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Making a Difference on the JET Programme

and Beyond

I noticed a group of boys hanging around one of the
Yokohama junior high schools that I was assigned to as a JET
participant. Apparently, they didn’t attend classes. One day
though, a teacher told me that the boys had become interested
in learning English. I spoke with the boys and we agreed that I
would start teaching them English after school.

We met every week and studied English while sharing lots
of laughs. After a while, the boys grew more confident in their
English and eventually went back into the regular class. At the
end of the school year, one of those boys got 100 percent on his
English test. He was so happy — and so was I! I felt that I had
made a difference.

The JET Programme really is a fabulous opportunity to
make a difference. I remember another school — one of the seven
junior high schools where I taught during my two years as an
assistant language teacher — where the children had a spelling
test on ten English words every week. To make it more fun, I
told them that they could give me a kanji test each week too.
They chose the kanji. Of course, they picked the most difficult
ones they could think of, like bara — #7%% (rose). They would do
their test on paper and then shout out the kanji that they had
chosen the week before for me to write on the blackboard.
I loved learning kanji and almost always got ten out of ten.
That seemed to motivate them to learn their English spelling. |
made a difference to them and they made a difference to me by
helping me learn kanji!

Outside school, I got to know an elderly lady in my
neighborhood. She suddenly approached me one day in the
street and started speaking in Japanese. This was a surprise!
People generally seemed to assume that I could not speak
the language. They would avoid talking to me or would use
English, which I found a little frustrating because I wanted
to practice my Japanese. I remember being surprised when a
newspaper interviewed me in Japanese and then printed quotes
of everything I said in katakana! So it was refreshing to be so
easily accepted by this elderly lady. I visited her home for tea.
We went to the sento (public bathhouse) together. She taught me
the basics of playing the shamisen. Her daughter was interested
in English, so I started to teach her once a week. We certainly
made a difference in each other’s lives.

I have come a long way in the twenty years since I was on
the JET Programme. I have worked in the public and private
sectors, in small companies and big, in Japanese companies and

multinationals. Now I run my own business. I translate — so the
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kanji that 1 learned with the help of those school children every
week came in handy. I also provide communication-related
training to business professionals in group workshops and one-
on-one coaching. It is almost like being in the classroom again,
finding ways to encourage my students. The theme of making
a difference by helping people become more confident and
capable has certainly stayed with me.

I will always be grateful to the JET Programme for
providing me with such a supportive environment when I first
came to Japan and to those Yokohama school students for giving
me that first opportunity to see what a difference I could make!

Biography

Helen Iwata is from Huddersfield, England. She joined the
JET Programme because she was interested in learning more
after visiting Japan in her second year of studying German
with Japanese at Aston University. She spent two years as an
ALT and one as a CIR in Yokohama from 1991 to 1994. After
JET, Helen worked as an in-house translator and interpreter in
the education, steel, and management consulting industries.
In May 2013, she established her own business, Sasuga!
Communications, providing Japanese-to-English translation
and helping business professionals build their confidence and
capability in communication skills.
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