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Unexpected Surprises

I will be honest. I did not come across the JET Programme
in what I guess would be the typical manner. I learned of
the existence of the JET Programme through a footnote in a
travel book I was reading at the time as I dreamed of one day
vacationing in Japan. Little did I know at that time that this
footnote held the key to what my near future would be and that I
would never vacation in Japan at all. My arrival in Japan would
not mark the beginning of an extended vacation spent in the
typical fashion but instead would mark the beginning of what
is now my third year living, experiencing and sharing with a
foreign culture. In the same way that little footnote held untold
surprises for me that I couldn’t possibly have guessed at the
time, so too did coming to Japan my first year, and every year
since, hold surprises and opportunities for interaction, growth,
challenge and fun.

It stands to reason that since I did not come across the
JET Programme in the typical way, I was also not what many
would consider to be the usual candidate. I was not someone
newly graduated from university with a degree in teaching or
linguistics. I was a 29 year old with a variety of life experiences
and had graduated years ago with a degree in design. At 29,
I was working in two fields. Half of my time was devoted to
retail management and the other half was devoted to a career
teaching, choreographing and working as a professional dancer.
I loved my life and was happy with the various elements in it.
Choosing to leave everything behind in order to pursue a life
in a country half a world away, in a culture vastly different
from my own with a language I did not speak at all, was not the
obvious next step for me. Thing is, all those great things in my
life had become all too familiar. They were great, but they were
too comfortable. I was very much within my comfort zone, and
I have come to believe that life exists outside of ones comfort
zone. | had always had this nagging little voice inside of me that
would awe at those who had lived abroad and I would wonder if
I too could be so brave. At 30 years old, I decided to finally find
out.

Now, having had this particular perspective, I did not come
to Japan with any real expectations. When I learned I had been
placed in a small city up in snowy Aomori prefecture called
Towada, I kept an open mind and eagerly anticipated learning
more about it. I did, however, have a reasonable concern that
there might not be much to do in Towada and that it might
be difficult to find things that I would enjoy and ways to get
involved with my new community. I needn’t have given it a
second thought. Within my first day I had been warmly accepted
into a friendly working environment at the Towada Board of
Education and among my fellow ALTs and had even had a nice
meeting with the mayor. I think a good half of my interactions
within my first week included being asked about what my
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interests were followed up by some kind of invitation to become
involved in various groups and activities. Being eager to get
involved, I quickly accepted what I could.

Within my first month I had been to all three of Aomori’s
major Nebuta festivals in three different cities. I found myself
practicing taiko with a local neighborhood community group
preparing for Towada’s annual Fall Festival and joined them in
pulling the float and even playing taiko on it, once the festival
day came. I also got involved with a Nihon buyo (traditional
Japanese dance) group. I was able to perform with them in full
traditional costume at our local Culture Center. We also have a
local marathon that not only did I run in, but was asked to design
the logo for given my background in design. I was invited to
experience Obon tradition with my supervisor’s family and was
also taught traditional tea ceremony on more than one occasion;
all of this and more within my first 4 months. My time here has
also seen me join a Yosakoi dance team that I have performed
and competed with multiple times. At one of these competitions
we won and were interviewed for a local TV program. I’ve also
been invited to the local university and high-schools and many
junior high and elementary schools in order to teach hip-hop
dance and I have performed pieces I have choreographed with
students in school events. My love for and background in dance
has not been ignored, in fact it has been celebrated. Next month
will see my first independent dance classes that I will offer for
free to the community at large at our culture center.

Towada has truly given me so much during my time here
that naturally I want to give back and luckily I have daily
opportunities to do so. In my classes with my students I share
not only my knowledge of English but also my culture and
ideas. It is always my goal to create fun classes in which
students can learn and laugh and come to enjoy communication
in English. It is also important for me to work with the JET
community in order to help make this Programme and what it
has to offer as strong as possible. I have been lucky to have had
the opportunity to work as a Regional Representative, Tokyo
Orientation Assistant, presenter at the annual ALT Opinion
Exchange Meeting and I was a recipient of the CLAIR Grant for
TEFL Certification.

All of this and more came from someone who just wanted
to take a leap of faith and see if he could handle living abroad.
I can be nothing but grateful when I reflect on all the surprises
that I had no idea were in store for me. As I enjoy daily life
in my little town, where every interaction from picking up
groceries, to stopping by a convenience store or simply walking
down the street is filled with friendly unexpected exchanges and
warm smiles, I can only imagine what surprises the future still
holds for me in this beautiful place that I have come to love.
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