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Reflections on Teaching English in Japan From the
Pre-JET Age to the JET Program Today

Gary Mukai
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Can you guess the year when I went to teach English in Ja-
an? Please choose between 1977, 1987, and 1997. Here are a few
ints: The prime minister of Japan was Takeo Fukuda. The song,

“Wanted,” by Pink Lady rose to the top of the music charts. Mount
Usu erupted. Sadaharu Oh hit his 756th home run of his career, sur-
passing Hank Aaron’s Major League Baseball career home run re-
cord at the time.

If you guessed 1977, you are right. 1987 was the year that the

JET Program was launched and 1997 marked its tenth anniversary.
Thus, [ am part of what [ sometimes refer to as “The Pre-JET Age.”
I taught English conversation to elementary, middle, high school
stuSdOents, and adults in Ota City, Gunma Prefecture, from 1977 to

I have been an interviewer for the JET Program since shortly
after its inception and am a board member of the JET Alumni Asso-
ciation of Northern California. These are the two primary ways that
I have contributed to JET. Having interviewed over 1,000 prospec-
tive JET tparticipants, I have been very fortunate to have met and
become friends with many JET alumni. This year, I visited the
CLAIR offices in Tokyo and to my pleasant surprise, I met Yumie
Cho, whom I interviewed in 2014. Yumie was a CIR in Iwate Pre-
fecture and now works at the CLAIR office in Tokyo. Meetin% her
was the highlight of my trip as it was so rewarding to see what a
difference JET made in her Fife and to hear of her contributions as a
CIR and now through CLAIR.

Whenever I give JET interviews, I cannot help but reminisce
my own experiences teaching English in Gunma. As mentioned
above, the leader of Japan was Prime Minister Takeo Fukuda and 1
recall the pride that the people in Gunma felt because he was born
in Gunma. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe is the 30th prime minister
since then. During my years in Gunma, there were no personal
computers, Internet, cellphones, and laser disc karaoke. The now
vintage technologﬁl from the pre-JET age, of course, separates my
experience from those who have participated on the JET Program.
Despite this difference, however, the experience of teaching Eng-
lish in Japan—irrespective of time—seems to become a seminal
event in each participant’s life. While writing this JET Letter, |
played back 8 mm-type home movies in my memory and three ex-
periences are especially poignant.

The first took place when I visited my ancestral hometown,
Suzuhari Village, in the outskirts of Hiroshima City during the win-
ter break in 1977. I met my paternal grandfather’s youngest broth-
er, Jiso Mukai, and his family. My paternal grandfather, Buntaro
Mukai, died when I was six years old and when I met Jiso for the
first time, | felt as if I was reunited with Buntaro after 17 years be-
cause of Jiso’s striking resemblance to him. Buntaro left Suzuhari
Village for Hawaii in 1903 as a contract laborer in the sugar cane
fields. He then left Hawaii for California, and in 1909, he sent a
photo of himself and a friend, Shinbei Uyehata, to my great-grand-

arents in Suzuhari. Buntaro and Uehata-san requested that brides

e sent to California and my paternal grandmother, Wakano Mukai,
agreed to %et married to Buntaro after seeing his photo, though she
was actually more attracted to Uyehata-san. My grandmother be-
came known as a picture bride. I know many former Japanese-
American ALTs and all have shared similar experiences to mine;
for most Japanese Americans, the emotional connecting with one’s
ancestral homeland seems overwhelmingly positive.

A second impressionable moment also from 1977 was visiting
a family-run restaurant in Ota. When the wife of the cook asked me
what I was doing in Ota, I told her that I was teaching English con-
versation and she replied, “’I am a pen’ shika oboete nai.” In shock,
her husband didn’t make a very nice comment to his wife. “This is
a pen” was the opening sentence in seventh grade English books in
Japan back then. The experience reinforced in me the importance
of emphasizing communicative-based English instruction in Japa-
nese schools. I have no doubt that JET has contributed tremendous-
ly towards this goal.
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A third transformative experience was getting married to a
Japanese woman from Ota in 1980 and in July 1980, I returned to
California. After returning to California, I didn’t realize how my
experience teaching English in Japan would continue to shape my
career. In 1988, I joined the Stanford Program on International and
Cross-Cultural Education (SPICE). At SPICE, my colleagues and |
work in three areas: (1) curriculum development; (2) teacher pro-
fessional development; and (3) distance-learning education.
SPICE’s first distance-learning course, Reischauer Scholars Pro-
gram, was established in 2003 and introduces topics related to Jap-
anese society and culture and U.S.—Japan relations to high school
students in the United States. In 2015, SPICE established a dis-
tance-learning course for high school students in Japan called Stan-
ford e-Japan, which introduces U.S. society and culture and U.S.—
Japan relations.

Before the establishment of Stanford e-Japan, I met with fac-
ulty of private and public high schools, Ministry of Education, Cul-
ture, Sports, and Technology officials, CLAIR officials, and JET
alumni and participants. All were very supportive of the idea. Stan-
ford e-Japan is offered annually in the spring and fall and informa-
tion about the course can be found on the SPICE website. Today,
JET alumni and participants have helped to spread the word about
Stanford e-Japan and some have recommended students to apply.
After reading this article, I hope that JET participants will continue
help to recommend students. Each year, SPICE honors top students
in the RSP and Stanford e-Japan at a ceremony at Stanford Univer-
sity. Seeing the American and Japanese students together is enor-
mously rewarding for me.

My daughter, Emily, had the honor of working as an ALT in
Asahi City, Chiba Prefecture, from 2009 to 2012. She was in Japan
during the 2011 earthquake and tsunami and in fact, Asahi, as a
coastal city, was heavily damaged. She met her spouse, Tommy
Liu, a former ALT, in Japan.

In 2015, I visited Ota and had a reunion with some of my for-
mer students. Thirty-five years had passed since I saw them for the
last time. I met with students who were as young as three years old
when I left Ota and were unrecognizable as young adults in their
late 30s and 40s. I also met with adult students who are now in
their 60s and 70s. Their personalities were just as I remember them.

I know how seminal the experience of teaching English in Ja-
pan was in my life. In fact, my career would not have led to SPICE
and the creation of the Reischauer Scholars Program and Stanford
e-Japan without those transformative years, and who knows if Emi-
ly would have applied for JET. When I offer interviews for JET, I
know that the JET experience will be transformative for the future
participants as well. I sometimes wonder if a prospective ALT will
someday comment to me, “Gary, by the way, you interviewed my
mother for the JET Program.” Perhaps this would be a signal that I
should consider retiring from my role as a JET interviewer but I re-
ally don’t want to entertain the thought. That said, I want to encour-
age the Japanese government to continue supporting the JET Pro-
gram well into the future. If I ever have grandchildren, I would
definitely like them to apply and will, of course, refrain from inter-
viewing them.

Profile——

Dr. Gary Mukai was a former English teacher in Ota City,
Gunma Prefecture, Frior to the establishment of the JET Program.
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