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A Once in a Lifetime Opportunity

JET was a dream come true, for I had long wanted to visit
Japan. As a child my mother's diary showed pictures of verdant,
well-manicured Japanese gardens and women with jet black
hair wearing intricately woven kimonos. I held that image in
my head for a long time. But the reality was better than I had
dreamt and nothing could have fully prepared me for the fullness
of my experience on the JET Programme. Though employed as
Assistant Language Teachers our experiences are not limited to
the classroom. My most positive experiences on the Programme
therefore ranged from coaching a student to win the prefectural
English Speech Contest to climbing Mt. Fuji. I was fortunate to
have been placed in the picturesque Yamanashi-ken, home of
Mt. Fuji and renowned for its spectacular vistas of rolling grape
vineyards and peach orchards. Yamanashi offered me a plethora of
opportunities to get involved and make the best of my experience
as an ALT.

I loved my students. I managed to build strong relationships
with them and it was not long before I grew from ‘Ayesha
from Jamaica’ to Ayesha-sensei, friend and confident. I enjoyed
watching them grow from shy students who were reluctant to say
a word in English to brave boys and girls who would approach
me and initiate a conversation. I loved listening to them talk
about their dreams of travelling the world, much as I had dreamt
of visiting Japan. We had lunch together, they invited me to their
club activities and to participate in school festival, and we sat and
talked for hours after school. It was in these sessions that they
grew to value ‘practical English.” I still have days when I miss
them. [ wonder if they were able to fulfill those dreams. For me the
most satisfying thing is that I was able to touch their lives. I taught
them English, but I also was a motivator, mentor, friend and dance
instructor and I value the lessons they taught me.

Along with my main job as an ALT in this senior high school
in Kofu, I was the Secretary for the local association of ALTs
and editor of our weekly magazine, I played football/soccer
with a team of foreigners and Japanese called the ‘Yamamamas’
I volunteered at the prefectural cultural center and attended
Japanese classes there. I lived intensely making the most of every
opportunity offered to me. In so doing I met many foreigners and
locals in my hometown. The friendships I built with the people in
my community and other ALTs from all over the world were the
richest part of my experience. They were the people who checked
up on me when I wasn't feeling well and the ones who invited me
into their homes for dinner, and accompanied me on trips all across
Japan and other places in South East Asia. These friendships have
survived distance and time and we remain close friends to this
day. I now have close friends on every continent and get birthday
messages in every language each year.

My experiences were so vast and so memorable that it is
hard to name just a few. My fondest memories are related to both
my in-school experiences and outside of school. Participating in
sports day at school was a big highlight, as riding on the euphoria
of Usian Bolt’s achievements in Beijing I was expected to be as
fast as him. Luckily for me, I won the race and saved my country's
reputation.

Thanks to technology I have been able to stay in touch with
some students and teachers. My supervisor has sent me a New
Year card each year and my students send me birthday messages
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via Facebook. My Japanese friends have sent me care packages of
my favorite Japanese snacks - pocky, karintou and mochi. In 2012,
I returned to Japan to visit my friends, dropped in at the school
where I taught, and visited some of my favorite spots in the area
where I lived. I got a hero's welcome from my former students and
JTEs, and I was forced to admit that [ missed Japan terribly.

Immediately after JET I started Graduate school at the
University of the West Indies in Jamaica. In my second year |
applied for a graduate scholarship. I remember entering the room
to find several prominent professors seated at the table looking at
me expectantly. I wore a smile and a look of confidence. I waited
for the nerves, none came. The interview was a conversation
punctuated by laughter. They commended me at the end for my
maturity and my 'presence.' I remember thinking then that they
were part of the skills I had acquired as an ALT: the confidence,
the ability to engage strangers, and the way in which I was
comfortable in my own skin.

I credit my experience in Yamanashi for molding me into
who I am today. It changed my life and transformed me personally
and professionally. I am now able to give the world a different,
firsthand understanding of Japan and its people. The warmth and
hospitality extended to me by my neighbors helped me get through
the days when homesickness set in and I can therefore tell the
world of the kindness and warmth of the Japanese people. Thanks
to JET I grew to fully appreciate the fact that we are not confined
to any one place but that the world is truly our 'oyster' and we can
impact the world in so many ways. It is for that reason that [ am an
unofficial JET recruiter at my school, always encouraging students
to apply for the programme, if they want to be truly changed.

Like many former JETs, I want to continue to bridge the
gap between Japan and the rest of the world by encouraging
foreigners to visit Japan. Many of my friends through their work
are forging partnerships between their companies and Japan based
organizations. This is why one of the first things I volunteered to
do was to host a presentation entitled “Japan: Through the eyes of
a Jamaican” at my university to share my experience in Japan and
share details on the culture, people and society. It was attended by
over 60 students and faculty members as well as the Ambassador
of Japan to Jamaica.

I could never thank enough my students and my colleagues
at school for all they did for me. I thank them for everything; for
their friendship, for their support, for accepting my tutelage, for
embracing me and my Jamaican-ness, for celebrating me and for
changing my life. Thanks to Yamanashi and that once in a lifetime
opportunity.
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