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Communicative Environments Lead to

Successful ALTs

Yamagata Prefecture’s Tsuruoka City, as it stands today,
was created in October, 2005. It is an amalgamation of six cities
and towns, which merged together to create one large, unified
city. When I arrived in Tsuruoka in 2010, the various Boards of
Education (BOEs) were still separate, and I found myself in one
of the smallest. My teaching experience felt surprisingly similar
to the state of the city itself: although I wanted to provide a
unified curriculum to my students, I found communication with
my teachers and schools extremely challenging at first. Fresh
out of university in the United States, I didn’t understand the
Japanese school system and structure, nor did I know how or
with whom to communicate my needs and concerns. In the same
way, my schools, faced with a changing and growing English
curriculum and city government structure, didn’t know when
and how they could effectively communicate with their Assistant
Language Teacher (ALT).

In 2011, the various BOEs finally merged, and I gained
five other ALTs as coworkers. Our new workplace treated us as
full-fledged members, and we were often invited to participate
in office events and parties. At our suggestion, a special e-mail
account was created for ALTs to facilitate direct communication
with schools, and a plan where new ALTs get to shadow veteran
ALTs for a day and directly experience how they communicate
with teachers and participate in the classroom was instituted.
Our office even saved up money for a fund that enabled us to
enroll in the Linguistics and Pedagogy, as well as Translation
and Interpretation courses that were offered by CLAIR in Shiga
Prefecture at the time. This definitely made us feel like valued
members of the workplace, and motivated us to give our best
to the schools and the contracting organisation in return. This
has resulted in an environment where ALTs stay longer, become
more experienced, and in turn work to improve both their own
teaching abilities and the system around them. I have done my
best, both in the roles of Regional Advisor (RA) and Prefectural
Conference Committee Member (CCM, a committee of ALTs
that work to create and officiate Prefectural JET seminars), to
help to make change happen. Cooperating with the new BOE
and five other ALTs who work here, I have created several
projects with the aim of increasing communication between
schools, ALTs, and the office itself.

For example, our city began holding biannual meetings for
elementary school teachers regarding the new changes in the
English curriculum some years ago. As of 2012, we have begun
to involve the ALTs in these meetings as well. Experienced ALTs
help as presenters, and new ALTs join as participants. Since the
ALTs have become involved, the response from teachers has
been overwhelmingly positive, and it has become a good place
for exchange of information between JTEs and ALTs.

In 2013, with the help of other city ALTs, I finished working
on a bilingual booklet for ALTs and JTEs, which includes ALT-
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designed lesson plans for every lesson in the “Hi Friends!”
elementary school textbooks, as well as subject-oriented lessons
for first through fourth graders which has been published and
distributed to every city school by the BOE. The idea is that
even if ALTs and JTEs don’t speak a common language, or if
there is only a short time for ALTs and JTEs to talk about the
lesson before class, they can simply point at a lesson plan and
immediately be ready to go.

I have also presented at local conferences; recently I was
called upon to be a speaker at several local school districts as
well as the Prefectural BOE. I have coached JTEs on how to
effectively plan with their ALTs, even if the ALT cannot speak
Japanese well. Many teachers and ALTs lament that they simply
don’t have time for meeting before class, but I don’t completely
agree. With good communication, minimal planning, and careful
use of lunch breaks and the time between classes, simple lesson
planning can be easily accomplished, have a positive impact on
the quality of teaching, and reduce stress for all involved.

The city of Tsuruoka faced many challenges when it
incorporated six small towns into one large entity. In the same
way, schools, contracting organisations, and ALTs face many
challenges when trying to create a focused system for teachers
and ALTs to work together as one. This becomes even more
challenging when faced with a constant stream of incoming new
ALTs. This August, I had the great honor of being invited to the
Post-Arrival Orientation in Tokyo, where I spoke just a little
about my ideas for good communication between ALTs, schools,
and contracting organisations. I want the new JETs to know that
the first and most important step to a successful JET experience
is good communication between all parties involved. Although
the contracting organisation may be in the best position to take
the lead, it ultimately requires effort and determination from
everyone involved in order to succeed. Looking ahead at how
English education in Japan is once again on the brink of a big
change, I think that excellent communication between schools,
BOEs, and ALTs will only become more and more important in
the days to come.

Biography

Daniel is a 5th year ALT at the Tsuruoka City Board of
Education. He has served in various leadership roles, such as
Shonai Regional Advisor and Yamagata Prefectural Conference
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volunteers at the Shonai International Forum for international
exchange activities, translation and aid for foreign residents.
He plays in the Tsuruoka jazz band “Soul Connections.” He got
married in September and is trying his hand at newlywed life.
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