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The Reverse JET Effect

A short while ago, I was asked to write an article describing
my experiences on the JET Programme in Japan. To some
degree I have dreaded doing so — how could I possibly squeeze
all the experiences and emotions of those three years and its
subsequent effects into a relatively short article? And yet here I
am doing it — I could not resist the offer to promote something
that has so profoundly affected me and those in my life.

The beginning for me was at university. As a young
teaching major, I was required to study a foreign language. On
nearly a whim, I chose Japanese and quickly grew to love it. It
was there that I met someone who had lived a year in Japan as
a JET participant. His stories excited me so much that I decided
that this should be something I would undertake as well.

When I departed for Japan in 2004, I left behind a
guaranteed teaching position at the school where I had taught as
a student-teacher in order to move to a place I had never been
and undertake something that seemed quite intimidating. I had
never lived away from home at all, let alone 10,000 kilometers
from home. I had never even heard of a place called Ibaraki
Prefecture. I knew not what to expect at all.

What I found there ended up being probably the best three
years of my life. I spent one year in Sowa Town (now part of
Koga City) and then two more in Hitachiota City. My job was
primarily teaching junior high school, though I also did lessons
for kindergarten, elementary school, and adult education.

Nearly every single person I encountered during those
three years welcomed me with a warmness that I could not even
comprehend. The kindness of the Japanese people that came
through in the students, teachers, and city workers I encountered
is something that the country of Japan should be extraordinarily
proud of. I learned to love Ibaraki Prefecture as a second home.

As far as the job itself, I see so many cynics say things
like “human tape recorder,” and that makes me really sad. With
the right attitude and work ethic, the opportunities for an ALT
to affect the lives of his or her students are vast. I look back
and realize that I clearly did not do the best job that I could
when I first started, but with experience I learned how to do all
that I could to help streamline English education and — more
importantly — tried to make it enjoyable enough to motivate the
students’ learning.

This, of course, would also not have been possible without
the help of good JTEs (Japanese Teachers of English). I feel
very lucky to have worked with some truly outstanding teachers
and mentors while in Japan — some of whom have become
lifelong friends.

In addition to those friends, I cannot avoid mentioning
another great benefit of my time on the JET Programme: friends
from other places. Few jobs allow one to encounter people from
so many different cultures around the world. My worldview was
greatly expanded by meeting other individuals from around the
globe, and those friendships are ongoing as well.

All of these wonderful experiences made me feel like I
lived for three years in some sort of beautiful waking dream.
And as with any dream, that means I had to wake up eventually.
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Stepping onto the plane and saying goodbye to the life I had
in Hitachiota City was one of the most difficult things I have
ever had to do. [ feared that my Japanese experience was over
forever. Thankfully I was very wrong.

When I returned to the United States, I did not immediately
get a new teaching job. I did random jobs for a while, and 1
sought employment with any company that had a connection
to Japan. At one point [ had an interview for what would have
been a warechouse job for a Japanese company near Chicago.
The interview took place in Japanese, and the older gentleman
who conducted it looked at me at the end of it and told me that
this was not the job for me — my heart belonged to teaching, and
I needed to be in the classroom. He said taking the warehouse
position would be a waste.

I was not quite sure what to make of that at the time, but
deep down I knew he was right. I have always felt at home
working with students, and I needed something where my JET
Programme experience would have meaning. I refocused on
finding a teaching job in the United States.

As it happened, I learned of a sudden and unexpected
English teacher opening at the school where I was originally
supposed to work before choosing to participate on the JET
Programme instead. I applied and was almost immediately
hired. My teaching experience in Japan obviously helped me for
working in a classroom, but I did not have as much opportunity
to share deeply the things I wanted to about my time there.

One year later, the Japanese teaching position in our foreign
language department opened up. I applied to transfer and then
was given that job. At first I was terrified — I was taking over
for a very well-loved and respected teacher who was actually
from Japan. I soon grew into the job, though, and have made the
program my own.

Teaching is long hours no matter where you reside, and it
brings with it complications that most professions would not
even dream of. However, I feel that I have the best job in the
world. Every day I get to share something that I love with a
group of wonderful and truly genki students. My time on the
JET Programme has now had an affect on literally hundreds
of young people in the United States, fostering a deeper
understanding of Japan and its people.

This summer, I had the opportunity for the first time to meet
some of my graduates in Japan while they vacationed there.
One day we took the train up to Hitachiota City, and as the
small Suigun Line train rounded the last bend and the rice fields
and mountains spread out before us while the sun’s reflection
sparkled across the river, I felt proud to show them my second
home — the place where all this started.

Perhaps someday they will also become JET participants.
I know many of my students want to. I hope that they do. I
hope that their experience is as amazing as mine was. Mostly, |
hope that they continue a cycle of increasing understanding and
friendship between our two nations.
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