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Learning about things other than

green tea and onsen
Keith Kelly
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When I found out that I was going to be on the JET Pro-
gramme as an ALT in Yashio City, I was pretty happy. I had previ-
ously lived in Saitama Prefecture working in Kumagaya, at a well
known private chain of English language schools for a year, before
returning to the UK to go back to university. I had friends and for-
mer colleagues who I was happy to be living and working near
again. I thought I had won the lottery, everyone wants to be near
Tokyo on JET, but it is rare that people are so close — Tokyo was
right next door!

After the huge Tokyo Orientation in Shinjuku arriving with
nearly 3,000 other new JETSs, surrounded by skyscrapers and neon,
karaoke and nomihoudai with new JET friends, monstrous stations
and trains coming and going every second, arrival in Yashio was a
culture shock and not the Japan I was used to. Yashio was in the
middle of urban regeneration, and was perhaps very different to
most of the rural placements the other UK JETs I arrived with in
2004 were given. On arrival it was a town which looked down at
heel, it was in the midst of rebuilding around the yet to open new
station. I came to realise that Yashio was going to be a challenge.

Despite being so close to the capital, Tokyo felt like a world
away. I needed to catch a bus to neighbouring Soka or Ayase to
then get a train into Tokyo, and depending on the time, it could take
a couple of hours. There were many areas where empty factories
stood rusting, and there was pretty high unemployment. Some of
the students at the schools, more often than I imagined in Japan,
came from single parent families, and there was a large immigrant
community. Students were from Thailand, Vietnam, the Philip-
pines and Pakistan. The students often did not speak Japanese as
their first language and communication in Japanese let alone Eng-
lish was sometimes a challenge. A lot of the students had no inter-
est in English, and I began wondering what the real value of me be-
ing in class was. There were unexpected behaviour issues during
class and the students from other countries sometimes found it dif-
ficult to follow what was going on. This was not the Japan that |
knew, nor was it what I imagined the JET Programme to be. These
weren’t the perfectly well behaved studious Japanese school kids
that are the stereotype in the UK.

Despite this, growing up in multicultural and economically
challenged northern England, it was not a total shock. Until going
on JET, I had been working on a UK government programme to
help the long term unemployed back into work. Once they got
comfortable with me being there, the students gradually became in-
terested, and outside of the classroom began to try in English, and
out of the confines of a lesson, would tell me about life and family
in Japan and what they hoped to do in the future. Then in extracur-
ricular activities, I built up a good relationship with a lot of the stu-
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dents, organising the English club was central to this and getting
the students to really try using their language skills. It took a good
six months, but I eventually started to feel like part of the diverse
school community.

Yashio now looks like a very different city. The area around
the station has been completely redeveloped with a huge shopping
center and high rise apartment buildings, the train line connects
with Kita-Senju in neighbouring Adachi Ward of north Tokyo, and
there is a bustling atmosphere as commuters travel in and out of
Tokyo for work, very different to when I lived there, when the
streets were quiet and dusty. I imagine that life there for an ALT is
very different now compared to when I was there. Despite this, |
wouldn’t want to change my experience. I think that my experi-
ence was challenging and helped me develop skills. 1 also think
that the JET Programme and having an ALT was very important to
a lot of the students, a lot of them wanted to learn English, get a
good education and go travelling and maybe work overseas. Hav-
ing someone from overseas helped students connect with the world
outside Japan. My grammar lessons and test taking may not have
inspired the students to learn English, but playing sports with them,
lunchtimes in the classes, cleaning the school, sports days, extra-
curricular activities and so on, were really valuable to the students
and myself. I did not get to experience much of the Japan famous
for its green tea and onsen, but my daily challenges taught me that
children in both our countries face similar issues.

I have been fortunate since returning from Japan, my first job
was with a Japanese education company organising study courses
for Japanese high school students. Now at JLGC in London, I am
able to do a lot of work with the JET Alumni Association, helping
ex JETs keep connected to Japan through employment and encour-
aging exchange activities with their Japanese host authority. I also
get to do a lot of work with local government staff in the UK inter-
ested in Japan’s regions and cities and public services, helping co-
ordinate the Japan Study Tour, a little bit like a mini JET Pro-
gramme for local government staff to visit Japan. The UK and
Japan are in many ways very different countries, but through these
kinds of programmes, we can learn that in the important things we
have a lot in common.
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