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International Me

There are some amazing people on JET. Every year, JETs
raise millions for charities in Japan and around the world. They
organise orphanage visits or drama productions; teach Irish
dance or give guitar lessons. Japan gains so much from them
being here. Yes, there are hundreds of amazing young adults on
this program called JET.

I am not one of them.

Iwate, the second largest prefecture in Japan, has a JET
population of only 25. I just don’t have the manpower to pull off
major events. Last year, I started the four Western foreigners of
my town doing an English play for the junior high schools. But
it hardly seems like enough to give back.

Japan has given me this life: an opportunity to learn my 5"
language, meet amazing people and see things I never would
have been able to see on my own. To quote To Sir With Love,
“What can I give you in return?”

I have nothing. Except the one thing that no one else in the
world has. Me.

I am a foreigner in Japan.

A Black female foreigner from Barbados.

When they recruit for the JET Programme, they advertise
two jobs. Firstly, the job that goes on your VISA. Most of us
are teachers of English or another foreign language, a few
of us are Coordinators of International Relations, and just a

handful come to work with Sports programmes. The other job?
Internationalisation.

I don’t have a car. Frankly, I’m a little scared of having to
deal with anything going wrong. And that’s the reason I give
people. What I don’t tell them is this: If I don’t drive I’'m more
visible. And that’s internationalisation.

My first week in my town, I went for a morning run. I passed
a group of high schoolers. Their eyes lingered longer than was
comfortable. One girl was staring so hard at me that she fell into
a ditch.

I still think about her.

People tend to get all caught up in the big things. But a
massive event in Morioka (the Iwate capital) was not what that
girl needed. She needed to see more foreigners, in real life, right
here on the streets of her town. And I thought- still think, in fact-
that, as the only black JET in my prefecture, it’s my duty for her
to see me.

Internationalisation is also a big part of the reason I study
Japanese. I’ve been here for two years now. My Japanese is
decent, although not good enough. I’m a bit of a language-
aholic. My degree is in French and Spanish. And, while I was
applying to the JET Programme, I did a year of Italian for fun.
The linguist in me would kick itself for not taking advantage of
this amazing immersion opportunity. But I also make an effort

Gachapin's Secret Identity

Making my way through the crowd of first year students
loitering outside the classrooms in the break between classes,
I am stopped by a girl that barely comes up to my chest. She
cranes her neck to look up at me through her fashionable
fringe, and her hand shoots out and grips my forearm as though
unsure which part of me to grab, even though I taught her
about handshakes at the beginning of the year. I look down at
her, wondering how to respond. She frowns slightly, as though
focusing on the formation of the sounds, and utters a single
word, “Joshhh”, accentuating the ‘sh’. I wait for her to say more
but she doesn’t, so I reply, “Joshhh”. She appears satisfied with
this and nods slightly, as though I had confirmed her suspicions.
The ritual over, she releases my arm, letting me continue down
the corridor.

Reaching my classroom is no simple task however, as I must
pause every few metres for the obligatory high fives, fist pumps
and other greetings that the more genki students throw at me. For
some reason I seem to get more protestations of love from the
boys than from the girls, who smile shyly instead.

Finally I reach the classroom and greet Jimmy, the JTE
who’s waiting for me outside. He’s one of my favourite and
most groovy teaching partners. He wears leather jackets, has a
ponytail, plays guitar, rides a motorcycle, and has a really fun
way with the students. He urges me to enter the classroom first,
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so I step inside. By now all the students are sitting at their desks.
As soon as I set foot inside the door, I am greeted by a cheer of
excited applause. “Thank you! Thank you!” 1 cry, “Long time no
see!” I decide to play along and commentate Jimmy’s entry into
the classroom. “And now, in the left corner, weighing in at 300
pounds, it’s Jimmyyyyy!” 1 announce, as my teaching partner
swaggers into the room, waving his hands to the cheers of the
class.

A lot of being an ALT is role-playing. I put on my ‘ALT hat’
when I step inside the classroom, which allows me to do things
I might feel embarrassed to do in the real world. I feel that our
job is as much about making English enjoyable and comfortable
for the students as it is about actually teaching English. After all,
if we were here just to teach English, then the JTEs would be
able to do the work by themselves. A JET ALT needs to be more
than just an ordinary teacher. I would urge prospective ALTs
to develop a persona where you have no inhibitions and aren’t
afraid to make a fool of yourself. Play up your celebrity status
and have fun. As an ALT, my biggest weapon to connect with
students is humour. I like to practice my oyaji gyagu, or ‘old man
jokes’ on my students, or draw funny pictures on the blackboard
to greet them when they come into class. Last Halloween I spent
a day teaching classes wearing a ‘Gachapin’ (a children’s cartoon



Claire Dawn-Marie Gittens

with it so that I can meet Japanese people halfway.

I come from a tiny island. Even in the West, people don’t
know where it is. I often find myself explaining where my
country is. One of the first things I taught myself after arriving
in Japan was how to introduce my country. I’'m from Barbados.
It’s in the Caribbean. That’s the sea between North America and
South America. It’s close to Jamaica, but it’s closer to South
America. I learned how to say this well before I could say my
age properly. It was so much more important. Japan needed to
know that there is a West which is not America. They still do.

That’s also why I travel Japan. It’s true that I love travelling,
and I’ll take any excuse to hop on a train, bus, boat or plane,
but I realise that foreigners are scarce in Japan, and the scarcest
subset is Black females.

Wherever 1 go, I like to walk around, be seen and get
involved. When I was in Odori Park in Sapporo and a little old
Japanese lady asked me to join in a dance I’d never seen before,
I jumped right in. I made a royal mess of it on the first go
around. But by the third time, there were mutters of “jouzu desu”
in the crowd.

That’s internationalisation too. Not just to shell out doses
of my culture wherever I can. But to be a sponge for Japanese
culture, so that when I move on, I take Japan with me. I make
every effort to be seen more by getting involved everywhere I

character) costume, a garish bright green dinosaur outfit with
fluffy baubles and a tail. The child-sized costume was much too
short for my 195cm frame, so I supplemented it with long, bright
yellow socks and green nail polish. I didn’t have any sleeping
students in my classes that day!

Another way to capture students’ attention is by singing.
Though I wouldn’t be comfortable in public, my ALT persona
allowed me to stand up the front of the class and sing a solo of
“We Are the World” by Michael Jackson which the students were
practicing for a festival. The next day one of the students from
that class cornered me in the hallway and tried to get me to sing
again for her friend who had missed the performance because
she was absent the day before.

It didn’t take me long to realise that the JET Programme
is about much more than teaching English. I have come to see
myself as somewhere between teacher and friend to the students,
and I feel that gives me a unique opportunity to connect with
students on their level. That means speaking to them outside of
the classroom, and often in Japanese. I have joined in soccer
practice, and recently I took part in a flamenco performance for
the school’s annual Culture Festival. I even convinced a couple
of my teachers (only one of them an English teacher) to come
skydiving with me, and then showed the video in my classes.

can.

At my small elementary school, there are 30 kids in six
grades. I love sitting around the staff room making small talks
with the school nurse and the caretaker. Before I could speak
Japanese, they’d talk to me all day anyhow. Conversations were
hilarious combinations of drawings and sign language. I’ve been
here a little over two years, and I’m finally starting to become
less of “the foreigner” and more “Claire.” One of my kids at that
school has a NARUTO pencil case. One day I asked him if he’d
seen the new movie, and he said not yet. I told him I’d seen it
when I was in Tokyo. Now every time he sees me we talk about
NARUTO tidbits.

And it’s the same way at schools and in my community. I
talk to everyone I can. I try hard to be at all the public events. I
go to the kids’ Sports tournaments. I dance in the town festival. I
pull my neighbourhood’s float. Maybe next year, I’ll even learn
to play the flute. ( I thought about learning taiko, but the taiko
guy laughed and said I have “no power!”)

This program, to me, is not just a job. It’s the Japan
Exchange and Teaching Programme. Exchange. Japan gives me
its everything. I only hope I give enough in return.

==

Joshua Teperman

Funnily enough, I think one of the most lasting impressions
I have made on my students has been through an activity
that included almost no English at all. As a Fine Art major at
university, I was itching for an opportunity to draw again now
that I was in Japan. I still draw a little bit in my apartment,
and from time to time I bring artworks in to class to show my
students. I befriended the art teacher at one of my schools,
and he invited me to put on a drawing seminar for his art club
students. I happily accepted, and during the school holidays I
conducted a still life drawing workshop. I made a slideshow of
my work, and talked about life in an Australian art school. It was
a great opportunity to show students a different side of myself,
and to connect with them on something that they were genuinely
interested in. For one afternoon, we focused on the ‘E’ part of
the JET Programme, exchanging ideas as equals, the roles of
teacher and student forgotten.

JET ALTs are English teachers, but I believe we can be so
much more than that. If you want to make the most of your time
on this program, find a way to connect with your students that
avoids the pitfalls of teacher-student hierarchy. If you can reach
your students, and not just the ones who like English, then your
time in Japan will be that much more rewarding.

P
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