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Learning the Art of Communication

Leah Klaas
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Nearing my third year working as a Coordinator for Interna-
tional Relations (CIR) for the Sapporo City government, I came to
the beautiful northern island of Hokkaido excited to start a new ad-
venture and to push myself to even further improve my language
skills. Despite having studied Japanese for 8 years including study-
ing abroad twice (in Shizuoka and Nagoya), I felt I still had much to
learn. Out of a desire to refine and utilize my language skills, I ap-
plied for and subsequently was accepted into the JET Programme.

The work of a CIR is varies greatly. In any given day, my job
can consist of translation, interpretation, liaising between Japanese
and overseas parties, Prefectural Advisor (PA) work, English con-
versation classes, creating content for social media, and conducting
school visits and seminars, all of which center on communication.

The most daunting task at first was interpretation, mostly due
to the vocabulary and background knowledge required to properly
interpret. Interpreting for many events such as courtesy calls, con-
ferences, and overseas business trips means the topics range any-
where from casual greetings to in-depth specialized discussions.
Having absolutely zero experience interpreting, at first I was quite
intimidated by the task, especially when interpreting for distin-
guished guests and at conferences. Subtle cultural differences, such
as tone and the level of formality in speech need to also be consid-
ered so as to fully convey meaning. While at times it is still nerve-
racking, one of the beautiful things about interpretation is you will
always learn something new. Helping facilitate communication as
an interpreter has also allowed me to meet all sorts of people from
various cultures whom I would not have otherwise had the opportu-
nity to meet, and to help those for whom I interpret to understand
more about other people and cultures.

I have also learned a lot from the conversation classes which
five of our CIRs in Sapporo hold once a week, called Let’s Talk. Be-
ing able to inspire the participants to foster a mutual love for lan-
guage while making new friends who truly make me feel at home
here in Sapporo makes this one of the highlights of my week. One
difficulty I met, however, was continuously coming up with new top-
ics for discussion and ways to keep the class fun but still informative,
especially since some participants have been coming for 20 years.

I began incorporating language-based games and articles for
us to read and discuss. Usually these have gone over well, but have
occasionally been met with collective disapproval or failed to take
into account the wide range of English ability. I scoured ESL web-
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site lists of discussion themes, but to my surprise simple questions
which would be fail-proof conversation starters for English natives
stumped my Japanese participants. Consequently, conversations on
those days were less enthusiastic and engaging. I also struggled to
respond to grammar-based questions which, as an English native, |
have the luxury of not having to think about too deeply.

In response to these challenges, I recently started an online
TESOL course to help alleviate any issues caused by my inade-
quate technical understanding of English and lack of a background
in education. Taking note of what topics do or do not go over well
also helps inform my decisions on future discussion themes, and |
am more cognizant of the need for cultural explanation regarding
certain themes or language-based games. Through this newly-ac-
quired knowledge, I hope to be able to plan an even more enjoyable
class for all, and further facilitate cross-cultural communication and
understanding.

Being able to communicate in multiple languages is not just
about learning a few new words, but requires a deep, nuanced cul-
tural understanding as well. Learning about Japanese workplace
customs and sharing those of my home country through daily con-
versation or our CIR blog for city workers, along with explaining
why certain direct translations do not accurately convey meaning,
and tailoring posts on our CIR-run Facebook page, SapporoToday,
to each region the CIRs represent are all important roles of CIRs
and examples of better communication.

JET has been an educational for me in learning how to better
communicate. I believe this is one of the most meaningful and ben-
eficial aspects of the JET Programme, as it helps break down ste-
reotypes and get people to understand others from their cultural
points of view. If there is one thing I could take away from my ex-
perience so far, it would be the art of communication, which I hope
I can use in future jobs and daily life.

Profile—

Leah Klaas is from Portland Oregon, USA. She started work-
ing as a CIR for Sapporo in 2016 after graduating from university
with majors in Japanese, anthropology, and international relations.
She enjoys exploring the parks in Sapporo and soup curry. She
looks forward to the celebrations of the 60th anniversary of Port-
land and Sapporo’s sister city relations this upcoming year.
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