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The Influence of an ALT

I still remember the elation I felt when I was accepted onto
the JET Programme. After immediately jumping on Google to
find out where ‘Yamagata Prefecture’ was, I started thinking
about the friends from my university exchange in Nagoya that
I wanted to meet, all the delicious food I was going to eat, and
even pulled out my old list of karaoke favourites so I would be
ready to go as soon as I got off the plane. I was really excited
about moving to Japan as I had studied Japanese at university
and was looking forward to getting back in a Japanese-
speaking environment. After arriving in Tokyo I was ready
to get stuck into life in Japan. Tokyo Orientation was great!
I met some really nice people and went to all the seminars. It
was an enjoyable few days and as I got on the train bound for
Yamagata, | was getting excited about everything! I was looking
forward to seeing my new apartment, buying a bike, meeting
my supervisors, and... teaching English to Japanese junior high
school students! What?!

I realised in that moment that I was here to do an important
job I had never done before. I was definitely nervous then, but
nowhere near as nervous as I was on my first day at school. I
don’t think anything can truly prepare you for those first steps
that you take into the classroom. “Good morning everyone. I'm
Sam, the new ALT.”

Two and a half years on from that day, I look back on my
time as an ALT proud of what I have done. When I run into
former students and they mention the Australian Football video
I showed them or how much they disliked the Vegemite I forced
them to eat, I feel as though the things I taught them about my
life in Australia really stuck. Although these conversations
are usually had in Japanese, I hope that they continue with
their studies so that the next time we meet, we will have the
same conversation in English! It is exchanges like these that
have helped me realise that there is more to being an ALT than
teaching English. While it is obviously helpful to have a native
speaker to assist with language learning, I think it is an ALT’s
ability to demonstrate the true benefits of understanding English
and to add context to Japanese English education that is the
most valuable.

I knew quite little about English education before coming
to Yamagata, particularly English education in Japan. Although
this was challenging at first, I realised that what I could provide
my students went way beyond the textbook. ALTs know all
about English music, English movies and English books. They
know what it is like to travel to other countries and get around
only using English. And we now also know what it is like to
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live in a foreign country that speaks a language foreign to our
own. Unless students are given a reason to study and shown the
benefits of understanding English, there is nothing to motivate
them. By sharing their experiences with their students, ALTs can
become that motivation. Their focus shouldn’t only be ‘how’ to
speak English, but also ‘why’ to speak English. I believe that
this is the true value of an ALT.

This idea is not restricted to the classroom alone. ALTs
have had experiences that are not only new for their students,
but also for many people within the local community. Since
arriving in Yamagata | have been a member of the local gym,
run marathons, joined a hip-hop dance school, volunteered at
community English conversation classes, become involved
with the Yamagata International Documentary Film Festival,
participated in a number of local festivals and invested time
into travelling around the prefecture and embracing everything
it has to offer. These experiences have really enriched my time
here and along with the efforts of other ALTs, I think that we
have really created a face for foreigners living in Yamagata and
played a significant role in the ‘internationalisation’ of the area.

I have been fortunate enough to have a strong involvement
in the Yamagata JET community by holding the positions of
Regional Advisor and Conference Committee Member. These
roles have allowed me to get to know JET participants living
all over the prefecture on both a social and professional level.
Organising seminars and social events has really enhanced my
experience on the programme and allowed me to gain some
valuable skills outside of my usual workplace.

Being an ALT in Yamagata has been an absolutely amazing
experience! It has allowed me to challenge myself, try new
things and has taught me the importance of adaptability.
Embracing Japanese culture has really helped me to grow as a
person, and hopefully sharing my ideas and my experiences has
helped people around me to grow, also. Although being an ALT
seemed daunting to me at first, realising that the work that we do
really does make a difference to a lot of people, really motivates
me to continue to make the most of this amazing opportunity.
I am looking forward to forcing Vegemite on the next batch of

first years in April!



