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My JET Programme Experience: How do you

prepare for the unknown?

Who knows what the future will bring? I guess we all have
an idea. I thought I knew what was going to happen. Surely
I would continue work as a CIR in Shiga Prefecture as long
as they would let me, then find another job in international
relations, just like my father. I was having a blast working in
Shiga prefectural office doing everything from helping ALTs
troubleshoot issues in their schools or in their lives, keeping the
ALT community informed with newsletters, teaching English to
cadets at the local police academy, translating, interpreting and
fielding the occasional letter to the Governor from a man who
believed that aliens were working with the Japanese government
on time-travel experiments and mind-control. I had been in
love with Japan since I was a kid, and this was the perfect life
for me. Now I am an actor, writer and producer living in Los
Angeles. What happened? Life, I suppose. We all change, and
the best experiences change a person greatly. My experience in
Japan constantly forced me to question my preconceived notions
of things and stay open to many different kinds of ideas. It is
what made me stay in love with Japan. Because of my father’s
work, I had visited many countries all over the world, but there
was something different about Japan. Every day gifted me
with something new, excited me with mysteries, and kept me
interested.

While working in Japan I was also able to explore my love
of the arts. I studied butoh dance in Kyoto, kabuki, bunraku and
kyogen in Osaka, and made short films with my friends (often,
much to the confusion of the people around us.) One day I
realized that, as much as I loved living and working in Japan, |
had to try my hand at acting for a living, much in the same way
I took a big chance and came to live and work in Japan because
I loved that so much. But I did not leave Japan behind when I
returned to the US. I came home with a confidence that I did
not have before my experience with JET: the confidence I built
as a CIR, working with all different kinds of people, both from
Japan and other countries; learning to solve problems creatively
and on-the-fly; developing and maintaining relationships with
people, both personal and business; teaching and allowing
myself to be taught. And because you never know how what you
learn at any given time will come in handy later, I had no idea
that, when I came back to the States, I would use the Japanese
language I had honed to work with Japanese clients in TV and
film production in New York City.

The money I had saved during my time in the JET
Programme gave me the time and space to create the
relationships that led to actual work that would employ
what I learned working for the local government in Shiga
Prefecture. These skills would allow me to work with Brad
Pitt for a Japanese jeans commercial, produce an episode of
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Beat Takeshi’s nature program in the Bahamas, and get into
a harrowing altercation with an angry chimpanzee for a show
about two Japanese comedians visiting the US. And then, when
I got married and moved to Los Angeles, I began working in the
anime-dubbing business. While knowledge of Japanese is not
essential to the work, it has been one very important skill that
has set me apart from most of my other colleagues. Many of the
characters I have played have been Japanese. And because so
much of my work is voice acting, I have been able to play the
roles because of my experiences and the skills I developed in
Japan despite the obvious fact that I do not look Japanese! In
the competitive world of acting, an advantage like this is hugely
empowering.

And while not all of the work I do ends up being Japan-
related, I am sure my lingering love for Japan keeps guiding me
to projects that have something to do with it. I recently worked
on the film 47 Ronin, and 1 was just hired to work on another
film in which many of the players are famous Japanese actors.
And while some days I wonder if I could not have used what I
learned for a much loftier purpose, I am often reinvigorated by
the reality that what I do affects people positively. I have talked
to fans of shows I have worked on who have told me that the
shows they watch not only teach them about Japanese culture
and language, but sometimes console them during very dark
times in their lives. That watching a character I have given a
voice to deal with a situation has helped them deal with tough
situations in their own lives. And because of these fans’ passion
for Japan, we have been able to work together to raise money
for charities that provided support during some of Japan’s tough
times, such as the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami.

A significant percentage of the video games I work on, as
well, are produced by Japanese companies, so my experience
working within a Japanese organization has given me an
added level of communication and trust with the people I work
with. I would not have that without having participated in the
JET Programme. I think it is important that this Programme
continues on. You never know where it will take you and where
it will allow you to deepen foreigners’ understanding of Japan
after you have shared your own culture with the Japanese during
your tenure with JET.
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