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Across Yamanashi

My JET placement is slightly different to how I had
imagined it when I was back in London, waiting for the details
of my new life in Japan to come through. I’d been envisioning
an academic high school, preferably within the Kansai region
and in a large, convenient city with ready entertainment and a
wealth of new cafes, temples and boutiques to discover. Instead,
it turned out I was to be sent to Yamanashi-ken, a prefecture
which (to my discredit) I hadn’t actually heard of.

A quick internet search revealed that Yamanashi is small
and rural, an easy train journey away from Tokyo, and famous
for its exquisite peaches and grapes. It’s formally linked with
Sichuan province in China — a happy coincidence, as that’s
where my mother’s family live. It’s also the home of Mt. Fuji
and Kuon-ji. In comparison to some other prefectures, however,
there was relatively little information to be found. I had to wait
until I arrived before I could really start discerning where it was
I’d be living.

I also learned that I wasn’t going to be tied to one school.
Instead, I am the Yamanashi Prefectural Education Centre’s
Assistant Language Teacher (ALT) and my time is divided
between office work and school visits. At the Centre, I assist
with teacher training, seminars and the JET skills development
conferences; act as a judge for speech contests; edit English
texts and compile voice recordings; plan lessons and so on.
When I’m not in the office, I drive to seven different schools
spread across the entire prefecture. One of these is a local high
school and the other six are schools for students with special
needs.

This set-up suits me nicely. I enjoy being part of a Japanese
office and my colleagues at the Centre are wonderful — warm,
generous and supportive individuals. They come from a wide
variety of teaching backgrounds and all worked in schools
extensively before moving to the Centre to conduct research
in teaching. They are keen for me to have new experiences
and I know these will make up my best memories of my time
here: angling for crayfish with a piece of string and a bent pin
in the garden pond outside; cooking houtou noodles for lunch
in the Centre kitchens; being ‘rescued’ by my colleagues who
drove out after my car broke down on a main road in winter
(conveniently, just in front of a police car containing two very
obliging officers who pushed it off the congested lanes for me).

As for my school visits, I hadn’t been sure what to expect
at all. I had no prior experience working with special needs back
in the UK and was concerned I wouldn’t be up to scratch. I’'m
sure I must have seemed very nervous before my introductory
lessons, but within the first few minutes I realised I could
be useful after all. It didn’t seem to matter that I had no real
training in the field; my new students were lively, enthusiastic
and eager to learn.
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Approximately 1.3% of Japanese students receive some
form of special education. These include special schools, as
well as tsukyu (resource room) classes and classes in the local
neighbourhood. Due to changes in legislation and requirements,
the number of students in these schools has actually been rising.
Many of the ALTs I’ve spoken to have a few special needs
classes in their schedules and some of their current elementary
or JHS students will eventually be filtered into this system.
Since the new year began, I’ve had a number of students asking
me if I’'m friends with the ALTs from their previous schools.

The way I teach depends on the nature of my students. I
only drop by each school a few times a month, but luckily I
have some excellent Japanese Teachers of English (JTEs) with
comprehensive knowledge of all the students and their needs.
Two of my schools are linked to neighboring hospitals and two
have campus dormitories where certain students live during the
week. My class sizes vary; some are one-on-one lessons, some
go up to twelve students. The small numbers mean that we can
do in-depth activities (for example, baking scones and preparing
English tea) and I can give every student the attention and time
they deserve.

Because many students find it difficult to retain information,
the overall emphasis is on cultural exchange. I do have students
studying for exams and working through national textbooks, so
we tailor these lessons accordingly. My JTEs tell me that the
aim is to both educate the students and encourage their future
independence. These students may not get many opportunities to
interact with foreigners after they graduate and their home lives
are often complicated. The time spent together outside class
becomes significant and I always get students rushing up to me
to practice saying hello or to introduce their friends.

My first year in Yamanashi has provided me with
opportunities that could not have been granted elsewhere. The
students are delightful to teach, and despite the daily challenges
they face, they are spirited, dynamic and always excited to see
me. Working with them has opened me up to incomparable
new methods of thought, connection and communication which
will stay with me long after I leave Japan and begin to uncover
another part of the world.



