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The First Step towards Internationalisation

Having worked at the Consulate of Japan where my job was to
promote Japanese culture to the people of Hong Kong, I dreamt of
coming to Japan to share my culture as well as to learn more about
Japanese culture firsthand.

I was placed at an academic high school where students have
fairly good English ability so I do not face the same communication
difficulty as the other JETs. The downside of teaching at an academic
high school was the restriction I had over what I wanted to teach.
The primary goal of students at academic high schools is to enter into
national universities. My school places a lot of emphasis on academic
English and, even in oral communication (OC) classes, students would
spend a lot of time writing and taking notes in English. I appreciate
the importance of such lessons but because it was not a situation I
anticipated, I soon began to doubt it was the right choice to come on
JET. My initial understanding of OC class was that it would not be
much different from the ESL classes I had taught in London. I had
thought that I could help students to correct their pronunciations and
do fun activities such as skit-making.

More importantly, I had wanted to share my culture: the E
(exchange) in the word JET was the reason why I chose the JET
Programme over all the other English teaching opportunities in Japan.

My Hometown

“I’m from Kumamoto.” When Japanese people I meet on my
travels ask me where I’'m from, the land of oranges and basashi (raw
horse meat), not America, first comes to mind. Before teaching them
English, I conduct a lesson about the local dialect, Kumamoto-ben.
Hot weather is “atsuka,” not “atsui.” Our “OK!” is not “yoshi”
but “yokabai.” At closed-door meetings, a must-do is “shinakereba
naranai,” but outdoors at Sports Day practice, it’s “sen to ikan.”
Noisy Kumamoto children are “sekarashika.” One’s personal things
are “to-to-to;” cool weather is “su-su-su.” To indicate a hypothetical
situation, we use “ken” instead of “ba-ai,” and “that kind of thing” is
“sogan” rather than “sonna.” If you love a Kumamoto girl, the best
way to tell her that is “Sogan bai.”

How did I fall in love with Kumamoto? When I applied for JET,
I couldn’t even write its name or find it on a map. But then, I didn’t
choose the place where I was born, either. I grew up in Indiana, and
then I loved it. Wherever I go now, I go as a Hoosier"”. Kumamoto and
I have such a bond now, one forged day after day for two years.

I live in Tensui-machi, a town of six thousand people. Tensui was
incorporated into Tamana City three years ago, so you won’t find it on
a political map now, but it’s as proud as ever. Tsuruji Mizumoto grew
Kumamoto’s first oranges, commonly called mikan, here. His business
was so lucrative that excluding Kumamoto City, Tensui was the first
place in this prefecture to have telephones and television. Yet Tensui
is much older than that. The Tenshigu Shrine next to my house has
conducted a festival on October 15, the peak of the orange season, for
almost a thousand years. The townspeople make a bonfire, celebrate,
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Culture appreciation is one of the most important things in acquiring
a language. I fondly remember how my fascination in what I read in
manga led me to study Japanese. I wanted to know if Japanese girls
really ask for the second button of the boys they like on graduation
day.

The turning point of my situation came two months after I started
my job. One day, my JTE at the time asked me to write a short speech
so that students could practise listening, taking notes and reproducing
passages in English. I didn’t want to speak about something that
students have no interest in. Then, an idea struck me: why not make
this a chance to talk about my country?

I came up with a speech about Jack the Ripper, one of the world’s
greatest unsolved mysteries. Over the next few months, every time I
was asked to produce a speech, I took it as a golden chance to share
my culture. I spoke about Greyfriars Bobby, the Scottish counterpart
of Hachiko, and about gap year, as I wanted the students to know what
students back home do after high school graduation.

I also made up for what I couldn’t do in lessons by participating
in the ESS (English Speaking Society) club after school. At the time,
the club activity was held only once every two months. I thought that

and pray through the night for health, protection from disasters, and
a plentiful harvest. Some junior high school students dress in priestly
vestments and tirelessly perform kagura, sacred music and dance.
Two of them run through the scalding ashes of the fire pit three times
to finish the ceremony. The next day, everyone goes to school and
work as usual. At this year’s festival, I was a flag-bearer for the young
people. We charged toward the temple and crashed into its elderly
defenders, only to be fended off, for hours. I accidentally cut an older
man with the flagpole, but I was immediately forgiven; everyone said,
“Don’t worry, that’s what happens during festivals!” Could I have had
such an experience in America, or even in Tokyo?

Tensui Junior High School, as its song proclaims, cultivates
[196] young lives in a brilliant new school building that shines in the
sunlight. The town’s three elementary schools, Tamamizu, Oama, and
Oama Higashi, have 175, 151, and 44 students, respectively, and they
are hardworking. I also teach English at neighboring Ikura Elementary
School, which has 180 students. Four hundred years ago, Ikura was a
bustling port city. Kato Kiyomasa’s land reclamation policy eliminated
the port, and during World War II, the United States Air Force
eliminated the bustle, but it’s still a proud and historical neighborhood.

Tensui is nestled between the mountains and the sea. The sun rises
from behind Mt. Kinpo, the northern border of Kumamoto City, and
sets behind Mt. Unzen, a volcano across the Ariake Bay in Shimabara,
Nagasaki Prefecture. The setting sun is as red as the one painted on
the Japanese flag. A hundred years ago, Natsume Soseki hiked across
Mt. Kinpo and stayed in our town’s Oama Onsen. He wrote the novel



the club members, being only girls, would be interested in cooking and
S0, to re-activate the club and to foster interests in foreign cultures, I
planned cooking activities such as making gingerbread cookies and
scones. Through the British council, I was able to find a partner school
in the UK to which the students wrote pen pal letters. Activities are
now held twice a week.

Outside of the classroom, I would ask the students to teach me
about Okayama and its dialect. My two favourite okayama-ben are
“dekon-te-te-te” (in standard Japanese, daikon taitoite: stew the
radish) and “hayo shine” (hayaku shinasai: Do it quickly!), the latter
of which I am too afraid to use outside of the prefecture. This not only
helps me to understand Okayama more but also provides a practical
means for students to use their English. Another ‘trick’ I use to get
students talking is asking for ‘help’ from students by pretending not
to understand anything about Japan. This is a real confidence booster
for them. Once I heard from my JTE how one of the kids boasted to
his mother how he had translated Japanese into English for me. Being
a teacher also means being a role model. In order to motivate my
students to participate in English speech contests, I entered myself into
a Japanese speech contest for foreigners, of which I was awarded first
place.

Kusamakura (Pillow of Grass) about this experience. “Going up a
mountain track, I fell to thinking. Approach everything rationally,
and you become harsh. Pole along in the stream of emotions, and you
will be swept away by the current. Give free rein to your desires, and
you become uncomfortably confined. It is not a very agreeable place
to live, this world of ours®,” says the narrator in the famous opening
lines, so he goes to the countryside to refresh his muse.

After coming to Japan, I spent three days at the home of my host
mother, Rieko Mizumoto. I live near her in a house that she built,
and every week I go to her home and play with her grandchildren.
Tsuruji Mizumoto’s family runs a successful orange business even
now. They offer an activity called “Mikan Hunting,” in which you can
pick your own oranges from the fields, buy them, and take them home.
The garden also has a large barbecue house. How many times have I
enjoyed that delicious food, I wonder?

The rest of the town takes care of me, too. I spend only five
thousand yen a month on groceries because I so often receive food
from neighbors, eat meals with them, or have lunch at my church. A
bag of fifty oranges was once left on my doorstep anonymously. I bring
them souvenirs from my travels and pictures of my home and family.
My friendships abound, and I have warm conversations all year long.

Japanese society may be aging, but I've learned a lot from the
lifestyles of my many elders. I talk to them every week at exercise
time, English conversation salons, the pool, and my church. When I
first came to Japan, my motto was susumu, or advancement. I hurried

Serene W. Yip

In Japan, a trusting working relationship needs to be built before
one is given more responsibilities. Some JETs might feel that in their
first year their ideas and suggestions are not unheeded and this can
lead to frustration, but hang in there and do what you can! You don’t
need to do anything big.

The little things you do will build trust in your colleagues. Now
that T am in third year, I have more voice over what I would like to
try out at school. Feeling that my students can benefit from meeting
people of different cultures, with the help of teachers, I invited JETS to
visit our school for a mini cultural experience day. This was something
that had never been done before. At the moment, I am trying to put
together our first in-school English speech contest.

A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

I am often reminded of this proverb when I look back on my time
in Japan. Japan might still have some way to go before becoming an
internationalised society, but to bring about this change quickly, we
can all each start by doing something small, in our own ways.

Ex

James Smyth

everywhere I went, and I was even impatient for stoplights to turn
green. Now, my motto is ikiru, or living. Even if you work hard,
if your life is out of balance, what will come of it? Who is more
successful, I wonder: celebrities and politicians troubled by scandals
or the active senior citizens that I’ve met here?

Here are some things I’ve learned from them. First, food is
important. It’s an easy conversation topic, and it can make a great party
all by itself. Yet as important as it is to enjoy food, eating too much is
as bad for your health as eating too little. Second, if you do anything
for even twenty minutes a day, you’ll become good at it. Third, when
it’s late, go to bed. If you try to make up for a lazy afternoon by
staying up all night, you’ll ruin the following day. Finally, wherever
you go, you are among human beings, so greet them warmly.

My contract finishes in July, and then I'll go to Taiwan to study
Mandarin, but I'll never be the same person I was before I came
here. No matter how far I'm separated from Tensui, it will reside in
my heart. As it is written in the folk song “Furusato,” “Some day,
when I have done what I set out to do, I will return...My hometown is
unforgettable.”

(1) People from Indiana are called “Hoosiers.”
(2) From Alan Turney’s translation, The Three-Cornered World.
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