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The Road Not Taken

Since as far back as | can remember, | have always been
interested in Japan and Japanese culture. | found the images
and stories | learned in school and saw in books and movies
to be fascinating; however, | never imagined that | would
find myself living on the other side of the world in a place
so different where | barely spoke the language. But in 2008,
after several visits that convinced me | needed to live and
work in Japan, | found myself in Northeastern Japan and it
has made all the difference.

My first real experience of Japan came when | traveled to
Japan to visit my then fiancée in Yamagata City. | remember
being very concerned about navigating Tokyo Station as the
extent of my Japanese was “Excuse me”, “Thank you”, and
“Where is the bathroom?” It turned out that my worry was for
nothing as during the heaviest part of the evening rush hour
commute a business woman who must have seen the lost
look on my face stopped and directed me, in crisp English,
to the correct platform. This was not to be my last surprise of
the day. Perhaps Japanese people are not aware, but most
Americans’ image of present day Japan is Tokyo, Osaka or
Kyoto. Yamagata is not a sprawling urban metropolis, but
instead, a cityscape that quickly fades into seemingly endless
rice fields, interrupted only by the surrounding mountains. In
reality, the majority of the country is a patchwork of farms,
mountains, hot springs, nature, and is filled with a kind and
generous populace.

When | returned to Japan as an Assistant Language
Teacher (ALT), | was still not confident in my ability to learn
foreign languages, nor was | sure how good a teacher | would
make. What | did know was that the people of Yamagata
were some of the kindest and most welcoming people | had
ever met. It seemed to me that more often than not, if | took
an interest in something that one of my acquaintances or co-
workers did, they weren’t just willing to show or teach me
about it, they were almost proud to be the one to take the
time to show me, sometimes through a very thick language
barrier. Little did they know that these small kindnesses would
turn into lifelong friendships.

It was the students who taught me the most about myself
and learning in general. As they began to warm up to me, |
started to see them struggling with the same concepts that
had kept me from learning foreign languages in the past. This
led me to try and find alternate ways to help them understand
what was being taught in the classes and in the process,
improve my own understanding of Japanese. Over time, my
interactions with the students turned more and more into
cultural and educational exchanges which | believe were as
important as the lessons | helped teach in class.

It was near the end of my third and final year as an ALT
when the Great East Japan Earthquake struck Japan. By this
point, Japan had become a second home for my wife and I,
and we felt that we had to find some way to give back to the
people who had already given us so much. When our friends
spoke of having a donation drive for those most affected by
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the disaster, we came to help as soon as we could. Yamagata
Prefecture also hosted a lot of the evacuees in relief shelters
as it was one of the nearest safe areas to which people could
come. During our free time, we went to these shelters to help
teach and interact with the children who had been living in
the areas hardest hit by the disaster. Seeing the calm and
organized way in which the Japanese people carried on with
their daily lives in the middle of a disaster had a profound
effect on us. To this day, | am still amazed at the way
everyone made sure that those around them were safe and
had everything they needed.

Since returning to the United States, my wife and |
have opened a Japanese language school named J-Kaiwa
and currently teach small classes and do individual tutoring.
We have taught in traditional classroom settings, done after
school sessions with children learning Karate and have
even done presentations in schools encouraging students
interested in Japanese to keep studying and consider coming
to Japan through the JET Programme as we did. Some of our
Japanese friends have even come to visit us in Florida for
short homestays and have come to our classes to interact
with our students. In every class we attempt to teach
something cultural about Japan in addition to the language,
as we feel that learning the language without the cultural
aspect only teaches half of what is needed to understand
Japanese. We introduce topics such as tea ceremony and
Japanese instruments like the shamisen, as well as everyday
life in Japan.

| am currently planning to re-enroll at the University of
South Florida in the near future to obtain a Master’s degree
in Teaching for Japanese. Currently, we are reaching a small
number of students in the Tampa Bay area and are helping
to increase awareness of Japanese culture and language;
however, | would like to make a larger impact by teaching in
a primary school setting. There is a lot of interest in all things
Japanese here in Florida, but there are not enough teachers
with the necessary skills, so | hope to help fill that need. My
dream is to have an exchange programme one day where we
can host Japanese students in Florida and send our students
to experience the real heart of Japan. It is only through
exchange programmes like the JET Programme that mutual
understanding can occur and | want to continue to be a part
of that change.
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