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Challenges, Conferences and Coordinating: Being

The morning light shines through the windows of the
conference room onto the table. Even though there are only
10 people in the room, the silence is deafening. I am sitting
on a small chair feeling constricted by my suit jacket with its
single button done up tightly. Soon, the prefectural governor
will enter the room and I will have to interpret for him as he
meets with a prominent political figure making a courtesy
visit. Their understanding each other depends on the quality
of my interpreting and the expectation to perform well weighs
heavy. Palms sweating and heart racing, I cling to my electronic
dictionary, note paper and pen nervously. Without warning, the
door opens and the governor enters. I take a deep breath, stand,
and walk to his side.

While slightly exaggerated, I am sure there are many CIRs
who have been in similar situations. Or perhaps more memorable
still is that evening at gone midnight when you were still working
on the presentation about your home country you had to give the
next morning; frantically typing, cursing yourself for accepting
the job at such late notice? Or for ALTs, the time your JTE
changed the lesson plan without telling you? The point is there
are many situations that JETs face in their day-to-day working
lives that can be challenging and stressful. However, if there
is one thing the JET Programme has taught me it’s that it is
precisely these challenging situations that make life rewarding
and satisfying.

“Baggage”

Baggage. Our JET careers both start and end with it. As I think
ahead to August 2011, when I’ll be forcibly removed from Japan
(“You’re on your fifth? I think you’ve had enough, dear. You’d
better go home. Oh, and turn in your keys, t0o.”) my thoughts are
consumed by the baggage I’ll be taking with me.

I came to Okinawa in August 2006, along with my 20 kilogram-
suitcase and 23 years of life experience. I packed lighter, both
materially and emotionally, than I have seen many other ALTs do,
and within a few months, thanks to a warm reception and the fact
that you can actually find deodorant, toothpaste, etc in Japan, had
thrown most of that away anyway.

Researching Okinawa in English on the Internet five years ago
yielded few results. Besides Mr Miyagi, Hatori Hanzo and a large
military population, I knew nothing about Okinawa. Luckily, neither
did most of the people I arrived with. We quickly became fast
friends - friendships I know will endure for the rest of our lives.

I started work at Chubu Commercial High School and
Kagamigaoka Special Needs School. I had no knowledge of either
type of school, and no one at either had any knowledge of my
country - South Africa.

I spent the next few weeks (months, years) teaching everyone
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I applied for the JET Programme CIR position in 2008 and
was lucky enough to be successful, coming to Miyagi prefecture
in June 2009. Despite talking with friends who had experience of
the position and reading the CIR Handbook back to front several
times, I was still unsure exactly what kind of work I would be
doing. After arriving it became clear I would be a ‘jack of all
trades’, involved in activities ranging from interpreting and
translation to occasional English teaching and school visits.

One thing that I have found to be an extremely exhilarating
and challenging part of my job is interpreting. I have had the
chance to interpret for official courtesy visits to the governor of
Miyagi prefecture, for embassy officials visiting the prefecture, at
business meetings during a business trip to Italy, for prefectural
assemblymen and in countless other situations. I find the fast
paced, immediate nature of interpreting the most stimulating part;
you have to concentrate 100 percent on what is being said and
then reproduce it in the target language without adding or taking
anything away and with as little delay as possible. Interpreting
has also helped me come to terms with my own limitations and
realise that no matter how much effort you put into preparing,
nobody is perfect and mistakes will be made. A perfect example
of this is when I was interpreting for an overseas guest as she
took part in sado (Japanese tea ceremony). I had prepared for
the interpreting thoroughly. However, unaccustomed as I was
to sitting in the seiza (legs tucked under in a kneeling position)
position for long periods of time, I found it increasingly difficult

I came into contact with about my home, and being taught by
everyone I met about Okinawa. Among the many things we
discovered to be different about our homes, it turned out that we
had some astonishing things in common. In South Africa, we have
a philosophy known as “Ubuntu”, summed up as “I am what I am
because of who we are.” It is a philosophy of togetherness - knowing
that what you become is not the product of your own efforts, but of
those and the influence of everyone around you. There is a similar
idea known in Okinawa as ““Yuimaru” - a co-operative effort.

I found myself immediately surrounded by warmth and love
in Okinawa. I was invited to my colleagues’ homes to celebrate
Obon, given driving tours of the island and fed copious amounts
of Okinawa soba. When they found out I studied photography at
university, they immediately set up an exhibition of my work at my
first-ever school festival, even though they had never seen anything
I'had done.

Most importantly, though, I was guided into becoming the
person I am today. My fellow teachers and even some students
gave me indispensable teaching advice, didn’t look harshly upon
me when I messed everything up, and supported me through all my
harebrained class activities. I feel I have turned into a good teacher,
and a formidable opponent at speech contests (even though my
schools are considered “low-level”, my students from both schools
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to concentrate on what was being said as the alarmingly extreme
pain was spreading through my legs. As an interpreter they say
you should be invisible; with my evident discomfort and constant
fidgeting, I definitely was not. Needless to say, everyone had a
good laugh when I tried to get up at the end of the ceremony. If T
had given it more thought I would have realised that at least some
rudimentary seiza practice would be necessary.

I have also had an opportunity to be involved in more
grassroots internationalisation efforts. Something that I am
particularly proud of is a series of British/English cooking classes
that I initiated. Destroying negative stereotypes about food
from Great Britain and promoting traditional English food was
something that I knew I wanted to do even before I came to Japan
as a CIR, so to work on planning classes for a year and then see
them actually come to fruition and be successful is extremely
satisfying for me. I have done 4 separate classes so far that have
seen me travel to various locations in Miyagi prefecture and teach
classes of roughly 20 students to cook 2 dishes (normally a main
course and a dessert). To measure how successful the classes have
been, we also handed out questionnaires and so far the responses
have been encouragingly positive.

Through carrying out these cooking classes and participating
in various international festivals, international exchange events
and school visits I have realised that they are an essential part
of internationalisation efforts in Japan. They provide a fun way

have received prizes in every speech contest entered for the last
three years) thanks to their guidance and patience.

In some small form of repayment, I have been trying this
year to give back to the Okinawan and ALT community as much
as possible. I act as a member of the Okinawan support team -
whenever any ALT has any kind of problem, they call us and we try
to help them through it.

I have also been participating in as many cultural activities and
volunteer activities as I can. Recently I acted as an interpreter at the
Okinawa Special Olympics, translating between military members
(it was held on the Kadena military base) and students from special
needs schools form around Okinawa. Not only was this a worthwhile
experience, but also a really fun day, running around with the kids
and shouting words of encouragement with the military supporters.

I’ve been putting my heart and soul into this year’s speech
contests. I have been blessed to have a group of students with
amazing levels of motivation, so spending long hours with my four
“Team Forever” students perfecting all pronunciation and every
subtle intonational nuance has not nearly been the chore it could
have been.

Lastly, I'm ending my JET career with another photographic

Luke Happle

of not only interacting with people from other countries but also
learning about other cultures. I have, however, also begun to get
a sense of the limitations of such events. The exchange tends to
end when the event does and can be superficial in a lot of ways.
Sometimes these kind of events end up reinforcing stereotypes
about people from other countries rather than debunking them
and can serve to further alienate rather than accommodate non-
Japanese people into the community. I see it as my challenge for
the coming months to think of and initiate new and interesting
ways to promote deeper kinds of cultural exchange.

My experience as a CIR has so far, while far from “barrier-
free”, been an extremely positive one and I can think of no other
job that could offer a graduate straight out of university the
multitude of opportunities that I have had. I like to think that
through my work here, I have had a positive influence on many
people and 1 know for a fact that I have gained a lot through my
contact with the many talented and motivated JET participants,
office co-workers and members of the general public that I have
had the chance to work with.

So, next time you find yourself waiting nervously in that
conference room, staring at an empty word document on a laptop
screen despondently, or hurriedly adapting a lesson plan, take a
moment for quiet reflection. There is no doubt that it can be hard,
but then nothing worth doing is easy!

REE

Jacqueline Toulson

exhibition. Another special needs school teacher and I are working
together to produce an exhibition to be held at the Okinawa
Prefectural Art Gallery. I am featuring other ALTs and teachers
heavily in my pictures, and while it has been a lot of work, it has
also been tremendously rewarding being able to spend time with
these wonderful people.

While still involved with all of these things, I have begun to
think about leaving Japan and all I will take with me. Physically,
all the trinkets, the gifts, the lovely Ryukyu (Okinawan) glass that I
somehow have to make space for.

Mostly, though, I am realising that the physical things don’t
matter that much. I will be taking with me a new-found knowledge
and sense of self coupled with lifelong friends and amazing
memories. Whether I will be able to come back here or not I do not
yet know, but, in exchange for all the things I’ll be taking with me, a
piece (a rather large piece thanks to all the delicious Okinawan food
inhaled over the past five years) of me will always remain here.

Nifédebiru, Okinawa.
I’ll never forget you.
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