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From Fukuoka to Fukuoka - One ALT'’s

Return After 20 Years

During my senior year at university, just as | was trying
to decide what to do after graduation, | heard about the
JET Programme. This was in early 1991, and at the time,
the number of JET participants was quickly on the rise -
from about 2,200 JETs in 1990, to 2,800 in 1991. Having
studied Japanese for a few years and even spent a summer
in Nagano, | decided to apply, and the selection board
decided to overlook my subpar Japanese language skills and
selected me to be an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT). |
was very excited to be chosen, both because it was a great
adventure and because it meant | didn’t have to move back
into my parents’ basement. | was less excited to be assigned
to Fukuoka, a place | knew nothing about except that it was
way off in distant Kyushu, far from the bright lights of Tokyo
and Osaka. | had no idea that my year in beautiful, historic
and wonderful Fukuoka would be one of the best of my life,
or that | would be lucky enough to return again twenty years
later. | also didn’t know how important the skills | learned as
a JET would be for the rest of my career.

At the Fukuoka Prefectural Board of Education, | rotated
through six junior high schools in three towns just south of
Fukuoka City. Since | was at each school for such a short
period of time, it was hard to build close working relationships
with my team of Japanese teachers of English (JTEs) and
the students, so | had to work particularly hard to make my
classes fun and interesting. That turned out to be a great
benefit for me (and | hope for my students as well): standing
up in front of a skeptical audience four times a day, five days
a week, and keeping their attention and interest for an entire
hour is great training for a career as a communicator.

My year as a JET brought many other profound benefits
for my future career path. First, | was able to improve my
Japanese. The fastest way to learn a language is to use it,
so | immersed myself, annoying my friends and colleagues by
speaking only Japanese except when | was actually teaching
English. | asked my friends to let me know whenever | made
a mistake, which at first was pretty much every time | opened
my mouth, and kept notes on my errors and their suggestions.
| even lugged around a huge kanji dictionary to help me learn
how to read (nowadays a smartphone can use OCR to identify
any character you may see, so modern JETs have even fewer
excuses than | did for not studying their kanji). After a year |
was pretty good.

Japanese was only one of the important lessons | learned
about during my year as a JET. | also learned the value of
volunteering for activities, especially ones which took me
out of my comfort zone. My office often received requests for
JETs to represent their countries at events, usually with the
nerve-wracking requirement of an aisatsu (greeting) or even
a full speech in Japanese, and | was usually the first to raise
my hand: by agreeing, | got to attend fascinating events and
meet people | never would have otherwise, like the governor
of Fukuoka Prefecture and even sumo legend Azumazeki.

One other benefit of JET: the practical overseas
experience the Programme offers is very appealing to top
grad schools. After my year as an ALT, | was accepted by
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Georgetown University for a Master’s programme. Degree
in hand, | returned to Japan after graduation, and with the
experience in Japanese language and culture from JET, |
quickly found a job in Tokyo as a market researcher, helping
to explain Japanese consumer needs to multinationals. That
was exciting and rewarding, but after ten years in the private
sector, | decided it was time for a change, and joined the U.S.
Foreign Service. For the last eleven years, | have worked for
the State Department as a Foreign Service Officer, a great
career which | would not have been anywhere near as ready
to take on if it was not for my JET experience.

| was very fortunate in 2010 to have the opportunity to
return to Fukuoka for an assignment as the Director of the
Fukuoka American Center, the U.S. government’s main office
for public outreach for Kyushu. During my time in Fukuoka,
| had numerous opportunities to meet my former students,
now adult professionals in their 30s, and was delighted to
hear that many of them remembered me. One young man
working for the Fukuoka Prefectural Government told me that
back when he was a first-year junior high school student, |
was the first foreigner he ever spoke to in English: he asked
me “Do you like Japanese noodles?” and | answered “Yes”.
It may not seem like much, but the fact that we understood
each other showed him that cross-cultural communication
was possible, which inspired him so much that he majored in
English in college, joined the Prefecture’s International Affairs
Department, and even worked for two years at the Japanese
Consulate in Atlanta, Fukuoka’s sister city. One extraordinary
benefit of being a JET was getting to see that my work had
made a difference for so many people.

The JET Programme was a life-changing experience
for me, as it has been for so many. The challenges and
opportunities to test myself and build my capabilities
helped me grow in self-confidence and motivation, and the
communication skills and abilities | developed made me
a more successful professional. Thanks to the skills and
abilities | acquired as a JET, | have been very fortunate to
make a career in the international arena, and hopefully to
repay some of the kindness shown me when | was a young
ALT, and strengthen mutual understanding around the world.
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