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A Home Away from Home

I first visited Japan in my university gap year as part of six
months backpacking around Asia. Whilst I loved this fleeting
visit, it left me with a sense that, like a stone skimming on a
pond, I had only touched the surface of what Japan had to offer.
Despite being terrible at languages at school I had long wanted
to spend some time living abroad. During the course of my
undergraduate studies I made some very close Japanese friends
on my football team and resolved to try to live in Japan after my
studies were completed. Little did I realise then that this would
go full circle, and my time in Japan would lead me back into
education!

1 was placed in Fukui Prefecture, and upon checking a
travel guide, found that supposedly there was ‘little reason to
linger here’! This somewhat threw me, but I think gets to the
heart of what the JET Programme can offer those lucky enough
to be selected. Perhaps as a tourist there it seems that there is
not so much to see in Fukui Prefecture. Yet it was a wonderful
place to live, and through spending time there I discovered
hidden gems like Eiheji temple, the Tojinbo coastline, and the
southern beaches and sandbar islands.

As a relatively rural prefecture I was the first foreigner a lot
of the younger children I taught had seen. Yet they, along with
everyone else I met, greeted me warmly and wanted to make
my time in Japan as enjoyable as possible. In bars and on buses
people were anxious to teach me the local dialect, and giggled at
my mangled attempts to pronounce words as they did!

I loved my first year, but it was in my second year that [
really started to thrive. I felt a little more settled and started
to look for ways to give back to the area that had given me so
much. Eventually I set up volunteer visits to my local child
welfare institution (residential care facility for children in care),
and, along with a group of local JETs and friends, we went
once a month to play with the kids for a couple of hours. We
set up sports days once a year, with barbeques and obscure and
hilarious races, most of which I sadly lost to children!

Eventually we realised that what we had was replicable,
and after setting up visits in the south and north of Fukui we
made the Smile Kids Japan website, through which volunteer
visits have taken part in 25 prefectures across Japan. We do not
directly help people set up visits, more raise awareness of the
need for this kind of volunteering and provide support to groups
determined to set up local sustainable volunteering and make
a difference to the children who are most in need in Japanese
society.

Following the earthquake we teamed up with a Tokyo
NPO called Living Dreams, and set up the Smiles and Dreams
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Tohoku Kids Project. We raised around $900,000 in the first few
months, and eventually I moved to Sendai to work full time with
the 17 of the 19 institutions in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima.
From decontamination work in Minami Souma to music therapy
with the Japanese National Philharmonic, from food and water
in the immediate aftermath to long term summer camps building
trust and confidence in these children, we have made a small
difference to the lives of these children.

Just prior to the earthquake I had decided to study
more about Japan’s child welfare system, with a view to
understanding the bigger picture around the work I had been
doing. I was fortunate enough to be accepted at Oxford, and
after my first master’s degree in Modern Japanese Studies,
focusing on the educational outcomes of children in care, I got a
full ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) scholarship
to do another master’s degree and then a PhD in Social Policy
at Oxford, again focusing on the policy and system around
children in care in Japan. My second master’s degree thesis
compared Israel and Japan, as the only two developed countries
to rely predominantly on large institutions to care for looked-
after-children (as opposed to family based foster care). This was
translated into Hebrew and read by the Minister for Welfare,
informing policy change that is now promoting family based
foster care in Israel.

I hope after my doctorate to work for UNICEF in Tokyo
focusing on child welfare policy, or perhaps the International
Red Cross with a focus on humanitarian first response processes
affecting children. Were it not for the JET Programme I would
not have gone to Oxford, nor would I be dreaming these dreams
for the future. Yet my JET experience is not just about where
it has got me and where I hope to go from here. In and of itself
my time on JET gave me some of the happiest moments of my
life. Making new friends, exploring different prefectures with
my best friend, a road trip in Okinawa, learning (kind of...) to
snowboard, being an integral part of my school and the events
(both formal and less formal) that went along with that. The list
is endless. I am also happy to think that I have, along with many
people who helped me set up and develop Smile Kids Japan,
made a direct impact on the lives of some children who most
need care and love. Over months the initial hesitations of the
children to trust turned to genuine affection. Whilst it was hard
to say goodbye I know that both the children and I gained so
much from our time together.

I am currently in Japan again, this time for fieldwork for
my PhD. It is strange to be here and not on JET, but this time |
had none of the nerves of my first move to Japan. Japan is now a
home away from home for me, and I know it always will be.

R

BEARERE T+ —3 L Aw 2014 27



