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Lessons learned through teaching in Fukushima

Ward de Poorter

At the moment of writing this letter it is February, the students at
my two junior high schools here in Fukushima Prefecture have started
practicing for the graduation ceremony, which is now only a month
away. It is hard not to feel nostalgic when hearing the students sing the
traditional graduation song “tabidachi no hi ni” (The Day of Departure).
This year especially, as the third-year students were the first ones I
actually saw come in as first graders. It is hard to believe how much they
have grown since I taught them how to write the alphabet. In a way, I feel
I have grown alongside with them. I too have learned many things since
I first came to this school three and a half years ago. I want to share with
you the three most important lessons I learned.

The first lesson came in the form of an experience I had after
exactly one year on the job. It was the day before the annual English
speech contest. I was going through the final rounds of practice with one
of my students who had also been a member of the school’s English Club.
After we were done, we said goodbye, but suddenly she turned around
and said, “I want to thank you for the practice and for being at the English
Club this one year. I never knew studying English could be so much
fun.” A few days later her homeroom teacher told me the girl wanted
to study English in high school and university. That experience taught
me just how much of a difference we can make as teachers. Sometimes
when talking with foreigners who work in Japan you get a feeling there
are people who look down on English teaching jobs. There seems to be
the idea that teaching is something you do when your Japanese language
skills aren’t good enough to do other (often implied to mean “better”)
work. I have even heard fellow ALTs on the JET programme voice a
similar sentiment. This notion ignores the value JETs can give to the
schools, the students, teachers and the local communities. Teachers have
the ability to impact peoples’ lives for better, or for worse. That is why
everyone still remembers the best and worst teachers they had throughout
their childhood and in college. On JET we have a chance to meet many
students every single day. Depending on your placement, the schools
you teach at and the amount of time you stay on JET, you might teach
from 200 up to over 2000 students. Every single one of those students is
an individual whose life you might impact in a positive or negative way.
That is why our conduct and words can have far reaching consequences.
Apart from being an English teacher, the ALT is also a gateway to the
world outside of Japan. Not many students have the opportunity to travel
abroad, so talking with an ALT is one of the few opportunities to come
into contact with people from other parts of the world. Even if by meeting
you, only one of the students you teach is inspired to travel, study or work
abroad, that is one individual person whose life has been impacted in a
significant and positive way. And even if you don’t inspire them to study
English or go abroad, the least you can do is make sure that English class
is a fun part of the day. That way, even students who are not necessarily
good at studying can be motivated to learn English.

The second lesson I learned was how beneficial it can be to utilize
students’ inherent creativity and desire to express themselves. A large
portion of English language classes in Japan is focused on teaching
grammar with the specific goal of passing exams. This is especially true
in junior high school. As a result, for many Japanese students English is
just another subject that they are forced to learn without really seeing a
benefit in real life. Making creative, communicative activities that use
English as a tool, rather than a mere goal is one way to counter that.
Some of the most successful examples in my own classes have been
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making students design and present their own product, letting them
make video letters presenting aspects of Japanese school life to students
in Holland, letting them make YouTube style video reviews and having
them create a monster character for a video game. Activities like these
let students use the English grammar they learned in a natural way, while
also allowing them to show their creative side. I have seen so many
students who usually do poorly on tests shine by coming up with original
concepts and then presenting them. Combining project based activities
with communicative activities and games that promote speaking can give
students more confidence in their language skills and show them why
studying English is important outside of the school’s doors.

The third important lesson I learned while on JET was how much
people here love their home prefecture of Fukushima. I remember seeing
it the very first day I came to my new home, I went to introduce myself
to my downstairs neighbor, a teacher from New Zealand who has lived
here for over ten years. The moment he opened the door I noticed he was
wearing a t-shirt that said “I love Fukushima.” He explained to me how
lucky I was to be placed here in one of the most beautiful prefectures
in Japan. He was right. Over the past three and a half years I have seen
many students and teachers express similar sentiments through essays and
speeches. One of the motivations for my speech contest student to study
English in high school and beyond was that she wanted to tell foreigners
about the true beauty of Fukushima. Unfortunately, even now most
people associate Fukushima with the tsunami and subsequent nuclear
disaster of 2011. The fact that aside from a small area around the reactor
life has been going on as normal for many years now is lost on most. The
fact is that Fukushima is a beautiful place with an abandon of nature and
many places to visit. Being on JET has given me the opportunity to visit
many of those places. Lake Inawashiro, Goshikinuma (The Five Colored
Lakes), the Takizakura in Miharu (a cherry blossom tree that is over a
thousand years old and considered to be the most beautiful tree in the
entire country), the Snow Festival in Ouchi-juku and the Uneme Festival
Koriyama are just a few examples of all the wonderful things there are to
see. You really have to see it for yourself. It is my hope that one day when
people hear the name “Fukushima”, they will think of all the wonders the
prefecture has to offer instead of the disaster.

Those are the lessons I will carry with me for the rest of life. Now
that I am in my fourth year on JET, the realization that my time at my
schools is limited is slowly starting to sink in. Only a year and a half
are left before my own day of departure. This feeling is disconcerting,
as I love both my schools, and working as a junior high school teacher
has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life. Although,
at this point my Japanese language skills are at a level where I could do
other work, I know that I want to continue teaching in Japan. While there
are probably better paying careers out there, I cannot imagine anything
giving me a greater sense of fulfillment. Both teaching and Fukushima
have become a part of my life, and I will be grateful for that for many
years to come.
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