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Dream Abroad

Mary Margaret Gilliam

Walking into my first class in September 2009 was an
absolute nightmare. I was terrified of children but I was ready
to accept any challenge, so I faced my fears. The only teaching
experience I had was in teaching dance for eight years. Dance
and English are quite different, as you may know. When I first
saw the tiny little smiles of Yamashige Elementary School's 6th
graders, I knew in an instant that I could face anything. The only
English words written on the board were “I can...” Having no
idea how the textbook worked or if a textbook actually existed,
I resorted to the thing I knew best, dance. Throughout the whole
class, I had the students use gestures and movement to explain
what they could and could not do. From that point on, I have
used movement in the majority of my classes. I also learned

Japanese.

My whole JET teaching experience since then has
continuously grown. After living on the mainland for two years,
I transferred to the southernmost island in Kagoshima called
Yoron. I had just finished my Teaching English as a Foreign
Language (TEFL) certification the previous May and Yoron
was the perfect place to apply what I had learned. I noticed
that the children were great at English but they needed more
communication, thus, I started to thinking of new ways for them
to apply their English.

At Yoron Junior High school, with the help of my
wonderful Japanese Teachers of English (JTE) I implemented
a diary exchange with all of the third graders. Every weekend,
each student writes to me and they ask me a question. (It took
some effort but all students write to me now.) I have learned
so much about Japanese culture and about the students' lives
in general. I make notes on what the students like and dislike
along with what clubs they participate in. One day, | was
looking at the AJET website for communication games, I ran
across an idea for a communication card system. I thought “this
would be a great way to talk to the students about what they are
writing to me.” So, my JTE's and I started the Communication
Cards. I talk to students outside of class in the hallways or
even around the town. If they ask me questions and answer my
questions they get a card. The class with the highest number of
cards gets a present from the US. The students love getting the
cards and I am continuously bombarded with “HELLO MARY
MARGARET!” in the hallways. Because of the diary exchange,
we always have something to talk about.

At the three elementary schools, our classes started out
great! The students were so excited to communicate in class.
After talking to one of the principals, I realized they wanted

more cultural exchange as well. So I thought, “I wonder if I
can get the students to talk to people in the US and ask them
questions?” Following many internet and legal questions, I
started integrating video chat using Skype into my 5th and 6th
grade lessons. When the students finish a lesson, I put them into
pairs and they come up with a question using the grammar they
had learned: “What fruits do you like?” “Do you like Lady
Gaga?” “Can you swim 20 miles?” “Do you want money?”
Then, on video chat, they introduce themselves to the person in
the US and they ask their question(s). I took a survey recently
on what kind of English classes students like the most, and they

wrote that the video chat classes were their favorite.

I still feel like there are not enough opportunities for
students to understand why they need to learn English. Every
time I travel I try to think of fun ways to relay my experience
to my students. I have found that the best way is for them to
actually have a part in my travels. In 2011, when I went back to
Virginia for Christmas, I had all of the JHS second graders write
Christmas cards. On the cards they wrote about themselves
and about Yoron. They worked very hard and made the cards
beautiful. In Virginia, I gave all of my friends and family cards
and had them write back to the 2nd graders. Not expecting any
responses, Yoron JHS 2nd graders were shocked to all receive
cards and some, even presents from the United States. I was
so moved by this experience that this past year I continued the
tradition by doing a culture card exchange with people in the
US. Second graders this year wrote about themselves, Japanese
culture, and then asked a couple questions about culture in the
United States. Every time the students are able to explain about
their lives and learn a bit about one other person's life in a
different country.

Since I came to Japan, I realized that being on the JET
Programme is not only about my experiences and my growth, it
is about how much I can influence my students and help them
grow culturally through English. It amazes me how much can
be learned from people of any age and of any culture. My job as
an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT) is fantastic because of my
amazing students and my wonderful co-workers.
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