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Meeting Expectations

When | applied to be an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT)
with the JET Programme in 2010, | put down Fukushima as a
preferred placement because that’s where my Japanese friend
from college was from. | was chosen as an Alternate shortly after
Japan was rocked by a huge earthquake and tsunami. Finally, on
November 1st, 2011, | got the call to come to Japan. To come to
Fukushima. I've been here in Ilwaki, Fukushima, ever since.

Iwaki is a coastal town in the southeast corner of Fukushima,
and | don’t really remember what | expected the town to be like
in the wake of the tsunami and nuclear meltdowns. | was pretty
surprised though to find a beautiful, bustling, city that seemed
far more alive than anywhere I’d lived in my home state of
Mississippi. Many areas on the coast were completely destroyed
and one of my school buildings was damaged, but the city itself
was strong.

I’'m thankful every day that | didn’t listen to the general
expectations for the area and decided to come here. My level
of health and happiness has dramatically improved, I've met
people and made great friends from not just Japan, but from all
over the English-speaking world, and I've experienced all sorts
of new things. | joined a rock climbing gym where | made many
new friends, made soba, attended concerts for bands | love and
never thought I'd get to see, participated in a sumo tournament,
became a regular onsen visitor, been to more shrines than | can
count, saw the sunrise from the top of Mt. Fuji, attended a dozen
festivals, saw a wild boar on a hike, and generally broadened
my view of the world, which sometimes causes me to have a
hard time relating to people back home who haven’t spent time
abroad. Coming from the gently rolling hills of Mississippi, the
most amazing experience, and the time | love my new city the
most, is when | ride my bicycle up into the mountains outside
of the city and can look down and see the forests, hills, and
buildings from one end of the city to the other and the ocean out
to the horizon.

Of course | had expectations about teaching at a Japanese
high school, and I'm sure the students had expectations about the
new American ALT. On my side, in America we have heard plenty
about how quiet, studious and respectful Japanese students are.
The students probably expected me to be the always high-energy
and loud American who is there to pronounce words correctly and
lead the bingo games. | found classrooms with as many as 40
students with quite a few who were not paying attention, talking,
or disruptive, often quivering in fear or shyness, and they found
an American who, while loud and usually energetic, was also
very serious about wanting the best for his students and for them
to get the most out of his time with them. | also quickly found
that my job wasn’t limited to the classroom.

My first challenge was breaking through the wall of shyness
and fear that many Japanese students have when confronted
with outsiders, and | decided the best way to do that was to
make myself as interesting as possible. | wasn’t just energetic for
the sake of it or because that was what was expected of me. My
personality at school was specially crafted to make the students
so interested in me that they couldn’t resist talking to me. | also
made it very clear that if they wanted to talk to me, they had to
do it in English. I've told every one of my students from the first
day until now that | absolutely do not speak Japanese and that
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| can’t understand it at all. Many people think that the ALT’s job
is to come here and put a smiling, happy face on English for the
students to relate to. | think that there’s more to it because our
potential is so much greater.

| see our job as coaxing the students to use English as much
as possible. Output! | learned in my TESOL (Teaching English
to Speakers of Other Languages) studies and experiences that
output is the key component for really learning a language.
Through output we test our ideas about the language we are
learning and how to use it, we can solidify what we’ve learned by
using it in context, and of course, we can learn from our mistakes.
I'm a big believer in the importance of output, in part, because
of my own experiences learning a language. | can understand
Japanese moderately well, but when it comes to actually using
the language, | completely fail. | know this is because | rarely
actually speak the language. Therefore, everything | do at school
is centered around making the students speak or write English
as much as possible. | even like to turn the standard greeting
shouted in the hallways into a small English production game.

As for the actual English lessons, the most important part
is to set expectations for your students and let them know
you expect those expectations to be met. Set an achievable,
measurable goal for what you want your students to be able to
do by the end of the lesson, use context to teach your grammar
point, vocabulary words, etc., and then measure their ability to
use it. At the end of almost every one of my first level English
class lessons, | have the students write sentences using what
they learned in class, and then have them read their sentences
out loud. In my most successful lessons, almost every student
makes mistakes, but they are still willing to try. When everybody
makes mistakes and everybody can understand what the mistakes
are and laugh at them, everyone can have fun.

All of this culminated in my third grade writing class this
year. For every lesson | decided on a specific objective or
grammar point. | then tried to teach those points by demonstrating
the context they are used in, not in isolation. For example,
to teach the past perfect form, | showed them a story so that
they could see the past simple form is used in most sentences
and the past perfect is used to introduce prior information as a
surprise. | then pushed the students to use what they learned. In
this case, they wrote their own stories with a past perfect twist.
Their writings became longer, more complex and ambitious. By
the end of the year, | was brought to tears by how proud | was of
my students.

Sometimes | hear that the academic level of my school is
not of a very high level and that something is too difficult for the
students. If your expectations are low, you will get low results.
If you set high expectations and push for them, you will often
find that your students will not only meet, but exceed those
expectations.
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