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Interview with Susan Iwamoto

CLAIR: Can you tell us about yourself?

SI: I first came to Japan because of my father’s job. I lived in
Tokyo from age 5 to 9 and went to the American School in
Japan (ASIJ). I learned Japanese through classes a few times
per week, and through playing with kids in the neighborhood. I
forgot nearly all of my vocabulary after returning to the US, but
I retained my pronunciation and listening ability. I minored in
Japanese at university, and found I could distinguish the sound
of Japanese words easily, though I’d forgotten their meanings.
When I came back to Japan as a JET participant, I could speak
Japanese to a certain extent, but I never left home without my
dictionary. I was an ALT from 1993-1994, teaching primarily in
junior high schools and occasionally in elementary schools in
Saitama prefecture. I was able to talk to the teachers and Board
of Education staff in Japanese which was helpful. I moved back
to the United States in the summer of 1994 and soon found a job
at Citizen’s Bank in Boston.

CLAIR: What brought you back to Japan?

SI: I had been interested in Japan for such a long time anyway.
My job at the bank had its merits, but I really wanted to return
to Japan. So after a year and a half there, I decided to look for
a job in Japan. I taught English at a conversation school for
about a year, and then, thanks to my HR experience in Boston,
I was hired by Canon to work in their global human resources
management department, focusing on expatriation policy and
management, and later on training and HR development. It was
a wonderful experience and I learned a lot about life at a major
Japanese corporation.

CLAIR: Did the JET experience help in any way?

SI: Absolutely. I was the first non-Japanese hired in Canon’s
HR division, and I had already experienced something similar
as the first ALT to work in the town of Kurihashi in Saitama.
The teachers and town hall staff were excited about it, as was
I, especially as it was my first job out of college. It was a new
and wonderful experience on both sides. The experience on the
JET Programme provided me with an invaluable look at the
educational system in Japan from the inside, and it really helped
me understand the influence it has on Japanese people later in
life, especially in business. And, of course, it was really fun to
work with students. They were so full of energy! The teachers
I worked with were great, too. I worked with three JTEs at one
school, and two at the other. They all had distinct personalities,
teaching styles and attitudes toward team-teaching. One teacher
in particular had a huge influence on the way I approach my
job as a trainer now. He was a former actor, and carried that
sensibility to the classroom. He used his dramatic skills to make
English come alive for the students, and he was incredibly
devoted to education. One of things he told me was that no
matter how tired he was or no matter how many problems that
were going on outside of the classroom, he would leave that
behind at the classroom door. Once he entered the classroom,

it was all about the students. His passion and dedication made
a huge impact on me. I was fortunate to learn this early in my
career, and is reflected in the way I interact with my clients in
my work as an intercultural management trainer.

CLAIR: If you could go back in time to when you were a
JET, what would you have done differently?

SI: I would have stayed another year. One of my regrets is that I
didn’t look for more opportunities to create more events with the
community and the school. I certainly did what I was supposed
to do, but I really wish I had been a little more active in creating
more opportunities for international exchange.

CLAIR: Why do you think that would have been an addition
to your experience?

SI: I think it would have created more opportunities for people
in the town to have more exposure to internationalization. It
would certainly have allowed me to develop more relationships
with the people of the town. Of course, I met a lot of wonderful
friends there, but looking back, I think I could have done more
with my time there.

CLAIR: Do you have some advice/ final words for current
JETs?

SI: In a very general way, to make the most of their experience
here, whether that means getting more involved in the local
community. I think that’s the most important thing, but also
making use of the opportunities to try out new food, sports
and hobbies. I also recommend taking the chance to travel
throughout Japan and Asia. Simply put, just be sure to make the
most of the experience. Most JETs will move on after one to
three years and either return home or go to a new country, but
this is a valuable experience for their lives. It would be a shame
if they were not really getting out there and experiencing it to
the fullest. And, for JETs who are considering staying on in
Japan, absolutely, positively study Japanese. I was lucky to have
started with a base in the language, but having strong Japanese
skills will be a great help in future job searches here.

CLAIR: Thank you very much for your time.

SI: Susan Iwamoto

ERAEM LT +—S L Sep. 2011 33





