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Sowing the seeds towards globalisation.

Ga-Yen Dang
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I can still remember the jitters I had last year when I finally
learned that I would be working on the JET Programme; it was all
so exciting yet nerve-wracking, but I was absolutely thrilled to start
a new adventure. Even though I did not receive the placement that I
had requested, I am now into my second year working as an ALT at
Mitsusada Elementary School (Mitsusada ES) in the beautiful and
mysterious city of Kitakyushu, and I could not be happier.

As a Leading School for English Education, the school strives
to find innovative ways to encourage communication in English, as
well as developing teaching methods in order to effectively teach
useful everyday phrases. For instance, we would come up with ges-
tures in order to communicate new vocabulary rather than simply
using the direct Japanese translation. Recently, I worked together
with the teachers’ environment committee to create displays to be
hung around the entire school so that the children would be sur-
rounded by English wherever they went.

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Tech-
nology (MEXT) have recently announced changes to English edu-
cation in Japan, which will be enforced in 2020. Previously, Eng-
lish was only taught to children in Grades 5 and 6, however, for the
past two years, Mitsusada ES has been piloting “Foreign Language
Activities” to Grades 3 and 4 in efforts to improve English commu-
nication. In order to inspire linguistic curiosity from a young age,
we have sowed the seeds by reading popular English picture books
to children in Grades 1, 2, 3 and 4 in the mornings. It brings me joy
to see the children enjoying the same books that I so dearly relished
in my childhood.

“I wrote to the zoo to send me a pet. They sent me a...” I said
while flailing my arms. “Monkey! Monkey!” shouted the children
as they bounced up and down.

It is gratifying to see the children actively using English to
communicate. It has become an everyday routine at the school to
smile, wave and say “Hello! How are you?” to everyone in the cor-
ridor. I would also try to speak to the children using the English
they learned in their classes.

The school also invites international students studying at a
nearby university campus to come in to read books, and to share
their respective cultures with the children. I help to plan these
monthly meetings and create a carousel so that the children have a
chance to meet all of the volunteers.

1 feel lucky to be able to help run the English club at Mitsusa-
da ES. One of our first activities included making posters relaying
the school’s motto, which we refer to as the 7 Promise Flowers:
“Stay safe”, “Say hello!”, “Take care of the school”, “Be polite”,
“Smile”, “Be kind”, and “Be friendly”, which would be displayed
outside the staff room. The club also arranged story time sessions
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with children in Grades 1 and 2, using picture books that the chil-
dren were already familiar with such as “Five Little Monkeys” and
“A Beautiful Butterfly.” The children would then be encouraged to
curate their own small performances to accompany the storytelling.
Next on the English Club’s agenda is to perform an adaptation of
the well-known Japanese folk tale, Momotaro — The Story of the
Peach Boy, in front of the entire school. We hope that the produc-
tion will allow the children to learn English in a fun and enjoyable
way, as well as give them a confidence boost for when they do start
having formal English lessons in junior high school.

In addition to working at the elementary school, I also partici-
pated in the annual summer 3-day English Camp for junior high
school students, organised by the Kitakyushu City Board of Educa-
tion (BoE). All of the ALTs worked together to design exciting ac-
tivities for the students to enjoy; during the summer camp, the stu-
dents were also tasked with collecting as many stickers as they
could by speaking in English to the ALTs during the 3 days. The
camp gave us a real opportunity to connect with the students out-
side of school, and in turn, afforded the students the opportunity to
practise their English outside of the classroom. The camp would
not have been made possible without the help of the ALTs, JTEs
and BoE all collaborating together to create a wonderful and suc-
cessful English Camp.

Another summer activity that the BoE runs is an International
Friendship Day, which is open to all international students who at-
tend elementary school and junior high school in Kitakyushu. All
of the ALTs collaborate with the BoE and elementary school teach-
ers to create many fun activities and walk rallies. This gives many
of the international children living in Kitakyushu a chance to make
new friends and come together as a community. We also get to
learn more about where they come from through the children’s pre-
sentations and quizzes.

I find communication to be the most vital aspect of my job,
whether that be inside or outside of school, which is why I make it
a point to spend lots of time talking to my colleagues. I hope to
continue to carry on the spirit of international communication and
connection to provide a better experience for the children of Japan
to learn English.
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Ga-Yen Dang is from London, UK. After graduating from
SOAS University of London with a joint degree in Japanese and
Music, she is currently working as an ALT at Mitsusada Elementa-
ry School in Kitakyushu. Her hobbies include reading English pic-
ture books to children, listening to music and playing video games.



