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Becoming a Creator: Making
the Most of the ‘Exchange’ in JET

Erik Smith
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Sent to a remote yet stunningly beautiful region of Japan to
teach English, American overcomes cultural differences to make
friends with residents of charming country village. Also tries hand
at traditional Japanese arts.

Many of us on the JET Programme know that this will never
work as a movie pitch or a best-selling memoir; so many of us JET
participants are blessed with wonderful placements, opportunities
to experience Japanese culture, and loving communities to live and
work in, that stories such as the above seem hackneyed almost to
the point of humour. However, my placement in Amakusa, Kuma-
moto, did feel like the stuff of movies. My house was minutes
away from a picturesque white sandy beach. I was challenged with
juggling six schools, where in each I felt like a valued member of
the staff. I studied pottery and Japanese dance with my neighbours,
ran track with my students, danced in the streets during festivals,
and pounded mochi until my arms fell off. After 3 years as an As-
sistant Language Teacher (ALT), having become endeared by my
students and neighbours, I felt I had been able to engage in ‘cultural
exchange’ to its maximum potential by being a ‘participator’ in ev-
erything that came my way. The next stage of my memoir, howev-
er, was to be spent as the Coordinator for International Relations
(CIR) of Minamata, Kumamoto.

For those of you who do not know, Minamata is known
worldwide for ‘Minamata Disease’, a disastrous case of large-scale
mercury poisoning that occurred when people consumed fish con-
taminated by the mercury-containing sludge that drained from a lo-
cal chemical factory. Today, the sea is once again clean, the fish
are safe to eat, and the citizens of Minamata have rallied to change
their city’s image and establish it as a model of environmentally
friendly, sustainable living. As the CIR in Minamata, part of my
job is to assist with interpreting for the scientists, foreign officials,
and students who come to learn about Minamata Disease and the
city’s green policies. I was ecstatic to have such a demanding yet
important role, but while the tasks of translating and interpreting
pushed my language skills to their limit, none of the challenges I
faced couldn’t be solved with my electronic dictionary or a few
hours at the library. It was the problems with the other aspect of
my job, event planning, that I found the most engaging. These
were issues I found could only be solved by leaving my desk at city
hall and talking with my friends and acquaintances around town.

Where would I find a sound system for the international
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festival? My taiko teacher had that plus 7 extra microphones. A
charismatic master of ceremonies? The bubbly waitress at my fa-
vorite feishoku restaurant said it was her lifelong dream. Authentic
burger patties for my American style BBQ event? A fellow regular
at the secondhand clothing store downtown solved that problem
with a single phone call. Vegan bentos for the sophisticated palates
participating in my hiking event? The group of grandmas I knew
from a few of my interpreting events managed to make them using
more than 90% locally-grown produce and even threw in a crate of
mikan oranges free of charge.

In each challenge I saw myself turning to my friends for help;
in each success, I saw my network of friends expand, and my ideas
for new events or projects multiply. Being in the position of ‘creator’
of cultural events, I am now having dialogues about how I could
collaborate with the restaurant owner who came to my cooking
class to put on a hanami event, how I could give a chance to my
eikaiwa student to showcase her ikebana (flower arrangement)
skills at a festival, or how I could make the tea-farming experience
that participants on my hiking event suggested to me a reality. This
role has changed my perspective on my relationship with the com-
munity, and gave a different meaning to the “exchange” in the JET
Programme.

I think everyone on the JET Programme has opportunities to
be creators of cultural experiences, whether they be among Japa-
nese people or within the JET community. Event planning can be
stressful, but with each success or failure you will see new doors
open to help those in your community. If you share your ideas,
however far-fetched they may seem, with as many people as you
can, you will be surprised at how many people are willing to help
and how quickly your ideas will become a reality.

Profile—

Erik was raised in Severna Park, Maryland, and studied Japa-
nese as a minor at Swarthmore College in Pennsylvania, USA. He
spent 3 years as an elementary and junior high school ALT in the
Amakusa region of Kumamoto Prefecture before moving to Mina-
mata City as a CIR. His hobbies are Japanese taiko and hiking.
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