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Life on JET Speed

I was born on August 3, 2008

That day is a blur of flights, luggage, fellow nervous JETs
(JET participants), and mental lists of dos and don’ts. I imagined
my JET-life would be two years before returning to life as it had
been planned. In fact, some JET participants talk about their
time on the Programme as if it were somehow not real life, an
other-world, but I’ve noticed a few things about life as a JET. [
would submit instead that it is, in fact, more along the lines of
life on hyper-drive in concentrated doses of experience.

Experience 1: All the people coming in

I think I’ve met more people in my 3.5 years on JET
than in the 3.5 years before JET. The circles of my work have
overlapped with the dozens of divisions at the kencho, people
in my community, JET participants in Saitama and neighboring
prefectures, and PAs and CIRs from all over Japan. It is an
incredible privilege, for everyone involved, to be able to meet
and speak with people from so many different backgrounds.
My work has been influenced by people from Japan, the US,
Jamaica, India, Canada, and more, and I can only hope I can
pass on this influence to those around me. This exchange
of ideas is made even more poignant by the relatively short
time frame we have, whether JET participant, supervisor, or
colleague.

Experience 2: All the people going out

Spring and summer are like Christmas: excitement about
who will be sent into the office and anticipation about who
Santa CLAIR is going to give you. But it can also be downright
crummy when you realize that some of your colleagues and
best friends are leaving, and that especially in the case of JET
participants, you may never all be placed so conveniently close
to each other again. In “regular” life it’s easy to push back
plans for people and places because it seems like we have time
a-plenty, but when your life on hyper-drive is crammed into
only several years, the time for conversation with your neighbor
or plans see that temple is now.

Thankfully, it is much easier to communicate with those
who have gone into the after-JET life than the real one, and
it creates a network in and beyond Japan larger than I would
realize until I too finally step aside for my successor. In the
meantime, the lessons I’ve learned are in sharper focus, and
I hope that my friends and colleagues, too, are finding their
chance to be part of the Programme just as rewarding as I have.

Denise Schlickbernd

Experience 3: Learning a world (again)

I can’t help but think that in many ways, living in a foreign
country is like a second childhood. Obviously the language has
to be learned again (oh sweet literacy!), and very kind teachers
show us again what is proper and what is not. On another level,
although we might not necessarily start out with blank slates,
the situation requires us to see our world from fresh perspectives
and learn to not take our environment for granted. I realize
now the fine art that introductions are—but this has required
the occasional mistake (I’m sure I’m still a few ranks short of
Meishi (Business card) Master). It’s frustrating to not know
the world as well as you thought you did, and so it’s a constant
reminder of how important it is to be able to learn from and
then laugh at the mistakes. Plus side to second childhood: No
bedtime and not having to share your toys with your little sister.

Experience 4: Make the most of it

I fully expected when I applied that I would be a “typical”
CIR somewhere in the inaka. I had imagined cooking classes,
sister city exchanges, interpreting extravaganzas, and generally
being not particularly connected to the JET community. Instead,
I found out before I left that I would be in a mega-city in
Saitama, and oh I would also be PA (Prefectural Advisor) too.
That was unexpected. It’s kind of amusing when I think about it
now, but finding out that most of my work was for the Saitama
JET Programme took some adjusting.

You can’t pick your family and you can’t pick your
JET placement. I hadn’t necessarily dreamt of prefectural
orientations, and I may have spent my first mid-year conference
sighing as other CIRs regaled us with tales of their many
overseas shutcho. No matter. Concentrating on what you don’t
have is a good recipe for discontent, in JET life or otherwise.
It’s more fun to concentrate on—and take advantage of—the
awesome things. So I don’t need to interpret much during work
hours? Well, through work I found an opportunity to interpret at
the Ishigaki Triathlon. I haven’t had the chance to do cooking
classes (yet?), but my grandma’s molasses cookie recipe has
been a success at kencho culture classes. And while there has
been an absence of overseas shutcho, I’ve had the opportunity to
get involved with the NPO Go Longitude and volunteer trips to
help build houses in India, which has been pretty amazing and
more enjoyable than a business trip (highly recommended!).

Thus, two years became four. As I write, | haven’t decided
whether to stay for the fifth year. You can’t JET-live forever,
and no matter when I leave I’m sure I’ll be saying to myself that
there just wasn’t enough time, but I hope that I have learned to
make the most of it with the time I do have.
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