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T LETTER

Why 1s JET so special?

Reflections after 6 years back home.

As I sat down to write this letter reflecting on my days as a
JET, the realisation of just how much the programme itself has
changed my life hits me. Six years have passed since I returned
home from Japan and the experience still continues to shape me to
this very day.

1 was an Assistant Language Teacher (ALT) dispatched to
Takaoka City, Toyama Prefecture from 2008 to 2010. Now, I am
the JET Alumni Association (JETAA) New Zealand country repre-
sentative overseeing 3 chapters, namely Wellington, Auckland and
South Island. I never imagined myself to be doing this prior to JET
but here I am. As the country representative, I participate in JET
Pre-Departure Orientations amongst other things and give advice to
the new JETs. I encourage new JETs to observe their current selves
and take note as the programme brings about inner change and per-
sonal growth.

When the news of my JET placement arrived I remember not
even knowing where Toyama Prefecture was. However, Toyama is
now like a home away from home to me. Even after returning to
my home country, New Zealand, I am reminded of Himi and Ama-
harashi when I look to the sea and Tateyama when I look to the
mountains. Actually, in Maori there is a saying “ki uta ki tai”,
which means “from the mountains to the sea”. This comes to mind
every time I think of Toyama.

Through JET, I was appointed as an Honorary Friendship Am-
bassador for Toyama in New Zealand. I try my best to share the
charm of Toyama
with my fellow
New Zealanders.

As an ALT in
Takaoka, I was
able to not only
experience the
beautiful nature of
Toyama but also
its rich culture.
When I arrived
there in 2008, the
city was in the
midst of the Tana-
bata Festival. I
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of colourful bamboo and origami lining the streets when I finally
arrived.

During my time as an ALT, I actively sought out opportunities
for cultural exchange between Japan and New Zealand. I took part
in some cultural events such as a rice cake making event, mochi-
tsuki, at an elementary school. I remember it was a freezing cold
winter day but making the rice cakes and later enjoying them with
the students was a heart-warming experience. At the time, I was
also given the opportunity to share my culture with students with
the support of JTE (Japanese Teacher of English), Kusabiraki-sen-
sei, who allowed me to not only teach English but also use the
classroom setting to teach students about New Zealand culture, sing
New Zealand pop-songs and even learn more about indigenous
Maori culture of tattoos.

Teaching at a local school, I naturally became a part of the
community of Takaoka and felt extremely welcomed by everyone.
The people at the local church and the couple who runs the local
okonomiyaki store were so nice they even considered me as family
and still do! We keep in touch even now.

Since returning to New Zealand, I have been active in JETAA
and just the other day we received a certificate of appreciation from
Sister Cities New Zealand (SCNZ) for our contribution to interna-
tional relations between New Zealand and Japan at the grassroots
level. It came as a pleasant surprise to me and my fellow JETAA
members. Since JETAA and SCNZ share many goals, especially in
promoting sister city relationships and cultural exchanges, we plan
to collaborate more in the future.

For me personally, creating a peaceful world involves promot-
ing friendly relationships between people of different nationalities
at a grassroots level and indeed that is what I believe the JET Pro-
gramme has been doing for the past 30 years. So in line with the
30th anniversary of the JET Programme, I think it’s great we reflect
on how far the programme has come and continue to strive for a
friendlier, peaceful world through this amazing initiative.

Profile——

Raewyn MacGregor (MEnvMgmt) works as an analyst at the
New Zealand Ministry for the Environment in Wellington. Origi-
nally from Auckland she enjoys trying new restaurants and cafes,
travel, taiko, JETAA, volunteering and spending time with her part-

ner, family and friends.
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