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Reflecting on My JET Experience

It has already been 7 years since | arrived in Japan. | am
really surprised when | think about it because it does not even
feel like 7 years have passed. It is very cliché to say, but |
have had an unforgettable 7 years full of different experiences.

After graduating from the Sydney Conservatorium of
Music, | had an urge to set out and live in a different world.
| wanted to learn the Japanese language and experience
Japanese culture first-hand. After the long application process,
| was excited to know the fact that | would be living in Japan
on the JET Programme for at least a year. To be chosen for
the JET Programme was like a dream come true.

The departure date was getting closer but my enthusiasm
was struggling with feeling anxiousness and concern because
my placement was not searchable on online maps, and had
that very disconcerting message, “This location does not
exist.” Awesome. What did | get myself into? My placement
was Fukushima Prefecture.

Two days after arriving in Fukushima, | immediately took
part in a study camp organised by the Board of Education.
To my surprise, | was invited to conduct the Philharmonic
Orchestra for the study camp, but the performance was on
at that night! | had not even met any of the other performers,
did not know the program, or possess any Japanese language
skills. Fortunately, it all worked out and we performed
without any problems. My eyes were opened to the different
opportunities that were waiting for me in the small town. |
was looking forward to meeting the local people and getting
to know them through similar occasions, hoping that it would
help me to understand the Japanese culture more, and
develop my Japanese. | could not wait to get involved.

| taught at a junior high school every day and rotated my
visits to different clubs, especially the basketball team, and
orchestra. Every Tuesday night | met with a group of sweet
elderly ladies for English lessons and pot-luck dinners. | was
a member of the town’s ‘Grandma Club’. Even though it was
supposed to be an English conversation class, | was able
to learn a lot about the Japanese language and traditional
culture through the lessons. Every other day | had orchestra
and wind band ensemble practice, and was quite overwhelmed
in the beginning because of my schedule, but | was really
enjoying myself at my placement and eventually got into a
good rhythm.

The junior high school students who were in the first
grade when | arrived in Fukushima were set to graduate
on March 11, 2011, the infamous date of the Great East
Japan Earthquake - the day that changed many lives without
warning. After the junior high school graduation ceremony, |
went to the primary school thanksgiving party with the other
teachers and sixth grade students. We were momentarily in
the gym for the activities but soon forced to evacuate to the
school yard which was covered in snow.

“What’s going on---?” were the cries of many little boys
and girls around me. | told them not to worry, in hopes that
they would calm down and that the situation would settle, but
even within myself, | lost assurance of what life would be like
for the next few minutes.
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After three days, | was able to finally get in contact with
my family in Australia. “I'm just going to stay. Everything is in
God’s control, so just pray everything works out---” | could not
help but feel lost. It was frustrating. The tremble in my mother’
s teary voice pierced harder than ever. It was an unfamiliar
type of anxiety.

The next day, with permission of the Board of Education,
| was able to help with cleaning the evacuation center.
Moreover, the teaching staff and | arranged a morning study
session for the children staying at the evacuation center. The
children did not know each other but they all had a common
experience that regrettably brought them together. It was an
inspiration to see everyone’s cooperative spirit and positive
attitude during this time of tribulation.

Fukushima was left devastated after March 11. It was
time | gave back to the place | had called ‘home’ for the last
three years. The akabeko (red cow) is a symbol of Fukushima
from the Aizu region. | designed a t-shirt that resembled the
akabeko as a heart shape, and with the help and support
of many people, both in Japan, and around the world, we
sold T-shirts for charity. We received orders from around the
world, and donated all the profit to the Fukushima Prefecture
Disaster Countermeasures Office. More t-shirts were sold
after, and the money raised was donated to the Fukushima
Children’s Charity. | also participated in other volunteer
activities, and alongside 2 other Fukushima JETs, we started
a charity group called, ‘Eyes for Fukushima’ (the same
sounding word for ‘eye’ in Japanese is ‘a/i’ (love)). Up till now,
we have made donations to charities working in the Tohoku
region through fundraising events.

| currently work at Ritsumeikan University as the
International Program Coordinator for international students.
Since arriving in Kyoto 2 years ago, it has been a goal of mine
to somehow find a way to use my experiences in Fukushima.
In December 2013, | was involved with Ritsumeikan Academy
and Fukushima Prefecture forming a partnership. Two months
later, with Ritsumeikan faculty staff and some international
students, we were able to organize a two-day study tour in
Fukushima. The students visited different sites and learned
things such as renewable energy resources, the condition of
temporary housing for evacuees and other recovery-related
activities happening in Fukushima. It was a great learning
experience for the international students, and for me to re-visit
Fukushima and see the changes in recovery was extremely
rewarding.

| still want to continue living and learning in Japan, and
continue sharing my experiences with as many people as
possible in the future.
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