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Grants Enable ALT to Support Community

When asked why I came to Japan, the best answer that
sufficiently captures the complex mix of events before and after
my 1999 arrival is “destiny.” I am grateful for this destiny
and through the JET Programme, strive to give back to the
community I call home.

When the decision was made to join the JET Programme,
I began work on a Master’s Degree in Bicultural Bilingual
Studies — English as a Second Language and focused my
research on the Japanese education system, Japanese student
motivation, and teacher attitudes. In Texas, where entrance to
the JET Programme is very competitive, this was my best hope
of gaining acceptance to the Programme and I hoped it would
help me be a better team member at my future school.

In 2008, my goal was achieved and I was placed at
Futamata High School in Hamamatsu City — my wife’s alma
mater. This community would enable my daughter to go to
the same elementary school my wife graduated from and keep
us close to her grandparents. I felt immensely fortunate and
soon grew to love the students at Futamata, the staff, and the
community.

When administering my first term exams, it became clear
that I needed to learn more about Japanese education. In
particular, the students’ goals for the test and how they prepared
for it surprised me. The purpose of education didn’t seem to
align with my assumptions. While trying to discover what
was missed in my previous research, I discovered a book by
Okamoto Kaoru called Education of the Rising Sun 21: an
introduction to education in Japan (2001). It provided an “a-

ha moment” and made me reevaluate how I was doing my
work. As a result, teaching became more fulfilling and my work
relationships grew even deeper. This book and knowledge was
something I needed to share with other foreigners.

In the fall of 2009, I presented a workshop to ALTs and
JTEs on the “Purpose of Education in Japan” with the goal of
contrasting how we define education. By doing this, I hoped
that ALTs would also find a deeper understanding of their work,
a healthy direction to work toward, and be able to realign their
goals to match the Japanese system.

Those attending the workshop provided me with positive
feedback indicating a great desire for more academic insights.
Many ALTs said the workshop helped them understand their
students and coworkers. The Japanese teachers of English
noted an appreciation for the workshop and a desire for more
scholarly workshops of this sort. One teacher even requested
that the prefecture have an encore workshop. Unexpectedly, the
workshop opened doors for me as some Japanese professional
development groups such as the English Teachers Society in
West Shizuoka (i b I 75 & &5 45 = A L FE B F ML =) and
Shizuoka Prefectural High Schools English Education Research
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Committee Journal (i JEHF £33%) began to request articles for
publication and presentations.

The feedback led me to increase my participation in
an Action Research group out of Nagoya University of
Foreign Studies in the neighboring Aichi prefecture. This
group’s monthly meetings inspired me with new ideas to
test in the classroom and share with others. Meanwhile, the
Comprehensive Education Center of Shizuoka, which provides
Shizuoka’s teacher in-service training, began requesting
assistance with workshops for Japanese teachers. After a few
workshops, I was encouraged to apply to transfer there and
work with the Japanese Teachers’ Consultants in developing
the elementary to high school teacher training. The job allowed
numerous professional development opportunities such as
developing rubrics for judging speech contests, doing layout and
design work for the annual prefectural newspaper, and working
to overhaul the ALT orientation and training seminars.

Wanting to do more for the prefecture, I worked with
fellow ALT Chris Tebbe to acquire a ¥350,000 grant from the
Suruga Institute and founded the Shizuoka Action Research
and Professional Development Organization (SHARP-DO), a
teachers’ professional development group. Dr. Kazuyoshi Sato,
my mentor and founder of Nagoya Gaidai’s action research
group, provided encouragement and advising for this project.
We recruited university professors from around Japan to present
research and ideas on English language education to Shizuoka’s
ALTs and JTEs. We also encouraged the local teachers to bring
their lesson plans so that we could provide feedback and advice.

Following this grant project, my focus turned to bilingual
children in the community. Many English-speaking parents
(both Japanese and foreign) living in Shizuoka shared concerns
with me about their children having too few opportunities for
exposure to English. So, along with ALT Amanda Dove of
Kakegawa City, a ¥500,000 Suruga Institute grant was acquired
to start a monthly children’s club called “Adventures in Books
and Cultures (ABC Club)”. Due to a strong response to this idea
from the library and community, we expanded the project to
include a broader range of children and broke the club into two
groups based on their English ability: a non-English speaking
group and a bilingual one. Participants receive a free picture
book; enjoy a story reading; and using English, do crafts and
games based on the country in which the story is set.

Looking to the near future, my next goal is to launch a free
adult reading circle this April in Hamamatsu City for Japanese
speakers of English. If destiny wills it, perhaps I will also
become a university professor so that I may continue working
in teacher training while providing the community with fun and
meaningful outlets for English communication.
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