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' JET LETTER

Connecting the Past and the Future:
Towards the 30th Anniversary of the JET Programme
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The JET Programme changed my life; my intention of staying

in Japan for one year to learn a smattering of Japanese and to expe-
rience a different country veered off course as soon as I started to
live and work in a remote mountainous village in Aichi Prefecture.
It was 1992, a time that predated mobile phones and the inter-
net. After an exhilarating orientation in Tokyo, we Aichi JET partici-
pants boarded the shinkansen to Nagoya to meet our new colleagues.
As the journey progressed from Nagoya so did the height of
the mountains, together with an increasing sense of isolation; as we
made our way through the narrow winding roads, I started to ques-
tion whether the decision I had made to come to Japan was the
right one. I think I did a convincing job of conveying to my new
colleagues that I was not in the least bit scared of what lay ahead!
After arriving at my house made, of course, of wood and pa-
per with no heating, cooling, or hot-running water, I switched on
the TV. The first thing I heard? The British National Anthem being
played; Barcelona was hosting the Olympic and Paralympic Games
that year and one of Team GB’s rowing crew had taken gold. I was
beginning to feel really homesick; it felt like someone rubbing salt
into a wound.
It goes without saying, of course, that people in the village
were wonderful. However, no-one spoke English. I was the only
foreigner and I knew that if I was to connect I had to do so through

the language. I started working on it almost immediately after ar-

rival. It was only after getting on the wrong bus from the nearest
town, which was an hour’s bus ride away, one Saturday and land-
ing in the wrong mountainous village without having the language
skills to communicate that I fully realised that I would have to take
learning seriously. Simply winging it was no longer sufficient.

That bus journey was the catalyst for learning the Japanese
language, for entering a university in Nagoya where I undertook in-
tensive language training, for passing N1 of the Japanese Language
Proficiency Test (JLPT), and working in a totally Japanese environ-
ment for another university, following my tenure on the JET Pro-
gramme. That, in turn, has led to a 19 year career working for the
British Council all around the world.

I knew that if I learned the language to a certain standard, op-
portunities would come my way - which they did. More than any-
thing, though, my desire to learn about the people, their stories and
background really motivated me. Language gave my relationships
a third dimension, whereas before I could properly converse, every-
thing seemed a little two-dimensional. Learning the language en-
riched my life through the relationships I built. And that has been
the case in all of the countries that I have lived.

It is because of the JET Programme that I understood, at first
hand, the potential power of building friendly knowledge and un-
derstanding between countries. It is the cultural and educational re-
lationship that allows all of the other relationships — in commerce,
politics, defence, to name a few — to thrive. And that is why the
JET Programme, which celebrates its 30™ anniversary this year, is
such a top-class flagship tool of soft power in the world. And also
why I am indebted to the Programme for the opportunities it has

given me to realise my own potential.

Profile——

Director, British Council Japan, and Cultural Counsellor, Brit-
ish Embassy

Born in Manchester. After graduating in musicology from Ox-
ford University, he came to Aichi Prefecture in 1992 on the JET
Programme, following which he entered Nanzan University, Na-
goya, in 1994. After a year working in international relations for
Aichi Shukutoku University, he became Liaison Officer Nagoya
Area, British Council in 1997. Matt has also had postings to
Chongqing, London, Czech Republic, Ireland, and Shanghai. He is
currently the Director of the British Council Japan. Matt is fluent in
both Japanese and Chinese.
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