hamlet of Kamikawa Town, Hyogo Prefecture, I was invited
to attend a local festival, or matsuri. Matsuri are what the
Japanese do best. During my time in the country I went to the
Fighting Festival, the Snow Festival, Summer, Autumn, Winter,
and Spring Festivals, the Yukata Festival, the Taiko Festival,
Hanami, Tanabata, you name it. And friends in other parts of
Japan attended events such as the Fire Festival (dangerous is
not the word) and the Naked Man Festival (also potentially
dangerous!). This early introduction to the world of matsuri was
part of the mid-summer Obon celebrations, and it was the first
time [ got to see many of my local townspeople and my future
students.

I was greeted at the front door by my highest boss,
head of the local board of education, Mr. Yamada. Most
of the townsfolk called him Sensei because he had been a
schoolteacher for many years and was highly respected by all.
I liked the familiarity of this name, so I adopted it too. Every
man, woman, and child seemed to know who he was, so tripping
about the town with him was reminiscent of walking down the
main street of Bacchus Marsh with my grandfather when I was a
child — stopping every ten paces to ask about a mother’s broken
hip or some cows that got out or to report on the bounty of a
recent fishing trip. Yamada Sensei and I walked together down
the lane in the warm summer air, past traditional tile-roofed
houses and brick fences with gargoyles at the corners, a few rice
paddies and the senior high school, and rounded the corner at
Mr. Fujimoto’s ramen shop to head up a tree-lined street with a
large stone gateway at the end. This gateway led to an ancient-
looking Shinto shrine surrounded by maples and flanked by a
large fish pond, in the middle of which, on a small islet, stood
a little wooden pavilion which was decorated with red and
white striped fabric. There were adults and kids everywhere
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buying food at little stalls, talking and joking together, and
stepping up to the front door of the old shrine to pray. I was
shuffled around the edge of the pond towards a small marquee
that was similarly decorated with the red and white material,
and two smiling kimono-clad women suddenly appeared from
between the folds to greet us with bows and warm greetings of
konnichiwa. Yamada Sensei mumbled a brief request to them
and they stepped forward out of the tent revealing the splendour
of their colourful silken kimonos and beautifully pinned and
flowered hair. The two ladies led us across a narrow plank of
wood, propped up on mossy rocks in the water, and we entered
the small teahouse in the pond. We sat down in the seiza style,
a jean-wearer’s nightmare, and Yamada Sensei explained that
we would be joined by some very important people. This was
always quite ambiguous because I ended up meeting a lot of
‘important people’ during my time in town. I also met the mayor
a few times, and while there was a great deal of deference
afforded him, at least I understood his position, and thus I was
always on my politest behaviour. I never managed to clarify
who the two men were on this occasion, but nor did I ever see
them again. I only know that Yamada Sensei wanted me to make
a good impression. The suited men soon joined us and greeted
Yamada Sensei like an equal. It was clear that these three had
known each other for a long time. I stood and gave a small bow
and we exchanged greetings of hajimemashite, by which time
the women in kimono were back with our tea. This wasn’t to be
a casual chat, this was my first tea ceremony. After we’d taken
our positions seated on the tatami floor, one of the women also
sat and proceeded to whisk the matcha in a small ceramic bowl
while the other one placed a small bamboo tray of intricate and
previously unimaginable sweets on the mat in front of us. I’'m
not sure what happened with the tea-maker from this point on
because I became quickly mesmerised by these delicate morsels
of varying shapes, in shades of white, blush pink and apple
green, some lightly dusted with powder and others finished
with a sticky sort of glaze. The conversation seemed to pick
up around me, all in Japanese, and Yamada Sensei turned his
head and said in English, ‘he has a question for you’, pointing
quite obviously toward the suited man opposite me. This man
smiled calmly and asked in slow, careful Japanese, ‘compared
to Australia, are Japanese things cheap or expensive?’ to
which I made a few time-buying ‘mm’ and ‘ahh’ noises while
I considered how I would construct an answer with my newly
developed beginners’ Japanese. ‘Well,” I said, ‘in Japan, meat is
quite expensive, but cars are very vegetable’.

This was the beginning of my journey through language
learning and teaching, and there were many more faux pas and
vocabulary hiccups to come, but I welcome the challenge and
am more humble, more empathetic, and more resilient because
of them. The opportunity to look stupid is just one of the
incredible gifts that the JET Programme has to offer, and I am
not only grateful for this in terms of my own personal growth,
but also glad that I was undoubtedly able to give many Japanese
people a funny story to tell.
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