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A Learning Experience

Originally, I joined the JET Programme because I wanted to
be a teacher and saw the opportunity to teach in Japan as a great
way to start. I was lucky to have some great English teachers
and thought I could do the same for others. I loved the idea of
teaching English at home because I love literature and finding
the meaning inside the stories, but it is very different teaching
people English when they are native speakers and teaching
English to people as a foreign language. Even so, the principles
remain the same. It is all about motivating your students and
showing them how great a subject it is. So I decided to join the
JET Programme, but had no idea where I would end up or what
kind of life I would have in Japan.

I lived in Yonezawa City, one of the main cities in Yamagata
Prefecture, famous for apples, beef and carp. Although
Yamagata was a very rural place, I would often be pleasantly
surprised by someone who was unexpectedly fluent in English.
In Oguni, a town of 10,000 people, you would think there would
be nobody who could speak English. But right in front of the
train station, there is a glasses shop, with an owner who speaks
fluent English! He is always willing to help others, has a great
knowledge of Western culture, and the ability to communicate
freely. This changed my outlook from me just being a teacher,
to being a person who introduced Japanese people to other ideas
and cultures. I thought the more people I could meet and show
the benefits of learning English, the more I would have achieved
as a JET participant.

The best thing about where I lived was how nice it was
getting to know people and their carefree attitudes when it
came to having fun. We would enjoy the moment and each
other's company, showing that in the end, people are people
and we all enjoy the same things. As time passed, I became
better at communicating with people who spoke little or no
English. After three years, I finally left the comfort of JR East
Japan for the unfamiliar rails of JR West Japan and went on a
trip to Osaka. I had gained confidence speaking Japanese, but
quickly found I had problems understanding things people said;
things I thought I should know. I had never had this problem
anywhere in East Japan. I could see that culture across Japan
is not homogeneous. A lot of Japanese people I have met think
that culture in all Western countries is the same. But I could see
here, that even inside Japan, things could be very different. The
best thing about my trip to Osaka, was my pride to learn that
my American friend I was staying with thought I was a typical
Tohoku person because I liked natto. Even Japanese people in
Kansai are not so keen on it, but in the Tohoku region, Japanese
people see natto as something only 'foreigners' do not like. I

found that experience and new-found knowledge fascinating.
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We all have different thoughts, feelings, likes and dislikes. But
there is one fact that [ stick to: natto is great!

Remembering things I did with my local community outside
of work, I often think how lucky I am to have performed in the
Yonezawa people's musical called 'Faith', which helped me to
meet more local people and enjoy performing. At first, I had a
very minor role. Even so, I was part of the team and if I had not
been there, things would have fallen apart. I say that not because
I think I am important, but because my fellow thespians showed
me the meaning of teamwork in Japan. The team mentality
and doing one’s part for the good of the whole. We rehearsed
regularly and for hours at a time. It came as a big surprise to
me that I was chosen to take up a leading role after our first
year of rehearsal and performance. Ironically, I took over from
one of my students. A fellow performer helped me to learn my
lines and spent hours with me practising them. The culmination
of our hard work was the performance of 'Faith' in Suginami-
ku, Tokyo. Over the course of three years, we all spent a lot of
time together each week, exchanging cultural ideas, making the
world smaller, dance step by dance step.

After spending four years in the Tohoku region, I feel that
I have learned a lot from my experience and have been able to
give back to my community. Sure I taught English, but more
than that, I taught students, friends and people I met across
the country, things about the world around them they could
never learn in books. After returning to England, I wanted to
get involved with something related to Japan, but I am yet to
find the opportunity that is right for me. I hope I have inspired
people to go abroad and have a more international outlook, or
even just stay at home and be happy they got to know someone
different. I know that I have inspired some students to study
harder and make a good future for themselves. In the future,
I hope Japanese companies come to value the experience that
Japanese people gain from being abroad and also start looking
at employing people who have had such experiences. If they do
so, I think this will help Japan remain an important world leader

in the coming years.
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