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A place is only as good as the people you know 1n it

President of the JET Alumni Association of Western Australia, Former Gunma JET 2001-4

Will Perera
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I was born in Cornwall, in the United Kingdom, and grew up
in a small village with a strong community, so when I applied for
the JET Programme I ticked the box for a rural placement. I found
out later that very few JET applicants do this, but it was surely one

of the best decisions I ever made (in addition to applying for JET).

I was placed in Kuni-mura, in Gunma prefecture. I was the
first ever JET to be based there, so it was extra challenging for me
to settle in — I was nervous of course, I didn’t speak any Japanese
at all and none of the locals spoke English, and this was 2001 so
internet was dial-up and mobile phone coverage was patchy at best.

As it turned out, being isolated was a great gift to my Japanese
and my JET experience, as it encouraged me to engage more with
the local community and the schools where I worked. Being spread
across two kindergartens, two elementary schools and one junior
high school offered a range of great opportunities. I was able to see
my students grow and mature as they moved between schools, and
to get to know their families as both parents and neighbours.

Working with different age groups was a chance to develop
a range of teaching and engagement styles; this included simply
singing and dancing with the small children, or blending fun
with learning for the older age groups. Japanese schools are
busy environments, so I also sought out ways to collaborate
with colleagues and incorporate English into other classes — at
elementary school I blended the alphabet with the delivery of
Japanese romaji, assisted with sports and music classes, and even
helped to coach the marching band. Outside school I engaged
with parents and community members by teaching free adult
English classes, and also participating in local festivals, events and
traditional cultural activities.

When it came time to leave Japan, these experiences made for
a natural transition into the JET Alumni Association. Our annual
activities aim to spread awareness of Japan and Japanese culture in
Perth and Western Australia, while also maintaining our connection
with this great experience that we all share.

Our activities are aimed at engaging with the people of
Perth on a range of levels and interests. For those seeking social
connections we have our fortnightly English/Japanese conversation

exchange, KaiWA, which brings together a wide range of people

with an interest in Japan and Japanese. We also organise an annual
tour of the Swan Valley, which is especially popular with Japanese
people living in Perth. For those interested in cultural connections
we have our annual Hanami event, as well as participation in the
Perth Japan Festival and World of Food Festival, and for those
seeking more professional engagement we organise an annual
Careers Night aimed at both past and (potential) future JETs,
as well as those with a more general interest in Japan-related
employment.

All of this is coordinated by our continually growing
committee of enthusiastic volunteers, and made possible by the
support of the Consulate General of Japan in Perth and CLAIR.
Through the Consulate we are also proud to collaborate with other
Japan-related organisations in Western Australia. The Australia-
Japan Society, the Japanese Chamber of Commerce, Nijinokai, the
City of Perth and others are all excellent advocates for international
relations, and allow us to continue the philosophy that inspired us
to become JETs in the beginning.

Our achievements in this area were recently recognised
with the Foreign Minister’s Commendation, a great honour that I
was humbled to share with everyone in JETAAWA. It was also a
recognition of the hard work of the presidents before me and the
great organisation that they have built, which continues to go from
strength to strength.

When people ask me what I miss most about Japan, I always
say the people. It’s the Japanese people that make the place, and
no amount of hot springs, food or scenery could ever approach the
life-changing nature of that experience. I will always treasure my
time as a JET, and keep working to help others make their own

wonderful memories.

Profile——

Will Perera is the current President of the JET Alumni
Association of Western Australia. Born and raised in the UK, he
went to Japan on the JET Programme in 2001 and stayed there for
11 years, living in Gunma and Fukushima, before relocating to
Perth in 2012. In his free time he enjoys music, volunteering and
staying active, and is studying to become a paramedic.
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