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The JET program 1s more than just teaching English in Japan

Monica Yuki

Participating on the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET)
Program was an amazing experience that has shaped the person I am
today. For me, JET is more than just my two years as an Assistant
Language Teacher (ALT) while in Japan; it also includes the
wonderful opportunities that have transpired over the past 15 years
since I departed from California and began my adventure.

The JET Program, now in its 30th year, has hired over 60,000
foreign English speakers to live in Japan, working in Japanese public
schools, or at local prefectural offices. I participated in 2002-2004
and was placed in Iruma-shi, Saitama-ken, working at three Japanese
high schools: Sayama Keizai, Sayama Kogyo, and Tokorozawa
Kita. I’'m grateful to the wonderful teachers with whom I team
taught, the students who engaged in my lessons, and the community
that welcomed me. My job as an ALT was to support the Japanese
teachers, and they always made me feel like a positive addition to the
classroom. They welcomed collaboration on lesson planning and gave
me many opportunities to teach the students about my life growing up
in the United States.

Outside of the classroom, I helped coach the girls’ softball
team, played with the ping pong and volleyball teams, and joined
the cooking, flower-arranging and English clubs. JET gave me the
confidence to live in another country, connected me with my Japanese
roots, strengthened my presentation skills, and offered amazing
connections both during and after my time in Japan.

On JET, I never turned down an invitation as it always led to
a memorable adventure. Many have led to things that I continue to
do today. I took Japanese dance lessons and wore a custom-made
kimono as I performed on stage. I climbed to the top of Mt. Fuji in a
hail storm, visited all 34 Kannon temples in Chichibu, Saitama, and
biked the Shimanami Kaido highway across six islands, from Imabari,
Shikoku to Onomichi, Hiroshima. I’ve camped on Sado Island to see a
Kodo Taiko performance, gone white water rafting in Gunma, skied in
Niigata, took an overnight boat to Kozushima, experienced the magic
of the Yuki Matsuri in Hokkaido and participated in countless summer
festivals. These are only a few of the highlights of the wonderful
experiences I had in Japan.

My time on JET was only two years, but my commitment and
connection to the organization and love of Japan did not stop there.
For the past 12 years, I have held several leadership roles in the JET
alumni community. Everything from recruiting new applicants,
supporting the expansion of the program, training the next generation
of JETs for a successful time in Japan, supporting their career
opportunities when they finish JET, and strengthening the JET alumni
community across the U.S.

In New York, we have a very active alumni community. During
my time as president, we grew the organization to nearly 2,000
members and hosted, on average, 70 events a year. Some of our
marquee events include the summer boat cruise, Japan Day in Central
Park and the Meishi Exchange networking event. All of these are
opportunities to strengthen personal and professional connections as
we built, and continue to build, our community.

One of the best things about the JET Alumni community is that
it provides a place for past participants to continue to do the things
they loved in Japan. Every year, we dress up in our yukatas and
go bar hopping. New Yorkers may give us some looks but it sparks
conversation with locals and offers a chance to share information
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about Japan, its culture, and the JET Program.

Now in my third term as a JETAA USA Country Representative,
I get to work with the 19 JET Alumni Chapters in the US and their
nationwide 32,000+ alumni. These Chapters host meetings and events
in their local areas to support new JET participants and welcome
back those who have finished. Everything from dancing lessons,
golf fundraisers, and cooking competitions, to picnics, language
exchange, and festivals. There’s events for teaching children and
their communities about Japan, which peaks curiosity, leads to more
cultural understanding and is rich in potential future tourism to Japan.
Collectively, JET Alumni volunteer thousands of hours in dedication
to enriching the lives of fellow JETs and bringing their experiences
and Japanese culture to their local communities.

I am so very passionate about the longevity of the program and
building the alumni community; the true strength of the JET network
is seen when we gather for the Annual National Conference. Leaders
from each Chapter presented their best practices, successful events,
and information on how to support alumni in their local regions. I led
and helped execute the past three National and one Regional conference
and presenting on topics to strengthen our leadership, membership,
and outreach to alumni that do not live near a main chapter. This past
August, we gathered in Washington, D.C. for the National Conference
followed by JET30, a celebration of the 30th anniversary of the JET
Program. This incredibly successful event allowed us to celebrate the
JET Program, reminisce about our wonderful memories from Japan,
and make brand new connections.

Because of my dedication to the success of the program, I have
had many unique opportunities. In November 2016, I traveled to
Tokyo for the JET Alumni International Meeting and celebrated the
30th anniversary of the program. I had the exciting opportunity to
personally speak with the Crown Prince and Crown Princess of Japan
about their strong support of the program. In New York, I had lunch
with Mrs. Akie Abe and met with the Governor of Tokyo along with
many other prefectural leaders and stakeholders in the education
system. Over the past 12 years, I have worked with so many amazing
and dedicated employees at CLAIR and MOFA who support JET and
its alumni.

The JET Program is more than just teaching English in Japan.
For many of us, JET was a turning point in our lives. Whether it was
continuing a career in teaching, working in translation, making a life
in diplomacy, or building a professional network for our next career
move, Japan played a special chapter in our lives. JETs are resilient,
flexible, resourceful, respectful and adventurous. I feel so lucky to
be an alumna of a strong program that consistently introduces me to
new people and unique opportunities so that I can continue to stay
connected with Japan.
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