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My Experience in a Small Japanese Village

When 1 first received news that I was being offered the
opportunity to work as an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT)
on the JET Programme in the small mountain village of Toho-
mura, Fukuoka, I immediately felt a rush of different emotions.
I was glad that I had been chosen out of what must have
been thousands of applicants. I didn’t really have a location
preference, but I knew I was in for a quite a journey.

Upon arriving I was delighted to see that I would be staying
in a place surrounded by beautiful scenery, nestled in the valley
of a large mountainous terrain. A quiet river that runs through
the village provides some of the freshest water found anywhere
in the world. I am truly grateful for this and it is something that
I am trying to keep myself aware of. I normally skateboard to
school but sometimes I like to skate around the village and soak
in all the beauty. If I spend more than 5 minutes outside I will
always see a familiar face. It has become surprisingly easy to get
to know every student and their parents, as well as grandparents,
in such a humble little village.

As an ALT in Toho Village, I have experiences that
probably differ from the majority of foreign teachers living
in Japan. For one, I do not live in an apartment, but a house
owned by a woman whom I have come to know as ‘Ba-chan’,
because she is very much a grandmother to me and one of the
kindest people I have met. Living in the heart of this village,
a 30 second walk from town hall, and 5 minute walk from the
school, has helped to make me a part of the community. I often
find myself volunteering for things like filming for the local TV
station, which is a 10 minute walk from my home. I have hosted
a few pottery tours for visiting ALTs and their friends, and
filmed these tours for the locals to enjoy on Toho TV. As of late,
the Toho Board of Education, in collaboration with the local
television station, has decided to give me a TV show to further
benefit those who would like study more English. I will most
definitely be busy but I will give it my best!

I would say that teaching is only a fraction of what I do in
the school. When I am not teaching a class, I am usually jumping
in on classes or activities. P.E., Art, and Home Economics are
some of my favorites. Swimming with the children when the
pool opens during the summer is a definite plus. I am glad to
be working in a school that has both elementary and junior
high students. I also have the opportunity to teach at local
kindergartens as well.

Only having one school has given me the chance to truly
be part of a Japanese school staff. I have come to understand
the workings of everything from administration, to teaching,
to PTA events, to even food and ceremony preparation. | have
experienced all the ups and downs of being a member of a
Japanese school, and every day I come to learn more and more
of what it takes to successfully manage a school. The academic
curriculum is thoroughly integrated into the community and
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brings liveliness to it. In a way, the school serves as the centre
of the village and touches on the lives of its inhabitants.

Last winter, our school accommodated a group of high
school exchange students from Colorado and I was given the
honor of directing and hosting them in the school and around
the village. Helping facilitate cultural exchange activities such
as a kendama competition between both Japanese and American
students was a shining example of fulfilling what I believe to be
the primary goal of the JET Programme, and I was happy to be
such an integral part of it. Afterwards, we indulged in the local
tradition of making pottery in a local pottery shop. Interpreting
for the students proved to be quite a challenging but rewarding
endeavor!

For a small mountain village, I am surprised when I look
at my schedule sometimes. It is often so full that I have to find
the time to take a break. I teach a conversational English class
for villagers of all ages on Tuesday evenings, play badminton
on Thursdays, and join the junior high sports clubs everyday at
school. On weekends, I usually attend local festivals, jazz and
other music lives, community events, or enjoy socialising with
neighbors and villagers. Most would think that there may be less
to do in a small village with a population of about 2000 people,
but I have found quite the opposite to be true. There is literally
something to do every day - So much so that I have to make sure
I don’t double book. I have found that I never miss a jazz live in
the live space located just a block away. This village has many
people that are dedicated to the arts, and I am very pleased to
attend and support their activities.

I have experienced parts of Japanese culture that I can
honestly say even Japanese people have not. I have made
pottery using techniques that date back hundreds of years and
participated in ceremonies that are unique to the local and
surrounding areas of the mountain. There are many things that
I have become so accustomed to that it has become ‘normal’. I
could write pages and pages about the last 2 years here in Toho
because I have honestly experienced so much that it is hard to
put into a few paragraphs, and I wish I could, but these are a
few things among a vast array of experiences that I am happy to

have experienced and will remember, always.
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