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Welcome! 

 

Welcome to a coastal prefecture surrounded by stunning mountain views where owara 
is danced into the night along streets lit with paper lanterns, rows of rice sway in the 
breeze, and fields of tulips appear in the spring.  
 
My name is Colin Cartwright. I am the Prefectural Advisor for Toyama. Congratulations 
on being selected as a Toyama JET! Toyama is a cozy countryside filled with amazing 
people, places, and opportunities. You are arriving at an exciting time for Toyama. With 
the recent completion of the Hokuriku Shinkansen, more Japanese and foreigners than 
ever before are experiencing all that Toyama has to offer. And when you feel like a 
change of scene, Tokyo is now only two hours away by bullet train and Osaka, Kyoto, 
and Nagoya are easily accessible—just a three or four hour train ride away.  
 
Our local AJET chapter organizes events and excursions for the 80 plus members of our 
community. Regional Representatives will also plan events throughout the year. The 
community itself is active and offers a lot of opportunities to pursue music, art, or 
sports.  
 
There are three PAs in Toyama. Including me, the JET PA, you have Yoshikuni sensei 
and Hirose sensei as the two Japanese PAs. You will see us directing all of the 
orientations, seminars, and meetings you will attend. We do our best to keep you 
updated with all the important information and relay news as soon as we get it.  
 
Anytime you have a question or concern about making the transition over here whether 
it is work-related issues, medical needs, or any other stressful situation, we are here to 
provide support. You always have someone you can turn to.  
 
Our JETs have put together this welcome packet, covering almost every topic you could 
imagine. These letters were written to help provide a glimpse of what is to come and 
insight into what life in Toyama holds, as well as the many resources available to make 
your life more comfortable. Enjoy reading. We look forward to greeting you in person 
very soon. 
 
Please don‘t hesitate to contact me, even if it is just a simple hello. You can also take a 
look at the Toyama JETs website http://www.toyamajets.net. If you would like to get in 
touch with your soon-to-be peers, you can check out the Toyama Community facebook 
group.  
 
 
Take Care, 
 
 
Colin Cartwright 
Toyama ALT Prefectural Advisor 
toyamapa@gmail.com 
 

http://www.toyamajets.net/
mailto:toyamapa@gmail.com
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Life in Toyama 

Dear (soon to be) Toyamaite, 
 
Welcome to Toyama! 
 
If you are anything like myself you are probably busy imagining what your life will be 
like when you join us here in Japan. What is Toyama like? Are the people cool? Will I 
end up planting rice in a field? 
Probably and it‘s something we are all destined to do. 
 
Toyama is in my rather biased mind, one of the most beautiful places I‘ve seen in Japan. 
The noted philosopher F. Bueller once said 
“Life moves pretty fast, if you don’t stop and look around once in a while you might miss 
it” 
This is not something you are in danger of here. Most days, regardless of where you live 
you will wake up to the sight of the amazingly grandiose Tateyama mountain range. 
Almost three years on, it can still silence me and after you‘ve met me, you‘ll see what 
an accomplishment that is. 
 
The mountains provide great hikes and walks and in winter cheap snowboarding and 
skiing. Happily we are by the sea and there are a number of beaches to chill out in 
summer. 
 
If you like cycling there are also a number of cool routes about- Toyama‘s cities are 
mostly on the flat so it‘s pretty easy going. 
 
You may have picked up by the above that Toyama is not a futuristic city scape. No two 
words about it; we are in, as the Japanese say, the いなか(countryside).  
 
Despite this Toyama does have a couple of reasonably sized cities and being so compact 
and with good transport, it‘s really easy to traverse. Also, and you can pass this on to the 
big city slickers at Orientation- Toyama is proper old school Japan. We have so many 
festivals and cultural events it gets silly: 
 
Traditional dances, hundreds of years old, moving slowly up an ancient street lit by 
candle light. Check. 
 
People riding giant paper floats and crashing them into each other, trying to rip each 
other‘s floats apart. Check.  
 
Hitting a bell with a giant log of wood on your shoulder…… You already know the 
answer to this. (Also, best sushi and water in Japan. Fact). 
 
So that‘s natural beauty, cultural events, sports- what about the people? 
Toyamaites (not actually a thing anyone says, besides me) are a pretty friendly lot. Of 
course, they can be shy, especially speaking English. But even with my laughable 
pronunciation of Japanese, people have always been kind and helpful to me. 
 
The JET community here can definitely speak English though, ‗tis our bread and butter 
after all. We are 88 strong and come from a wide array of backgrounds and cultures. 
With this we have organized a lot of clubs and societies. Some of these include, but 
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aren't limited to, a short story group, a book club, a film making club, a charity play, 
acro yoga, a hill climbing club, a running club, swing dance and a sit down games and a 
table top RPG club. 
 
If you have any specific interests and you‘d like to see if anyone else is keen, advertise 
on the Toyama Community Facebook page and get a group together! You‘ll be 
surprised at the wide range of interest we all have for trying new things. (Though some 
of us do have a lamentable propensity to injure ourselves or get lost very easily. I‘m 
facing a mirror as I type this.) 
 
Anyway, I look forward to meeting you when you arrive and I hope you will enjoy 
Toyama as much as I do. 
 
DomhnallMcFarline 
(Toyama Regional Rep) 
Izumi Senior High School Toyama. 
 
 

Packing for Toyama, Japan 

Hello, and welcome to Toyama, Japan! It is a prefecture with a lot of natural beauty, as 
it is near the ocean and surrounded by mountains. There is a good train system with a 
train station located less than a 20 minute walk from almost anywhere you will want to 
go, though you may want to bring an international license and get a car if you want the 
convenience of not being bound by the train schedule. 
 
In this letter, I will discuss what to pack. It will be divided into three main sections: 
clothes, school stuff (including omiyage), and medication, etc. I am an ALT, so most of 
my advice will be applicable to ALTs. I apologize for not knowing much about the 
clothing requirements, etc. of CIRs, but I have heard that they generally must dress 
more formally than ALTs.  
 
 Clothes 

 
When I first arrived in Tokyo last year, I thought I had never been so hot in my life! 
Toyama seemed to be a bit cooler than Tokyo, but it is still very warm in the summer. I 
would suggest bringing clothes that are comfortable to wear in hot weather but also 
work-appropriate (as you will be spending most of your time at work). Your shoulders 
must be completely covered, and obviously low necklines are unacceptable.  
 
It would be a good idea to bring at least two suits, as you will need them for ceremonies 
and special occasions. There were many ceremonies when I first arrived, and there are 
also many in March and April, when the old school year ends and the new school year 
begins. The suit you wear to your school‘s graduation ceremony must be black. Some 
schools have a lot of ceremonies and your JTEs may forget to tell you about a ceremony. 
You should learn this kanji: 式 (shiki.) It means ceremony, and so if you see this kanji 
on the school schedule, you will probably have to wear a suit on that day. However, if 
you do forget to wear a suit once, it is not the end of the world . It has happened to 
most of us. 
 
Also, I think it is very important to pack a good, completely waterproof raincoat, rain 
pants, and rain boots, especially if you don‘t plan on having a car. It rains often in fall 
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and spring, and sometimes in summer and winter too, of course. If you don‘t have a car 
you will likely have to bike to work in the rain, so not only a raincoat but also rain pants 
are absolutely essential if you don‘t want to teach in wet clothes all day. (It may also be 
a good idea to leave a pair of dry clothes at work for days when it rains heavily in the 
morning.) Even if you walk to the train station with an umbrella, you will likely get wet 
due to the wind, so rain pants are a good idea. You can buy a raincoat and rain boots 
here, of course, but I have not found rain pants here, and I think they‘re essential for 
bikers.  
 
 School Stuff 
 
When it comes to omiyage, I think people tend to worry too much. Honestly, all that 
matters is that you bring *something* because omiyage is a Japanese tradition and you 
want to show that you care about tradition and start off on the right foot with your 
school(s). You can just buy something at the last minute in Tokyo or buy a bag of 
fun-sized candy for $2 and give one to each teacher and they will probably be happy.  
 
However, if you wish to go the whole hog, as it were, it would be a good idea to buy 
something little and cheap (like a fun-sized candy bar) for all the teachers and staff at 
your school(s) (this will likely be 50-100 or more), something more expensive/elaborate 
for the JTEs you will co-teach with, and something even more expensive/elaborate for 
the principal(s)/vice principal(s) of your school(s). You should ask your predecessor 
how many teachers, secretaries, JTEs, principals, etc. you will have so you know how 
much stuff to get. I am from upstate New York, so I brought small boxes of maple candy 
for my JTEs, and I had nice gifts for the principal and vice principal at my school, but, 
if I recall, I did not have anything for all the other Japanese teachers (about 50) that I 
don‘t work closely with. It hasn‘t mattered much, although I do feel guilty when they 
give me small presents, which happens occasionally. 
 
When it comes to school supplies you will need, it would be a good idea to ask your 
predecessor how much you use the textbook and what types of materials you will use in 
class. At my school, we usually spend about 35 minutes each class on activities from the 
textbook and I only have 10-15 minutes to do other things, so therefore, not many 
school supplies are necessary.  
 
However, I think it‘s a good idea to bring small things that represent your hometown to 
use in your first lesson and/or to show people outside of class. Your coworkers will 
probably be very curious about you and very excited to see and touch things from 
America (or Great Britain, or Ireland, or Australia, or South Africa, or New 
Zealand…)For example, I brought a Hello Kitty stuffed animal wearing a Syracuse shirt 
that I bought back in Syracuse, New York. Tourist brochures, posters, and small flags 
are other things you can bring.  
 
Also, Japanese students tend to get really excited about candy from abroad and it‘s an 
AMAZING motivator to get students to participate in class. It was pretty awesome to 
see a super quiet class where normally no-one volunteers to answer questions suddenly 
become full of volunteers when I promised to give a piece of candy to any student who 
answered a question correctly. Although, you should ask your predecessor or future 
supervisor if this is okay, because some teachers don‘t want their ALTs to bring in candy 
or prizes, for some reason.  
 
 Medication and anything else you might need or want 
 
You probably know by this point that not all medicines that are legal in the United 
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States/Great Britain/etc. are legal in Japan. According to 
http://japan.usembassy.gov/e/acs/tacs-medimport.html, it is illegal to bring medicines 
containing certain stimulant drugs (such as Adderall) and ―products that contain 
stimulants (medicines that contain Pseudoephedrine, such as Actifed, Sudafed, and 
Vicks inhalers), or Codeine are prohibited if it contains more than the allowed quantity 
of stimulant raw materials.‖ So, basically, don‘t bring things that contain 
Pseudoephedrine or Codeine unless you‘re 100% sure it‘s okay.  
 
However, this still leaves plenty of medicine that you can bring. You can bring up to one 
month‘s supply of prescription medication and up to two months‘ supply of 
over-the-counter medication easily, but if you want to bring more, you must get a 
YakkanShoumei certificate (see http://japan.usembassy.gov/e/acs/tacs-medimport.html 
or the information you got from JET for more information). I‘d recommend bringing a 
small amount of allowable medications such as Advil, Dayquil, Mucinex, and/or 
Paracetamol because Japanese medicine is very expensive. Two weeks ago, I caught a 
cold and thought it would be a good idea to get cold medicine, and ended up paying 
2,800 yen for 30 pills! (It‘s about $26, so it was almost $1 a pill.)  
 
Besides medicine, clothes, and stuff for school, there may be other things you might 
want to bring, such as books, Kindle, X-box, laptop, DS, PSP, unlocked cell phone, etc. 
I‘d say bring as much stuff as you have room in your suitcases for, because even if you 
get charged an overweight baggage fee, it‘ll still be cheaper than shipping it afterwards. 
Of course, no matter how much you plan, you‘ll probably forget something and have to 
have it shipped, or you‘ll think of something you need once you‘re here that you didn‘t 
realize you would need back in America. So, don‘t worry about remembering 
everything. As long as you have some money, your passport/visa, a suit, and whatever 
medicine you need to be healthy in the short term, you should be fine even if you forget 
something. 
 
I may have forgotten something in this letter even though it is super long, so finally I 
would like to point you toward the Welcome Letters other JETs have written. They can 
be found on www.toyamajets.net Guides and Info New JETs. Another reason you 
are lucky to be coming to Toyama is that the community of JETs here is very close and 
people are very helpful.  
 
I look forward to meeting you! 
 
Alexis Finnerty 
ALT at Toyama SHS 
abfinner@syr.edu 
 
 

Making an Impression 

Hey there! Welcome.  
 
Let‘s talk about making a good impression at your school. At the start, you‘re going to 
want to look your best. Show up for that first day in business attire. Black suits, neck tie, 
skirts, dress shirts, all that. Don‘t go overboard on accessories, keep your hair (head and 
otherwise) neat. Have tattoos? Cover them at first. This is a professional position, so 
look the part—at least in the beginning. 
 

http://japan.usembassy.gov/e/acs/tacs-medimport.html
http://japan.usembassy.gov/e/acs/tacs-medimport.html
http://www.toyamajets.net/
mailto:abfinner@syr.edu
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In truth, formality can relax over time. There are schools where it‘s okay to wear jeans 
and a t-shirt. Others are gonna necessitate a suit (or the like) every day. Most will fall 
somewhere in the middle. You can usually get a good idea of where it will end up by 
looking at your JTEs. If ever you‘re unsure, mirror them.  
 
On that note, you‘ll likely find most of your co-teachers wearing ―cool biz‖ when you 
arrive. During the summer, many schools and businesses allow relaxed dress codes 
more appropriate for the climate. Cross-check with your supervisor or vice principal 
(kyotosensei), and you may be able to join them and sweat a little less for a few months. 
 
I know most of you are excited to be here – demonstrate that! Talk to your fellow 
teachers, talk to the students, and do your best to learn their names. Greet people in the 
morning, say goodbye in the afternoon. Ask students about their clubs and days with 
easy English. Try to be outgoing and take that first step. I know that many of the 
introverts out there might struggle with this, but you‘ll greatly improve both your 
experience here and the impression you make if you reach out. 

 
A secondary aspect of the program is cultural exposure. Be ready to share about where 
you‘re from and who you are (try to get used to answering the same three or four 
questions hundreds of times). By the same token, try to get involved in your community 
and school. Don‘t be shy if someone asks you to help or join in! If you‘re 
uncomfortable, then you should certainly decline; but be open to new experiences! 
Above all, be yourself. You‘re awesome and you made it here because of that.  
 
Christopher Brown 
Prefectural ALT 
Fukuno Senior High School 
 
 

Your First Month in Japan 

Dear future-fellow Toyama JET, a hearty congratulations to you! You must be feeling 
that classic mix of excitement and nervousness. Hopefully you don‘t need any help 
feeling more excited, but maybe you do need some help feeling less nervous—that‘s 
what I‘m here to do. Moving across the globe comes with its fair share of unknowns, so 
hopefully with the following details I‘ll be able to calm any anxieties you might have 
about your first month here.  
 
To begin, let me say that the Toyama prefecture is home to some of the friendliest, most 
generous, and welcoming people I have ever met. When I arrived here last August, I 
was blown away by the sense of community between the JETs, and I quickly felt at 
home. So please, rest assured that if these welcome letters don‘t answer all of your 
questions, there will always be someone here who will be happy to help you after 
you‘ve arrived. 
 
With that said, let‘s tackle your first assignment that awaits you in Japan: Tokyo 
Orientation. These three days are meant to give you a more detailed overview of ALT 
expectations and advice. I won‘t go into detail about the content of the workshops, but 
rather remind you of some things to keep in mind while you're there. 
 

#1. Make sure you’ve sanctioned the contents of your two suitcases 
appropriately. Remember, when you arrive in Tokyo, one of your suitcases will 
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be immediately shipped ahead to your supervisor, so you‘ll need to make sure 
that your smaller suitcase has enough clothes and accoutrements for all your 
needs for your three days in Tokyo.  
 
#2. Technically, these days are your first days of work, so please remember 
to act and dress professionally. Hitting the town at night can certainly be fun, but 
remember that you‘ll have to wake up early each day, and your body is probably 
dealing with jet-lag to boot. Acting like a zombie the next day isn‘t exactly a 
good impression, so if you do explore at night, please remember to not overdo it. 
It‘s very easy to visit Tokyo for a weekend from Toyama, so you can always 
come back again with more time in the future.  

 
This brings us to your first day in Toyama! This is the day you‘ll fly out of Tokyo and 
be handed off to representatives from your school at the airport. Most likely, this will be 
your supervisor, but I‘ve heard of instances where other English teachers will meet you 
instead. In any case, you‘ll accomplish a lot today. Ideally, your supervisor will shuttle 
you around on all of the important errands you‘ll need to complete to start your life in 
Toyama. These errands should include: getting your residency card, setting up your 
bank account, switching you to a Japanese phone, paying your first month’s rent, 
and giving you your hanko (kind of like a stamp/seal you‘ll use as a signature for 
official documents). If there are other things you‘d like help taking care of, now is the 
perfect time to ask your supervisor. For example, if you‘d like help shopping for house 
supplies or groceries, don‘t be afraid to ask! 
  
The next day, you should be heading to your base school for your first day of work. Be 
sure to have your omiyage (souvenirs from home) ready. These should be something 
representative from your home, and it‘s okay if they‘re cheap. For example, I brought 
pencils and magnets from my university, and they were well-received. Regarding 
quantity, it might be hard to know how many teachers your school has, but I‘d suggest 
bringing about 30-40 of something, with a little extra-special something for your 
principal and supervisor. Also, I recommend preparing a self-introduction speech, in 
the event you‘re asked to give one to the teachers there. This can be very brief, and even 
if you don‘t speak Japanese, if you throw in a few phrases like 
dōzo-yoroshiku-onegaishimasu (―Nice to meet you‖ / ―I‘m looking forward to working 
with you‖), they‘ll appreciate that and you should be fine. 
  
Since you‘ll be arriving in August, the schools will be on summer vacation for the rest 
of the month. This is great news, since there won‘t be any classes, which means you‘ll 
have plenty of time to settle in to your position and get acquainted with the school. If 
you‘re wondering what you should be doing during this ―free‖ time, I have some 
suggestions. 
 

#1. Talk to the other English teachers (JTEs). If your supervisor isn‘t one of 
the heads of the English department, find that person and discuss your role as an 
ALT in the classroom for each grade. Find out what textbooks they use, what 
they would like you to prepare for each class in general, etc. With the whole 
month free of classes, you should be able to prepare for the term ahead pretty 
well. Also, to get a better grasp of the students‘ English ability, I recommend 
asking if you could sit in on one of the classes.  
 
#2. Prepare your self-intro lesson. Regardless of what the JTEs want you to do 
in each class, chances are extremely high you will do a self-intro lesson with 
each class. This lesson should introduce who you are and your home country to 
the class. Remember that you‘ll need to keep the students engaged, so only 
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talking at them will surely put some of them to sleep. I recommend using lots of 
visual aids, or to incorporate some sort of game into the lesson. For example, I 
had them guess facts about me (i.e. ―What activity did I do in high school? a. 
Sports / b. Photography club / c. Drama club / d. Band‖), and then briefly 
explain about each answer.  
 
#3. Explore the school. Get to know your surroundings! Find out what kinds of 
equipment you‘ll have access to in your classroom(s). Is there some kind of 
public ―English Board‖ you can use? Try to find where the vending machines, 
the cafeteria, and the break room are. During your wanderings around the school 
grounds, you‘ll probably run into students doing club activities too, so feel free 
to say hi and start getting to know them! They‘ll probably be pretty excited to 
see you, too.  
 

During August, you‘ll also attend Toyama Orientation with your supervisor. This is a 
3-day event where you‘ll meet many other JETs from the prefecture, and also get some 
more in-depth information about school goings-on. You‘ll learn about how to take 
vacation days, when the first enkai (work party) is, information on income taxes, and 
more. On the third day, you‘ll actually be climbing Mt. Tate with most of the JETs in 
the prefecture, which is a great time to get to know everyone. 
  
Finally, a word about the weather: Toyama summers are HOT and HUMID. When I 
walked out of the airport with my supervisor to run our errands, I was already sweating 
through my shirt and suit. So, please ready a small hand towel to wipe yourself down 
with! This might sound odd, but these are actually very common among Toyama-ites. 
Drink lots of water and don‘t hold back on your air-conditioner!  
  
With that, I think you should be ready for Toyama! Honestly, everyone here was—and 
has continued to be since my arrival—exceedingly helpful and friendly to me. I‘m 
certain it will be the same when you get here! If you want to go exploring around your 
new home (which of course I recommend), you shouldn‘t have any trouble finding a 
partner in crime to do it with. 
 
Safe travels, and I look forward to meeting you! 
 
Anthony Rinaldi (Oregon, USA) 
Toyama City 
Toyama Higashi Senior High School 
 
 

Your First Class (Self-Introduction) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
What you just read was an example of what you will be saying for at least the first 
month in your introductory classes. Before I continue let me just say Congratulations on 

“Hello, my name is KavitaPremchan. Please call 

me Miss Kavita or Kavita-sensei; the two ways are 

okay.” 
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being accepted to the JET programme and on being placed in Toyama. As you will see, 
soon after you get here, Toyama is one of the best prefectures to be placed, and your 
time here will definitely be memorable.  
 
My letter to you is simply to give you some tips for your first class, which will be your 
introductory class. Since you are receiving a wealth of information from other 
individuals, you don‘t necessarily need to read this letter till the end just yet; you can 
read it after you get here while you‘re at your desk in the middle of summer with not 
much to do.  
 
As I mentioned, the first class will be your introductory class. In this class you get to 
establish yourself and your position as an ALT and a teacher at the school. This is 
important as it sets the pace not only for the rest of the school year but for the rest of 
your time at your school. I think it‘s important to establish your position from the very 
beginning; that is, in the way you are addressed in and out of the classroom. It is quite 
okay to tell your students they can call you by your first name, ―Hi, my name is 
Angelina, please call me Angelina.‖ However, this creates a friendlier atmosphere and 
after a while you may think your students don‘t respect you the same way they respect 
other teachers at your school. This is not always the case, though. After talking to your 
predecessor and getting an idea of what the students are like at the schools you will be 
working at, you can decide which way you will go. You have the power in that first 
class; and we all know with great power comes great…well you get what I‘m saying. So, 
you can tell your students, ―Please call me Miss Jolie or Jolie sensei, or just Angelina or 
Miss Angelina or Angelina-sensei.‖ The choice is yours.  
 
So now some tips for the actual lesson.  
 
1. Keep it Simple.- There may be a lot of interesting things about you and where you 

come from but if the students don‘t understand what you are saying then they will 
lose interest and that can be a blow to your ego. Your students may be interested to 
know as much as possible about you but their English level may not be high enough 
to understand everything. Sometimes, just telling them your birthday or your 
favorite fruit works wonders. Their reaction to the simple things is better than no 
reaction to the things they don‘t understand.  

 
2. Use Maps- If you are like me and you come from a very small island in the 

Caribbean, chances are your students will have no clue where your country is on the 
world map. It makes it a lot easier for your students to get an idea of your country 
when you show them in relation to Japan. Even if you are from the States or Europe, 
it‘s a good idea to show them on a map.  
 

3. Use Many Pictures.- We all know that cliché, a picture is worth a thousand words. 
This will be very helpful especially with students who are weak in English. Show 
them pictures of you with your family, your pet, your friends or of you just doing 
something cool. Again, try to keep the explanation simple. For example,   

 
―This is my cat. His name is Bruce. He likes to sleep…” 
 
rather than 
 
“This is my Siamese cat, Bruce. Did you know Siamese cats came from Thailand 
and they were previously known as Siam, the former name of Thailand? 
 
While that information is very interesting, the students may lose interest because 
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they don‘t understand. 
 
4. Use Physical Items:  If this is possible, bringing physical items to the class helps 

the students formulate better images and ideas of what you are talking about. If you 
want to show something specific that is difficult to explain, having it in physical 
form can be a tremendous help. (Don‘t bring your pet snake to class) 
 

5. Make it Interactive.- While it is your self-introduction, it‘s also the first time you 
are meeting your students. Show them you are interested in them as well and this 
will help keep them alert for the whole class. Believe me; you don‘t want to spend 
fifty minutes talking about yourself to a bunch of students. At some point they will 
lose interest and it‘s too early for you to lose heart in the classroom. For every bit of 
information you offer, ask some students the same questions. 

 
―Hi, my name is Clark Kent. Please call me Clark sensei, or please call 
me Mr. Kent‖ 
―What‘s your name?‖ 
 
―My birthday is February 30

th
.‖ 

―When is your birthday?‖ 
 
After you offer some information, just choose two or three students to offer the same. 
You can ask your co-teacher (JTE) to help you pick up some students, or if you can read 
hiragana, there is usually a seating chart for each class.   
 
These are just some basic guidelines for your self-introduction class. Remember, you 
may have to do this same class about twenty times depending on how many schools you 
work at or how many classes you teach. That‘s why it‘s important to make it interesting 
not only for your students but for you as well.  
If you have any questions or need further help, don‘t hesitate to contact me.  
 
Thank you and see you soon. 
KavitaPremchan 
kpremchan@gmail.com 
 
 

Welcome to Senior High School! 

Dear prospective Toyama JET, 
 
Congratulations on nabbing your spot on the JET Programme and even bigger 
congratulations on landing yourself in Amazing Toyama! You may be working in one 
of the prefecture‘s wonderful and varied senior high schools, so I will try to give you an 
idea of what you will encounter when you rock up at your school‘s door in August. 
Prepare yourself for a lot of mays and mights because, of course, life here is relentlessly 
and delightfully ESID! 
 
Senior high school, often referred to as just high school, is not compulsory education. 
Students attend for three years from the ages of fifteen to eighteen, and there are various 
types with varying curriculums and aims. To have a broad understanding of the English 
curriculum you can check the relatively newly reformed policy on the MEXT website 
here: http://bit.ly/1WzrGLC 

mailto:kpremchan@gmail.com
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Types of High School 
 
Academic 
Students at these schools are typically very bright and dedicated, aiming to pass 
entrance exams for university. Many students will be excited and keen to develop 
English skills but others may be on the shy-side, studying English for just another test. 
Oral communication may not be considered the most important as it is isn‘t always 
examined. Some schools will tend to stick to the chosen textbooks, but may be open to 
the idea of ALTs supplementing or extending the materials with their own ideas. For 
this reason, ALTs will often find themselves with heavier workloads planning lessons, 
as well as supporting and training students for exams. Some schools have specialised 
English or international courses, or have a focus on other academic subjects. 
 
Mid-level 
There will be mixed abilities at these schools with some students happily engaging in 
conversation and others simply ahh-uhh-ettoo-ing at questions as simple as ―How are 
you?‖ English may not be a priority as many students will go on to university or 
two-year colleges, but others will go into careers where English is not deemed 
necessary.  
 
Technical/Vocational  
Under the umbrella of Mid-level High Schools are a variety of technical schools that 
train their students for specific vocations. In Toyama this includes farming, fishing, 
commercial, engineering, nursing and home economics, to name just a few. Students 
will often be passionate about their chosen vocations, so please enjoy learning the 
ins-and-outs of firefly squid fishing or the occasional free daikon from the school 
vegetable patch. You may even be expected to teach English that relates to the school‘s 
specialisation. Student ability and interest may be lower but freedom in class will often 
be greater, as fewer students will go onto further education.  
 
Private 
In contrast to many other countries, the general idea in Japan is that private schools are 
lower on the academic ladder. Students who couldn‘t pass the entrance exam for their 
chosen prefectural high school often end up here. However, this is not always the case 
and private high schools vary in specialisations and students‘ abilities just as much as 
regular schools. The primary difference ALTs will experience will simply be that your 
school operates in different ways to the schools of your fellow JETs, obviously 
independent of the BOE. 
 
Calendar Year 
 
Let‘s start the year when you will be arriving at the beginning of August. First off, you 
will have about a month to acclimatise to Japan and your school, when there will be no 
lessons and fewer staff due to the Obon holiday. Use this time to acquaint yourself with 
your school and prepare for the term to come.  
 
Term 2 (Sept-Dec) 
Straight in at the deep end! The second term is by far the busiest term in most schools. 
With both the prefectural Debate Contest and Speech Contests, you may spend a lot of 
time coaching students during breaks and after school in addition to your regular 
responsibilities. Some sports days and most cultural festivals are scheduled for this term, 
too. Prepare for a lot of work but even more fun! 
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Term 3 (Jan-March) 
Study study study! This is the shortest term, with third grade students finishing classes 
near the beginning to focus on relentlessly studying for final exams. The atmosphere 
will be a little more serious, as Junior High Schoolers will also come in for entrance 
exams during March. Graduation ceremony will be something to look forward to at the 
end of it all!  
 
Term 1 (April-July) 
All change! When you return from your possible Spring holiday, you may find the 
landscape in the staff room to be very different, due to the changes in staff and 
management at the beginning of the new academic year.  The school will also be 
brimming with fresh, bright-eyed first grade students, mostly proud to have got into 
their chosen school and ready to get started. Be flexible as everyone is reorienting 
themselves! The first month may be constantly interrupted by annual medical checks 
and many schools have their school trip and sports day nearing the end of first term, too.  
 
There will likely be many periods during exams and holidays that you will have next to 
nothing to do, so it is up to you whether you wile away the hours studying Japanese, 
listening to k-pop stars, writing your first novel or doing helpful things around school 
like putting together an English board.  
 
Day to Day 
I can probably count on two hands the number of days that followed through as 
scheduled and uninterrupted by school events or staff absences. There are no substitute 
teachers in Japan so classes are regularly re-arranged to accommodate for absences. 
However, a typical day may look a little like this: 
 

8:30 Staff Meeting 12:00-12:55 4th Period (Break is longer for snack time) 

8:35-8:40 Homeroom/ST 13:00-13:30 Lunch/Meeting time 

8:40-9:35 1st Period 13:35-14:30 5th Period 

9:45-10:40 2nd Period 14:40-15:35 6th Period 

10:50-11:45 3rd Period  15:40 Cleaning/Club Activity 

Note that some schools add in a seventh period a couple days a week, too.  
 
Staff Meetings 
Scheduling varies from school to school, and you may or may not be expected to attend. 
In some schools, the whole staff room is called to attention or just the teachers of each 
grade meet separately every morning. At my school, there are no morning meetings, but 
once a week after class there is meeting for all staff when I am left to my own devices in 
the staffroom.  
 
Boards 
There will be a variety of whiteboards adorning your staff room walls, many of which 
may appear to be complex puzzles scrawled with indecipherable code. Do yourself a 
massive favour, and take the time to ask someone to explain them to you and check 
each one first thing everyday. They will tell you who is absent, display schedule 
changes and dictate any special events occurring that day, week or month - and much 
more!  
 
Clubs 
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For many students and even teachers, club activity is life! Every school has a plethora 
of clubs to suit almost every interest, so if you have any hobbies I recommend finding 
out if your school has a club you can get involved in. Of course, ALTs will be expected 
to support the English club in their activities, for example preparing for debate, studying 
outside of class, or just enjoying watching Friends episodes together.  
 
My Advice 
 
There are four rules that every ALT should live by in order to do well in any high 
school, or indeed in life.  

1. Observe - keep your eyes peeled and learn what is expected of you through 
imitating your Japanese colleagues. Of course, this doesn‘t mean you need to 
mimic them exactly in every way. In my opinion your novelty is a catalyst for 
curiosity, learning and development for every person you meet. Just make sure 
you know when to take your shoes off!  

2. Never Assume - Despite Rule #1, when in doubt about anything you should 
always check. See more in Rule #3 

3. Be Proactive - ask a lot of questions, talk to a lot of people and get your hands 
on as much information-filled paperwork as you can (I mean calendars galore!) 
Sometimes you will have to edge your way into situations in order to be 
involved. Most times this is because teachers are often far too busy to remember 
to invite you to this meeting or that event, and not because no one wants your on 
their dodgeball team! 

4. Be Flexible - life in a senior high school is different every single day, and some 
days you will find yourself overwhelmed with worksheets to check or otherwise 
at a complete loss for how to spend your day. Learn how to cope with the ups 
and downs, the five-minute-warning surprise lesson change, as well as that JTE 
that tends to blindside you in class. Try your best to keep that smile on your face, 
and appreciate the odd twists and turns of life with every unexpected and unique 
situation you find yourself in.  

 
Lastly, each and every high school is special in its own way and it is up to you to carve 
yourself a place at your school. The more you put in, the more you get out - I am sure 
your time in Toyama will be an experience you will treasure for a lifetime so don‘t let it 
slip past you.  Enjoy! 
 
Lucy Godfrey 
lucyrgodfrey@gmail.com 
 
 

Introduction to Junior High School Life 

Hello, all. Welcome to the Toyama JET family! 
 
Life in a brand new country can be extremely difficult. I am here to give you a few tips 
on how to make your stay easy, rewarding, and fun by sharing with you my experience 
as a junior high school ALT. With the right mindset and information, I think your life 
here will be like an early April breeze blowing on sakura trees! Let‘s get started. 
 
Daily routine. 
8:00-8:15 
This is the time period when all the students should have arrived at school. However, 
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there will always be students who are late. Try to be punctual yourself. 
8:25-8:30 
Staffs of each grade will hold their own meetings to make announcements or discuss 
curriculum and/or events. Some schools might require their ALTs to participate in this 
meeting, so make sure you find out if you are expected to be present. For me, I was 
never asked to join these meetings. 
8:30-8:40 
Homeroom teachers go to their classrooms and hold a meeting. You can do some last 
minute preparation during this time, but be sure to leave enough time to communicate 
with the teachers that you are having first period with. 
8:45 
The first period starts. There are four 50 minute-periods in the morning, with 10 minute 
breaks in between each. The fourth period ends at 12:35. Sometimes the schools run on 
a shortened schedule due to events, and classes are 45 minutes each. Make sure you 
check with your school which days are shortened so you can prepare your lesson plans 
accordingly. 
12:35 
Lunch starts. Since my school is huge, I eat lunch in the staff room with teachers who 
do not have a homeroom class. Homeroom teachers eat with their classes. You can ask 
to join students for lunch, but not every school has this tradition so try to be 
understanding. You are also welcome to bring your own lunch if you don‘t feel like 
Japanese food every day or have allergies. You will be asked at the beginning of the 
year if you would like to have school lunch. For me, the school lunch is cheap, tasty, 
and nutritionally balanced. I recommend it. 
1:35 
the fifth period starts. There are generally two periods in the afternoon.  
3:30-3:45 
During these 15 minutes, all the teachers and students clean the school. You‘re welcome 
to help, but with everything in Japan, always ask for permission first. 
3:45-4:00 
Another homeroom meeting is held to sum up the day and make announcements about 
the following day. 
4:10 
Club activities start. Your work ends at 4:15 but you are welcome to stay and participate 
in club activities. Again, it might be wise to ask club advisers for permission first. Clubs 
usually run until 6:00 in the summer and 5:15-5:30 in the winter. As for me, I am 
heavily involved in school clubs and will usually stay until after club activities end. The 
staffs at your school will probably appreciate your efforts, but don‘t feel obligated to 
stay if you are busy. 
 
Team teaching 
Junior high school team teaching is quite different from that of elementary school. Since 
you will be teaching all three grades, it is very important that you have a good command 
of the contents of all three textbooks.  
 
Depending on the JTE, your role might change. Some JTEs expect ALTs to be in charge 
of the lesson plans, while others will just have you join their classes and be a human 
tape recorder. Personally, I find coming up with your own plan to be more interesting 
for both you and the students. Students get tired of their everyday textbook lessons, so a 
change of pace can be helpful, and that‘s where you come in. Content wise, some JTEs 
would like you to have more verbal communication with the students, and some will 
prefer reading and writing exercises instead. Either way, if you are given the chance to 
make lesson plans, try to incorporate fun and interactive games. I tend to make game 
activities focused on reading and writing, but again, ask your JTEs what they would 
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like.  
 
As ALTs, it is a good idea to be flexible. After you plan your schedule, check with your 
JTEs to see if it is convenient for them. If not, then try your best to work around their 
schedule. You are expected to teach on average 3-4 classes a day, so keep that in mind 
when planning.  
 
Teaching and life in general 
There will be bad days when classes are total disasters, and there will be times when 
your relations with coworkers or students take a bad turn. In these cases, I find it most 
helpful to stay positive and optimistic. Keep in mind that you are representing your 
country and working as a professional at a public school. No matter what happens, be 
positive and professional. Did I mention stay positive?  
 
Life is already hard enough working in a foreign country, and will only worsen if you 
let something at work get to you. If there is a problem with the students, you can ask 
their homeroom teachers to discipline them. Even if something turns personal, try be 
lenient as they are only minors. With coworkers it can be a bit more complicated, but I 
have found ―time‖ to be the most helpful thing when being optimistic fails. Let time 
wash away all the negativities.  
 
The most important thing is probably BE YOURSELF while also being professional. I 
think that all JET participants are hardworking and highly qualified people who have 
goals, so being yourself can bring out the best of you. Your good qualities will 
automatically translate to the students and coworkers. Good luck! 
 
Michael Sun 
Yoshino JHS and related ES 
Ac090887@yahoo.com 
 
 

Teaching at Elementary Schools 

Congratulations and welcome to Toyama! Whether you have one school or many, know 
that your time at ES will be some of your most valuable—both for you and for your 
students. These are the formative years for Japanese children. In a way you‘ll be redoing 
your own childhood right along with them. The best part is that as a teacher, you have 
an opportunity to open new doors for everyone—your students, your coworkers, even 
yourself. 
 
But enough metaphorical mumbo-jumbo—let‘s get packed! You‘ll need comfortable 
shoes and clothes that you can freely move in. Your kids can run, sweat, and get dirty at 
a moment‘s notice. You should be able to as well. You can dress nicely on your first day, 
and every day after that if you‘d like, but keep it practical. While you‘ll always want a 
suit for special occasions, it‘s OK to bring something less restrictive to change into after. 
And don‘t forget your indoor shoes! 
 
Ready to go? Great! Toyama here you come! Now, when you get to school (at least 10 
minutes early, because you‘re a pro) the students and teachers will already be there. 
Students arrive early to study or prepare for special events. Homeroom teachers head off 
to their classrooms and stay there for most of the day. While they may pop back into the 
staff room briefly during breaks, for the most part they will be on their feet all day. If 
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you have any questions at all, don‘t hesitate to ask. That said, try to stay brief and 
organized, as HRTs juggle a lot of eggs at once. 
 
You will have office staff, a principal, vice principal, librarian, nurse, and other special 
teachers coming and going throughout the day. If you are lucky you may also have a 
JTE present for some or all of your classes. Whatever the case there will be no shortage 
of people available to help you. And there will be many ways for you to connect and 
help them out too. 
 
As for your schedule, it will almost certainly include 5

th
 and 6

th
 grade. These students 

have a regular weekly period of Foreign Language Activates (i.e. English). Time 
permitting, you may be asked to visit lower grades or special needs classes as well. 
There will also be a morning and afternoon break, lunch period, and cleaning time. This 
is a great opportunity to get out and interact with staff and students. Make it a challenge 
never to eat lunch alone. The time you spend with your kids during breaks will make 
more impact than anything you could teach them in the classroom. 
 
And speaking of classrooms, for 5

th
 and 6

th
 grade you will most likely be following a 

textbook. Hi Friends! comes with a fully-integrated multimedia curriculum. In addition 
to, and/or in place of this, you may be asked to design your own activities. Lower 
grades will likely not have a set curriculum, which gives you more freedom. The best 
rule of thumb is to choose activities that have easily-attainable goals and that would be 
fun even without English (e.g. songs, games, crafts…). Once you arrive at your school, 
speak to your HRTs and/or JTEs to determine who will be responsible for lesson 
planning and prep. Don‘t lose any sleep over it. Whether you end up creating your own 
lessons or supporting those of another teacher, you are a valued member of the 
classroom, and you have a unique voice to contribute. 
 
Now, on to your first class… Each time you meet a new group of students, you will 
want to do an introduction. This can be as brief as five minutes or as long as forty five. 
Remember the English level here is very basic, so you‘ll want to focus on pictures or 
ideas more than words. Also, depending on the grade, your students‘ interests and 
understanding might be limited, so try to keep your content age-appropriate. What did 
you know about the world when you were their age? What did you want to know? They 
will ask you questions all year long, so keep some insightful answers on the tip of your 
tongue. Break down explanations. Draw comparisons. Show examples. Make sure they 
understand. Remember, you are here to teach communication, not just English. 
 
Last, here are a few points to bear in mind. Many schedules leave you with only one day 
(or less) per ES, per week. This gives you very little time to get to know your students 
and staff. Make up for it by putting your all into the time you do have. The more you put 
in to it, the more you‘ll get out of it. 
 
Also, with reduced time comes reduced flexibility. You may arrive at school and find 
that you are suddenly teaching first period. That you will be teaching several classes 
combined during first period. That you will be teaching several classes combined during 
first period for only twenty minutes because afterwards the students have to go do 
something else. The permutations of chaos are limitless, but you can prepare. Come 
early. Come organized. And come with a smile. Seeing that you are unfazed by the 
changes will help your students relax as well. 
 
Finally, understand that there are only so many classes in a school year, (for 5

th
 and 6

th
 

grade there should be at least 35) and there may not be time for all the lessons you want. 
If you have to skip a holiday or a grammar point, you can always make up for it in other 
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ways. Many schools have an English board where you can post supplementary material. 
As with your lessons, try to keep the English board well-organized and easy to 
understand. Your fellow teachers can offer insight on what content will most interest 
students, and how you can arrange it most clearly. 
 
In conclusion, you‘ve landed in one of the best situations available on JET. Though it 
can be tough at times, the potential is there, and you have all year to figure out how to 
make the best of it. So happy packing, and safe travels! If you have any questions at all 
before you leave, or forever on after once you get here, feel free to reach out to fellow 
Toyama JETs. If one of us doesn‘t have an answer right away, we‘ll find someone who 
does! 

 

Teaching at a Special Needs School 

Hello New Jets! 
 
So you have just learned that you will be teaching in a Special Needs High School and 
you have absolutely no idea what that means or what is required of you. That is a very 
familiar feeling for me since three years ago I was in that exact boat. 
 
Teaching a Special Needs class can be a daunting yet rewarding experience and there 
really is no one one size fits all approach to teaching any Special needs class. All 
students are unique and therefore possess their own unique set of challenges and so the 
classes require different approaches and techniques that are tailored to achieving the 
goal of meeting the needs of each student. 
 
Students who have difficulty learning always present a challenge. What can I do to help 
this child reach his or her potential? How can I help this student succeed in school will 
be the mind boggling questions that pop into your head when you first meet your 
students in a Special Needs Classroom. 
 
Special Needs students have challenges that range from mental handicaps, physical 
handicaps, attention deficit disorders (ADD), hearing impairment, cognitive problems, 
anger management issues and the list is endless. What you will find is that both gifted 
and challenged students are in need of strategies that allow them to work at their own 
pace with high expectations of success. Those strategies encourage students to make 
connections in their learning which in turn increases brain activity. 
 
You will also find that Special Needs students require a great deal of encouragement 
and motivation to complete what would be simple tasks for an average performing 
student. Do not hesitate to utilize verbal praise, stickers, small rewards and other forms 
of encouragement to get them to complete their tasks. Not only will you boost their 
self-esteem where their work is concerned but your students will love you for it. 
 
One vivid example I can recall was with a student of mine who struggled with anger 
problems during the course of lessons. At the sound of any noise or distraction that 
irritated him, he would throw anything he could find at hand at the walls within the 
classroom. This proved both challenging and distracting for him throughout lessons; and 
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made learning particularly difficult for him. Moreover the JTE found him particularly 
difficult to work with. Whenever he did produce class work that was well done and 
without his usual uproar, I made sure to praise him loudly and enthusiastically before 
the students. This served to help him behaviorally for the remainder of the term and he 
went from being easily irritated to being more focused on receiving positive 
reinforcements and praises. 
 
Another tip that I learned early on when approaching my Special needs classes was to 
learn the interests of each student. Special Needs classes are generally smaller than the 
average class sizes and are therefore more intimate settings where you can learn your 
students' individual personalities, interests and challenges at a faster pace. By making an 
effort to learn the interests of your students you will have essentially opened the door to 
creating tailor-made lessons that cater to each student. This has the double advantage of 
both creating a platform for the student to become interested in a given topic without 
much effort, as well as, making the lesson fun and easier for you and the student. 
 
Another important advice I will offer is to utilize fun activities and keep the students as 
involved in these activities as possible. Some examples are puzzles, coloring activities, 
craft work, cutting shapes, singing songs, playing games, doing dances, and throwing in 
an occasional challenge here and there for the faster students. 
 
Ensure that you periodically check-in with the JTE with whom you work to find out if 
the lessons are suitable for the level of the students or if the lessons can be altered to 
become more effective for the individual needs of each student. 
 
Also, bear in mind that the within each class there are learners at different paces with 
different abilities and challenges. Special needs students are generally grouped 
according to their grade levels and nothing else, therefore you may have in the same 
classroom a Special Needs learner who works really fast at completing tasks, and within 
the same classroom one who is extremely slow and in need of constant encouragement. 
It is best to observe your different classes and the pace of the students. In the event that 
you have this disparity in the pace of learning in one setting, take extra activities for the 
faster students to work on and go prepared to work closely with the slower paced 
student(s), encouraging them to complete given tasks and activities. 
 
All special needs students are capable of success. Each will succeed according to his or 
her individual ability. However, all can succeed. Keep that in mind constantly when 
working with special needs classes. Good luck on your journey. Remember this will be 
both the most challenging and rewarding of experiences in the classroom. Fully 
immerse yourself and grow from it!!! The rewards will be tremendous for both you and 
your students. Ganbatte!!! 
 
Takaoka ROU Gakko 
Alexia Campbell (2013-2016) 
 
 

Teaching a Special Needs Class 

Congratulations! You’ve made it all the way to Toyama, and you’re ready for your first 
day of school. You have a brand new pair of indoor shoes, and you’re ready to take on the 
world (or at least some small, rural, Japanese part of it). At school, they hand you your 
schedule and amongst all the “2-1”s and the “3-3”s, you see “得”. In English, it means 
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“special”, and it’s your class of intellectually, socially or physically disadvantaged 
students. 

 
I can’t speak to what it’s like to teach at a special needs school, but like many ALTs I 
have a special needs class at my junior high school, and I teach it once a week. It 
currently consists of three students (though yours might be much bigger or much 
smaller, both of which pose some interesting challenges) with nothing in common but 
being different. Initially, I had a third grader with Down syndrome in the same class as 
a genius first grader with a penchant for removing clothing during class—and I had 
absolutely no experience whatsoever in interacting with special needs kids. Suddenly, 
right out of college, my job included teaching a helpful, interesting and challenging 
English lesson to a group of students who couldn’t be more different from each other, 
and it seemed impossible. If (when) you’re faced with the same task, fear not. Here are a 
few things that I’ve learned about teaching my special needs kids; I hope they’re helpful 
to you. 
 
Keep it relevant, simple, and fun. Let go of the idea that your students will already be 
halfway through writing their doctoral thesis on Fitzgerald by the end of the school year. 
It won’t happen. For many of your special needs students, their lives are already so 
challenging that they won’t have the mental energy to spare for mastering English, and 
that’s ok. As their English teacher, you can still make their time worthwhile by teaching 
them useful, simple, relevant English. Do they know how to talk about themselves? Do 
they know how to ask for directions? Do they know the English number system well 
enough to figure out foreign currency? Can they tell the time and say the date? Think of 
all the linguistic things you struggled with on that trip to Spain five years ago and find 
a way to incorporate them into a fun English lesson. Don’t worry—you can do it. 
 
Stick to the plan. When I started working with the JET Program, I had a co-teacher who 
thought a good special needs lesson consisted of random vocabulary review followed by 
several rousing games of Connect Four. As you might imagine, this wasn’t terribly 
effective. My students performed so much better when there was a clear connection 
between one week’s lesson and the next, as well as a clear, vocalized plan for the 
semester or the unit. For example, I did a unit on family introductions that started with 
family member vocabulary, then moved on to jobs, birthdays, ages, 
fruits/animal/sports/colors, then finished with a family member presentation that 
combined all the vocabulary and grammar that we’d covered. It was fun, cohesive, and 
just the right amount of challenging for my kids. They knew what we were doing, why 
we were doing it, and where we were headed—and not a game of Connect Four in sight. 
 
Differentiate, differentiate, differentiate. Your school will tell you a grand total of 
nothing about your special needs students. You won’t be told about their diagnoses, 
their home life, their health problems or their hang-ups. That being said, figure it out.  
No one will tell you, but you still need to know this stuff in preparation for 
differentiating the pants off these kids. Here are some sage words from my college 
education professor: “Differentiation isn’t letting a student who finishes early draw a 
picture on her math test. It’s tailoring your material to individually and fully meet the 
needs of each and every one of your kids.” Fully challenging each of your special needs 
children is going to be tough. They need different things, and they learn in different 
ways, but it’s worth the effort. Once we got going, my special needs class quickly became 
one of my favorite classes, and the same thing could absolutely happen to you.  
Differentiate, learn their behavioral quirks and their interests, and run with the 
challenge.  Your special needs students really are special kids, and they deserve the 
best you can give them. 
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Don’t worry, they’ll give you their best in return. 
 
Allison Bradley 
Kurobe Junior High School 
 
 

Teaching at Multiple Schools 

Welcome to Toyama!  I hope you‘re getting excited about your new job and life in 
Japan.  I‘d like to give those of you assigned to two or more schools a little insight 
about your job. 
  
As a multiple-school ALT, you will have one base school and one or more visiting 
schools.  Keeping your lessons and your schedule organized will be your own 
responsibility, but your schools should be aware and understanding of your situation. 
Keeping an agenda of your lesson plans, including how your lessons work in practice, 
will definitely be a great help in keeping you organized as well as in helping you 
remember the personality and learning level of each school you visit. However, the most 
important key to enjoying a good relationship with your schools is maintaining constant 
communication among all of your schools.  The teachers around you will make time 
for you if you ask, so go for broke and request their attention! 
 
Something that helps save a tremendous amount of stress is Always Asking what‘s 
going on.  The teachers will often forget that you‘re not at their school each day and 
are therefore not always privy to things like special events, daily schedules, or even 
which lesson your students are covering.  Since the teachers sometimes forget, you 
can‘t always count on them to tell you the things you need to know.  If you Always 
Ask what‘s going on at each school, your chances of being caught with a surprise lesson 
or school ceremony will be tremendously reduced.  Always Ask! 
  
Along with the rule of Always Ask is the equally important Always Inform.  If you 
want to take a few hours or day off, you need to make sure that all of your schools know.  
Your schools themselves are supposed to communicate amongst one another, but 
sometimes they drop the ball, and it‘s ultimately your responsibility to keep track of 
your nenkyu (paid leave days) and how you‘ve used them.  Besides, even if your 
schools keep up the communication, there is absolutely no problem with having a safety 
net.  The kyoto-sensei (vice principal) is the central control unit of your schools, and 
all nenkyu decisions go through him/her, so be sure to Inform all of your VPs as well. 
None of your teachers will know about your nenkyu plans (or problems with lessons or 
students, for that matter) unless you Inform these teachers! If your JTE hears from both 
the school and from you that you are taking a day off, well, then, the JTE hears it twice.  
But if the school doesn‘t tell the JTE, and neither do you, then you have a potential 
disaster on your hands.  It‘s up to you to make sure that everyone is on the same page.  
Always Inform! 
 
You might be worried that your rotating schedule will hinder your ability to form 
relationships with your students.  Unless you‘ve got superb memory for names and 
faces, it‘s unlikely that you will remember everyone.  It‘s a little daunting, and I won‘t 
sugar-coat it: I go to four different schools a week and I feel that I don‘t have the chance 
to form very strong relationships with my students.  However, there are ways to work 
around the constant movement; you can ask the teachers you work with for seating 
charts for your classes, and there should be plenty of opportunities to talk to your 
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students during breaks and cleaning time.  If you‘re in a senior or junior high school, 
you can visit the clubs, as well, even join in occasionally if the students invite you.  
Through these interactions some of your students‘ faces, names, and personalities will 
start to stand out to you, and it will become easier to engage these students in class and 
create bonds. They‘ll also get to know you and come to feel that you‘re a real part of 
their school and not just a guest.  One last thing is to remember is that your students 
are everywhere.  This can be scary since you have to be constantly aware of how you 
present yourself, but it‘s a lot of fun to hear your name shouted out in any number of 
unexpected places.  You will definitely get back what you put into your relationships 
with your students. 
 
If you have some questions or anxieties that I didn‘t address in this letter, please e-mail 
me anytime.  In addition to answering questions, I can also refer you to an ALT with a 
situation similar to yours if you like.  I hope your preparations for your move to Japan 
are coming along well, and I hope you‘re looking forward to working at multiple 
schools! 
 
Elizabeth Mager (and help from other multiple-school ALTs) 
Fukuoka JHS (and three others) 
rainbowyarnsg@gmail.com 
 
 

Teaching Non-Japanese Students 

Hello and welcome to your new job. You‘ll soon be arriving in Toyama, settling into 
your apartment and getting ready to meet your coworkers and kids. The sheer amount of 
names that will be thrown at you can be a little daunting. I remember my first day, 
looking at the endless stream of Kanji that made up the list of students I would be 
teaching. After the hundredth ―Yamada‖, I came across something a little more familiar. 
I honestly thought it was a mistake. In the middle of all of the Norikos, Toshies, and 
Kenichiros, were two kids named Ludvig and Mike.  
 
Saying every school is different is much too broad. Every single class will be a different 
experience for you. Some will be easier and some will be harder but the oddest 
experiences so far, for me, have been the classes I teach with non-Japanese students.  
 
Ludvig had moved with his family from Sweden to Toyama and was enrolled in the 
same courses as his Japanese peers. His English was actually better than his Japanese he 
told me, which led to issues of boredom. Because he was in easier Japanese classes, he 
was far beyond his classmates‘ level of English. I quickly learned that having him 
practice his self-introduction in English was a waste of time for him and me. Instead, 
with the permission of the JTE and Ludvig, I would use him as a model for the students 
to follow. To help him progress, I challenged him to read and discuss different articles 
or short stories with me. Games were the one issue that we ran into with Ludvig in the 
classroom. Because his English ability was much higher than his peers, he would often 
imbalance games and could have the effect of demotivating his classmates when put 
against him. Reading the classroom and the individual students was important in 
helping to curb this issue. By intentionally having the more advanced kids challenge 
themselves against Ludvig, they were often able to get more out of their class time than 
they would have otherwise. 
 
With Ludvig, he could often act as more of an assistant than student during the less 
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structured periods of class. Not every non-Japanese student will be that way though. 
Many non-Japanese students will not only have difficulty with English but Japanese as 
well. In these cases, you need to pay special attention to their needs and make sure that 
they are being accommodated. 
 
Ludvig was a regular student at the school. Mike, however, was a rotary exchange 
student from New York. Obviously, his English was not a problem but he came with 
near zero Japanese. For Mike, rather than have him take English grammar classes, the 
school asked me to teach him Japanese. The school had nothing in the way of supplies, 
textbooks or curriculum for an entry level Japanese course and so I was largely on my 
own. I found an old copy of Genki and worked through the textbook with him. For 
conversation tests, I offered a few extra points to my Japanese students if they would be 
his conversation partner. I also sent him out with various bits of conversation homework, 
requiring him to practice different grammar points with other students or his host 
family.  
 
One other important aspect with Mike, as the teacher of a fellow foreigner, was helping 
with his adjustment to Japan. While many non-Japanese students will have already 
assimilated into Japan and have a decent social network, some will not. Especially if the 
non-Japanese student‘s Japanese ability is too low to effectively communicate, you can 
be a huge benefit to them by offering yourself as someone to talk to and as an advocate 
for them if the need arises. 
 
Non-Japanese students present interesting challenges. Whether they are model English 
students or fledgling Japanese students, they have challenged me to rethink how I use 
and operate within the classroom. While there are not too many of them here, should 
you have the opportunity to teach and interact with them, take advantage of it while you 
can. 
 
If you have any questions or need any ideas, feel free to contact me as well. 
 
Best of luck, 
Ryan Riches 
r.r.riches@gmail.com 
 
 

Rural Life in Japan 

Here‘s a tricky question: if your town has a 24/7 convenience store, or a conbini as the 
Japanese call it, does it count as rural (or inaka)? I say yes, but only because I‘m also 
surrounded by mountains and rice fields with a main street/downtown area that you can 
walk in ten minutes. Houses run the gamut from old and ramshackle to modern and 
well-kept, with blocks of neighborhoods as well as long stretches of land between 
families. Your inaka life might be similar or very different from mine, but I hope the 
few tips I suggest will help you to adjust and more importantly, thrive in your rural 
placement. 
 
First, build relationships with those in your town. As an independent introvert who often 
plays at being an extrovert, social interactions can be challenging for me, especially 
with new people. But don‘t be afraid to reach out and open yourself up to your 
neighbors and the locals in your town. They know the happs when it comes to 
seemingly mundane but impossibly complicated trash regulations and they‘ll be there 
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during tough weather conditions like heavy snow. They know the best day to buy meat 
and vegetables at your local supermarket, and just generally what to do when you have 
issues. Not only will you have an easier time logistically, you‘ll make new relationships 
and learn more about yourself. I never would have started my shamisen lessons had I 
not engaged with the gregarious owner of the shoe shop I frequent in my town. Because 
of him, I would have missed out on great local events and experiences. 
 
Second, get a car. Plan A was to go without one, but I usually have contingencies in 
place, and lucky I did because my first (and only) month with no car was...interesting. I 
sure enjoyed walking and biking everywhere in the dead of an awfully humid summer. 
Plus I ended up memorizing my local train times, so good mental exercise too. 
Technically, strictly, you don‘t need a car. You can absolutely, probably get around 
without one. You just need to manage your time a lot more, especially when using local 
train lines because a train will most likely come only once an hour, if that. Having a car 
here makes it easier to visit friends in bigger towns and cities, not to mention the 
all-around convenience of not being bound to infrequent trains or buses. But if you do 
choose to go without, more power to you. You‘ll learn how to schedule your time and 
get fit while you‘re at it! 
 
Last, but not least, don‘t isolate yourself too much. Introverted as I am, I need human 
interaction once in a blue moon too, even if it‘s just paying the barista for my drink 
before I seat myself at a table for one. Go out with the expat and Japanese friends you‘ll 
make. Do your own solo excursions. Whatever floats your boat, just make sure you 
don‘t get complacent and hole yourself up in the inaka. Yeah, Netflixing my life away 
is up there in terms of hobbies, but just by being here, I‘ve learned to like other things 
too, mostly things that involve people! Homesickness, disappointments, challenging 
work relationships, what have you—any combination of things could lead to emotional 
and mental struggles. Confronting and solving your own problems, basically being a 
responsible independent adult is absolutely important and you will definitely improve 
on this aspect in your life. But don‘t be afraid to reach out and ask for help when you 
need it. The Toyama JET community is especially welcoming, so always, always keep 
in mind that you have a few dozen people who are willing and able to help you. 
 
These are the major points I wanted to cover, so I hope this was at least somewhat 
helpful. Feel free to reach out to me or other JETs with any questions you might have. 
富山へよう来られたちゃ！That‘s Toyama-ben for ―Welcome to Toyama!‖ I think. 
 
Janvee Gangan 
 
 

Food 

Like so many other aspects of your Toyama JET experience, how much you enjoy the 
culinary odyssey that is life in rural Japan is going to largely depend on your attitude 
and your expectations. While your attitude is entirely up to you, I‘m going to try to help 
you line up your expectations with reality as best as I can. Your diet in Japan will almost 
definitely look different than your diet wherever you are living now. This is nothing to 
worry about–while the differences might be overwhelming at first, you'll soon adapt, 
and by the time you leave Japan you‘ll worry about missing all your new favorite foods. 
 
Your Kitchen 
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Your kitchen will likely be on the small side, with a modestly sized refrigerator, a 
two-burner stove, and maybe a small broiler. Some of you will move into a kitchen fully 
stocked with appliances, cookware, and tableware, while others of you will have to start 
from scratch. If you fall into the latter category, you can get all kinds of tableware and 
kitchenware at 100-yen shops, and second-hand shops are great places to score cheap 
appliances and cookware in like-new condition. It‘s worth it to create a serviceable 
kitchen for yourself even if you plan to stay just one year.  
 
The Supermarket 
 
It is really easy to get overwhelmed during your first visit to the supermarket. The bright 
lights, the different advertisements being sung or shouted in every aisle, and the 
packages with indecipherable writing and unknown contents. To help feel more in 
control of it all, I have three suggestions.   
 
The first you can start on right now: learn katakana. Katakana is the syllabary mostly 
used for loan words, and while it's often a minor player in written Japanese, it features 
prominently in the supermarket.  It's amazing how often labels, even for food items 
that have a proper Japanese name, are written with the English name in katakana.  It 
won't be on everything, but it will get you well on your way until you can start picking 
up more Japanese.   
 
My second suggestion really goes for supermarkets in a lot of countries – stick to the 
outside aisles as much as possible. While the inner aisles (at first-you'll get them down 
eventually) are a confusing collection of bottles, jars, boxes, and bags of 
who-knows-what, the sections in the outside aisles will seem more familiar. 
One of those sections is produce. It might not have everything you're looking for, and 
will likely have some unfamiliar items, but you'll surely find plenty to eat here no 
matter the season. If you come from a country where the produce sections seem to have 
no seasons, you'll have some adjustments to make. For example, peaches are going to 
come into season right around the time of your arrival. During this time, the 
supermarket will be full of amazingly delicious, relatively inexpensive peaches. If you 
want a peach in January, even if you find one, it's probably not going to be as tasty, and 
will be five times the price. This can be hard to get used to – you'll sometimes hear 
people complain about the high price of produce. This is true and it's not. Sometimes 
you will just have to have that tiny, expensive head of cauliflower, but generally try to 
eat in season and you'll get the cheapest, tastiest, healthiest food any time of year. Also, 
some grocery stores have a special section for locally grown produce, which I 
recommend checking out.  
 
Continuing around the outside, you'll find the soy product section. Even if you've been 
turned off by lackluster tofu back home, I strongly recommend you try it in Japan. The 
variety, taste, and jaw-droppingly low price might just change your mind. And then 
seafood—I probably don't have to tell you that the seafood section in a Japanese grocery 
is a revelation. The quality is amazing and the prices are generally pretty low (though 
there's definitely a seasonal element with some of this stuff).  Meat, especially beef, 
can get pretty expensive. If you are a serious carnivore, be prepared to reduce the 
amount of meat in your diet if you don't want to suck your wallet dry. However, you can 
save a lot if you shop later at night when stores sell perishable foods at reduced prices. 
It is normal for perfectly good food to be sold at half price. Of course, if you do shop 
late at night, many items will be out of stock as well. As for dairy, most of what's here is 
delicious and not so expensive.  If you are a big cheese eater, you might get a bit of a 
shock. If you are lucky enough to live near a grocery that carries varieties beyond cream 
cheese, processed sandwich slices, and bags of shredded pizza cheese, expect to spend 
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some cash. Cheese, like meat, becomes a small treat for a lot of JETs. 
 
OK, so you're not a big cook.  Or maybe you want to try some new things. Or you're 
tired and just want something easy. Well, also on the outside aisles you can find the 
prepared foods section, with everything from pre-made lunch boxes to fried meats to 
salads to sushi rolls. Most groceries have a little bakery where you can try all kinds of 
new & tasty breads and pastries. 
 
Some notes about the supermarket experience: (1) In Japan, you bag your own groceries. 
Once you check out, you take your basket full of groceries and take them to the bagging 
area just past the register. (2) Make sure you bring your own shopping bag, since many 
supermarkets charge 5 or 10 yen for a plastic bag. (3) See if your local supermarket 
offers a point card system; this can often save you money, especially if you regularly 
shop at one place. Besides, you will be asked if you have the point card every time you 
go shopping anyway.  
My third suggestion seems obvious, but most people don‘t do it: if you don‘t already 
know how, learn to cook Japanese food! Many new JETs aren‘t used to cooking for 
themselves regularly, and living alone in Japan is a great opportunity to learn. Read up 
on Japanese cooking on the internet, ask your officemates, or buy a cookbook. If you 
learn to cook not only will you impress your friends and coworkers, but it‘ll give you a 
way to occupy your time in the winter when going out can feel more like a chore than a 
treat.   
 
Beyond The Supermarket 
 
100-yen shops. The 100-yen shop has a small grocery section. You'll often find the same 
brands as in the supermarket for less money. It‘s not a bad idea to go here first to stock 
up on things like spices, tomato sauce, seaweed, tea, and snacks. 
 
Specialty shops.  Although the supermarket definitely serves as the food hub for most 
people, many places have neighborhood butchers, fishmongers, bakeries and produce 
stands that carry good quality, local items. Some cities also have 
organic/natural/vegetarian shops.  I suggest asking your local JET neighbors or 
coworkers about the best places to find good eats in your area.   
 
 Import shops. Your best bet for finding imported foods is at Yamaya or Marushin, 
which have a few locations in Toyama's bigger cities.  Also, there is a small Brazilian 
grocery just south of the station in Takaoka and a superstore called Plant 3 in 
Namerikawa.  Even if you don't live near any of these shops, it can be worth the 
occasional trip to stock up on peanut butter, chili sauce, baked beans, and Earl Grey.  
Also, the JETs in your region are the best resources for finding that one grocery that 
carries gorgonzola or the toy shop that randomly carries Nutella.  Ask them. 
 
Mail order. If you‘re starting to stress about never getting your favorite foods the whole 
time you‘re in Japan, look up ―the flying pig,‖ ―foreign buyers club,‖ ―tengu natural 
foods,‖ ―indojin,‖ and ―the meat guy‖ to see the huge variety of things that can be 
delivered right to your door.  It couldn‘t be easier—the whole process is in English 
down to deciding what time the delivery will arrive, and all these companies offer 
C.O.D.  Some sites are cheaper than others, and most offer free or discounted shipping 
for spending above a set amount. 
 
Eating Out 
 
Eating out is incredibly common, easy and relatively affordable in Toyama. You will 
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probably be eating out a lot, not only to meet up with your English speaking friends 
from around the prefecture, but also because parties and social gatherings often happen 
at restaurants in Japan. As is probably the case for many of us back home, the more 
you‘re willing to spend on a meal, the more posh your dining experience will be. Eating 
establishments here run the gamut. 

 
For cheap eats, ramen or soba joints can give you a good meal for well under 1000 yen, 
but be prepared to figure out how to read these items in Japanese, unless these places 
have either (a) a picture menu or (b) wax models of popular menu items in a glass 
casing outside the restaurant.  In busier, urban areas, places like Yoshinoya (fast-food 
gyu-don—beef over rice) or family restaurants (Gusto, Coco‘s, Denny‘s, etc.) are very 
foreigner-friendly with large colorful picture menus that often include English 
descriptions. If you‘re feeling cheap and lazy and don‘t want to even sit in a restaurant, 
freshly prepared meals and snacks can be found in supermarkets or combinis 
(convenient stores). Keep in mind that these aren‘t necessarily the healthiest things to 
eat.  

 
On the other side of the spectrum, really expensive restaurants are often not as easy for 
us gaijin to figure out. You probably won‘t be eating at places like these on too much of 
a regular basis when out with friends, but rather with fellow teachers for enkais 
(eating/drinking parties with coworkers). These restaurants can be intimidating for 
many reasons. Firstly, if this is a posh, Japanese-style restaurant, you may have to sit on 
a tatami (bamboo straw) floor rather than in a chair. And while everyone else may sit in 
seiza position and remain that way for the entire evening, you will probably feel your 
legs start to scream with pain within five minutes. Everyone will understand when you 
finally slide out of seiza and into a cross-legged position, and they may even commend 
you for trying during the first five minutes.  

 
Second, meals in these traditional establishments often consist of several courses of too 
many little dishes to be eaten in a specific order or manner which you have no way of 
knowing. Don‘t worry. Just make sure you know how to use chopsticks and enjoy the 
delicious food; and if you don‘t know what that off-colored dip is for or how to eat the 
prawn-looking creature in your miso soup, do your best to copy the people around you. 
A kind teacher to your side may even help you after s/he commends you on your ability 
to use chopsticks.  

 
Many of you will probably be itching for quesadillas, pad thai, or chicken masala at 
some point. The good news is that ethnic cuisine is abundant in Toyama prefecture. The 
bad news is that it‘s mostly limited to the major cities (Toyama, Takaoka, etc). So those 
of you who are lucky enough to be in or around these areas can regularly satisfy the 
needs of your diverse palate. Those of you who are more on the outskirts may have to 
travel a little more or be resigned to not eat at these restaurants quite as often as you‘d 
like. (A note for those in the inaka: inaka life has its glorious plusses, such as fresh air, 
open spaces, awesome festivals, and the opportunity to really get to know people in 
your community.  But international eating may require a long train ride, so most of you 
will probably learn to save those restaurant visits for weekends or other special 
occasions here and there.)  

 
Be sure to check out the Toyama JETs website and the Tram. There are recipes and 
restaurant locations listed. We may like to joke that Toyama is the countryside because 
it is a very different world from Tokyo, but in reality there are loads of places to go to 
and have a good time.  
 
Fear Factor 
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Yes, some Japanese dishes are just downright scary to many of us. Japanese cuisine 
tends to embrace food textures that many of our home countries tend to shy away from: 
particularly mushy and/or slimy. Sashimi may still be manageable for a lot of us, but it‘s 
only the beginning. The following is by no means a complete list of Japanese 
delicacies/atrocities, but just some examples of things to watch out for that you may 
actually end up liking: 

 
Natto: fermented soybeans with a particularly pungent odor and gooey consistency. A 
favorite among Japanese, and a legitimate cause of fear among foreigners.  Natto is a 
staple of traditional Japanese breakfast. I‘ve heard rumors that it‘s delicious mixed with 
rice. 

 
Uni: sea-urchin. Usually found raw and on sushi. Orange and mushy, and according to a 
friend, has the appearance of baby poop. Many people (Japanese and foreigners) enjoy 
it, as it is a real delicacy. 
 
Shirako: simply put, it‘s cod semen. It is the counterpart of tarako, cod roe, which 
makes frequent appearances in Japanese dishes or Japanese renditions of western dishes 
(e.g. tarako pasta). But shirako is much more of a delicacy. When in season, you may 
encounter it raw on sushi or in cold soups. But you may also find it as tempura or in 
nabe (big boiling stew pot). Shirako is usually white and sectioned into little pouches, 
which makes it look like brains.   
 
I hope that you‘re truly excited about all the amazing things you‘re going to be eating in 
the next year and maybe beyond.  You‘re minutes away from a sea full of super 
yummy fish and also in the middle of the countryside where the veggies you buy might 
have been grown around the corner.  We all miss food from home from time to time, 
and there are some cravings that just can‘t be quelled without a trip home (oh, how I‘ve 
missed you Chipotle!) but in my experience it‘s all been worth it.  Keep an open mind 
and a positive attitude, and you‘ll be gold. 
 
Cory Caldwell 
 
 

Vegan/Vegetarian/Paescatarian JET 

『すみません、私は肉とシーフードと肉とシーフードのエキスも食べられない。 
乳製品は大丈夫です！私が食べられるものは何かありますか？』 
 
Sumimasen, watashi wa niku to shiifuudo to niku to shiifuudo no ekisu mo taberarenai. 
Nyuuseihin wa daijobu desu! Watashi ga taberareru mono wa nani ka arimasuka? 
 
This is the handy phrase I utter at almost every restaurant I visit before even looking at the 
menu or sitting down. It translates to ―Excuse me, sorry, I don‘t eat meat, seafood and 
meat/seafood extracts. Dairy products are fine! Is there anything I can eat here?‖  
 
CONGRATS on making JET and welcome to the Vegeteranian life in Japan!  
 
First off, I just want to reassure you, that being vegetarian is not a struggle and that I‘ve 
never gone to the point of starvation. In fact, things have gotten so much better over time 
as I talked to more people and establishments.  
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Here are some steps and measures you can take to make you a happy plant-eater: 
 
1. Tell people, be open about it, and don’t be apologetic.  
One of the first e-mails I sent my supervisor was about my vegetarianism. As long as 
you‘re polite about it, your school should understand about your diet. To date, I have 
missed very few enkais and my school has always made sure that I‘m well fed at them.  
 
2. Be specific  
When telling people about your Vegan/Vegetarian/Paescatarian/Halal diet, be specific 
about it. Tell them clearly about what you can and cannot eat. Telling them that you‘re 
Vegetarian means nothing. Some people think that Vegetarians can eat fish, which can be 
very inconvenient for people like me. So just give them a clear list of your can eats and 
can‘t eats. 
 
3. Shopping 
Oh the woes of shopping! When I initially came here, I took AGES to get my shopping 
done because I was having staring contests with the ingredients list. It got better.  
 
The best thing you can do is study the kanji for whatever you don‘t. It takes a while at 
first, but you slowly learn to get used to it. I‘ll give you some useful links for this at the 
bottom of the page. 
 
I also make use of the Google Translate application on my iPhone. It allows me to scan 
the ingredients list when the kanjis get crazy. Like so:  
 
4. Eating out and socializing  
ASK! Ask and you shall get. (Well not always, but it‘s really worth trying!) 
 
If I‘m going out with friends, I usually call the restaurants in advance to check if 
vegetarian options are available to avoid disappointment. You‘ll be surprised how 
MANY places are willing to make something for you. Most recently, I found a place 
called Ginger Rahmen in Toyama City, which began catering vegetarian options for me 
as long as I gave them a few days notice!  
 
Italian, Indian and Mexican restaurants are also probably the best places to get Veg 
options without much thinking. There are also 2 totally Veg places, SOL and Itadakizen 
that I know of so far. Both are in Toyama City.   
 
Many events have been organized by AJET with Vegetarians in mind, so you will usually 
have SOMETHING to munch on and be happy. Additionally, we Toyama Herbivores 
tend to hold mini grass parties too, so give us a shout and we‘ll pull you into the group!  
 
5. Forgive and forget.  
Despite your best efforts, you ended up eating something with pork gelatin in it. It sucks. 
It makes the best of us feel terribly upset, because it was that one time you let your guard 
down around an innocent looking Green Tea Pudding.  
It happens, and you just have to make your peace with it, and never eat that pudding 
again. 
 
Repeat after me:  
It wasn‘t you, it was the pudding.  
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We‘re always there to offer you a hug on days like that.  
 
LINKS:  
1. VEGJet Facebook Group  
This group has letters to explain your vegan/vegetarian diet to your school in Japanese 
especially for enkais. The group also has a super handy all inclusive kanji list for food! 
Plus you can connect with VEGJets around Japan! 
 
2. www.happycow.net 
I use this especially when travelling around!  
 
3. ME!  
a.yagnya@gmail.com 
www.iggyinjapan.wordpress.com 
Really, I‘m more than happy to answer any questions you might have. 
 
Happy Vegging! 
 
A Yagnya 
Mizuhashi SHS  
 
 

JETs of African Descent 

Welcome to Toyama JET!  
If you‘re someone of African descent, you probably have some specific questions about 
life in Japan. I know I did: Are there any other black people in Toyama? What 
assumptions might people make about me? Is racism going to be an issue? And of 
course, you may also be curious about the availability of hair products and barber shops, 
since yes, their hair is different from ours! 
 
The answer to the first question is yes! Black members of Toyama JET come from 
North America, South Africa and the Caribbean, so you won‘t be the only one. On the 
question of racism and social attitudes, I will say that for the most part, in my 
experience, I haven‘t had any big issues. The vast majority of adults I interact with treat 
me as they do most foreigners, with all the usual curiosity and non-malicious othering 
that just comes with the territory of being a gaijin. I can‘t speak for all black JETs, but 
overall, I wouldn‘t worry too much about outright discrimination or racism.  
 
Which isn‘t to say there are no irritations at all. You will definitely get stares around 
town. There are other little things, like people assuming that I‘m a great basketball 
player. And I am often told that I resemble a wide variety of totally different-looking 
black men, from Barack Obama to the half-Japanese African-American enka singer Jero, 
to Usain Bolt. I don‘t really understand why people feel the need to point this out to me 
so much (let alone how they see some of these resemblances), but it happens a decent 
amount. Whenever I show a picture in class that happens to have a black man in it, I can 
always depend on the calls of, ―look, it‘s Simon-sensei!‖ to follow. It‘s not the end of 
the world, but it can be annoying after the first dozen times. 
 
And speaking of classes, there is no small amount of curiosity in children about us, 
especially our appearance. This is especially true of younger children. You will hear 
expressions of fascination about the color of your skin, and kids will absolutely attempt 

http://www.happycow.net/
http://www.happycow.net/
mailto:a.yagnya@gmail.com
mailto:a.yagnya@gmail.com
http://www.iggyinjapan.wordpress.com/
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to touch your hair. Again, speaking from my own experience, I can‘t think of more than 
one or two times when a child said something really out of line, but I have heard a story 
here or there of ALTs being asked by younger children whether their skin color ―comes 
off‖ and other offensive remarks. The thing to keep in mind is that they are children, 
and most of them have never encountered people who look like us, so of course there 
will be some ignorance. A big part of our job is to dispel that ignorance and teach 
cross-cultural understanding, so as a JET of African descent, you have an excellent 
opportunity to promote that understanding on a personal basis with your students!  
 
Finally, on the issue of hair care, I‘m afraid it is pretty hard to find hair products for 
Afro-textured hair. You‘ll probably need to order them online or have family send them 
to you. In bigger cities, you may be able to find them in an import store, but the 
pickings are pretty slim in Toyama. I‘m not as knowledgeable about hair salons and 
barber shops, since I always just cut my own hair at home, but I imagine that Japanese 
barbers aren‘t very familiar with Afro hair, so that‘s something to keep in mind. 
 
Anyway, I hope I was able to answer some of your questions, and I look forward to 
meeting you when you get here! If you want to talk or have any other questions, feel 
free to send me an email! See you soon! 
 
Simon Robinson 
Simonrobinson42@gmail.com 
 
 

The Asian JET 

Welcome and Congrats on making JET!  
 
So you might have already read a TON about this phenomenon, the ―Ninja‖ foreigner or 
the ―Invisible‖ ALT. I‘ll try to colour it in with some Toyama and personal perspective.  
 
Also, before I go into that, I‘d also like to take a moment to point out that ASIAN is a 
very broad term. Asian can include people of Chinese, Korean, Japanese, Indian, Malay, 
Filipino, Indonesian, Vietnamese and even Russian descent. Asia is a HUGE continent. 
So, being a Singaporean-Indian girl, I can‘t possibly give you the know all see all 
breakdown. My experiences are VASTLY different from that of, say an American of 
Vietnamese descent or a Brit of half-Japanese descent or a mixed-race Asian.    
 
The great thing about being an Asian JET is the exposure your students (and the people 
around you) benefit from and the interesting conversations you‘ll have. I‘ve met a 
number of people (even fellow JETs and foreigners) who have a very narrow idea of 
what an English-speaking country is or even what an English-speaking person looks 
like. I‘ve been told that my English was really good or really clear and I have no reply 
to that except, ―I sure hope so. Hahaha.‖  It‘s also not uncommon to be asked what my 
native language is especially when I say I‘m from Singapore. For the record, it‘s 
English (and Tamil, because most Singaporeans are bilingual).  
 
Personally, I‘ve also been spared most of the stares and unwanted attention unless 
someone notices my foreignness. As a 150-something cm female with black hair and 
black eyes, I don‘t attract much attention. Talking to most other Asian JETs I hear 
similar stories. UNTIL you start talking...I‘ve had people jump when I speak Japanese. 
My Singaporean-Chinese friend used to blend so well into Toyama that even fellow 
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JETs would jump when she walked up to them. Some have even bowed to her before 
realizing it was her. So, there‘s that.  
 
If you‘re brown like me, or just not very ―Japanese looking‖ (that‘s another debate 
there), people will recognize that you‘re a foreigner and as of now, I‘m pretty well 
recognized by the station master, at the shopping center near my place, the Starbucks 
and the cafes I frequent. However, and this is just my opinion, so you can take it with a 
pinch of salt, I‘ve never gotten stared at the way some of the blonde haired JETs get in 
the trains. Maybe I‘m that obtuse, but, I‘ve worn Kimonos on the tram and I still turn 
less heads. 
  
Racism…As far as racism goes, it‘s mostly ignorance. Some of the most memorable 
questions being, ―You don‘t have trains and mobile phones in Singapore, do you?‖or 
―Do you speak English?‖(after conversing for 10 minutes in English) or ―So what‘s it 
like in Indonesia?‖ (one year into knowing me) or ―So which part of the United States is 
Singapore in?‖ or ―Foreign men are such gentlemen aren‘t they? I‘d love to have an 
international marriage and a HALF-baby!‖ 
 
Sometimes, people also talk about skin colour in a way that‘s not seen as acceptable in 
many other countries. I‘ve had a teacher put his arm up against mine and say, ―Oh look! 
My skin‘s darker than Yagnya‘s!‖ and a student say, ―You‘ve got just the right skin tone! 
Not black, not white!‖ 
 
All that, makes me want to say ―Nooooooooooo! YOU CAN‘T DO THAT!!!!!‖ So 
instead I take everything as a chance to just conduct mini impromptu lessons on life and 
the world. It‘s worth it for the most part, and sometimes I get the great satisfaction of 
watching a light bulb switch on behind their eyes. I would even go as far as to say that 
these conversations have made me much more aware of my own identity, especially 
since I took my existence for granted, back home.  
 
So many experiences here focus on the ―differences between the East and West‖, a 
division that is generalizing and unproductive. I often feel that the emphasis of 
ENGLISH!!! is on Western culture and as an ALT it can feel like my Asian-ness is 
misunderstood or misrepresented. So I talk about my family and our customs and how 
different parts of my culture and identity come from different places. My students are 
always interested in this, and it makes me feel like I am contributing to their 
understanding of the world.        
 
In conclusion (or as conclusive as this 2 page-ish letter can be), life isn‘t all that bad 
(unless you were planning to be the Idol of the town). There will always be cases that 
leave a bitter after-taste in your mouth but communication, kindness and patience goes a 
long way with people in general. Don‘t feel like you have to dumb down a conversation 
to satisfy people. Your identity is sacred. At the same time, you‘re also not obliged to 
answer intrusive or rude questions or anything you‘re not comfortable with. You do 
you!  
 
Links and Groups 
Asian Pacific Islander Association for Japan Exchange and Teaching (API AJET) 
The mission of API AJET is to provide peer support for the Asian Pacific Islander (API) 
community in Japan, as well as to raise local and global awareness about the diverse 
range of issues that face this community. The group is open to any and all who wish to 
share experiences and/or promote cross-cultural understanding through discussions, 
events, activities, etc. 
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Find more on the AJET webpage: 
http://ajet.net/community/special-interest-nationality-language-groups/ 
 
All the very best, and feel free to contact me!  
 
A Yagnya 
Mizuhashi SHS 
www.iggyinjapan.wordpress.com 
a.yagnya@gmail.com 
 
Special Mentions to:  
Melody Tsukahara and Nancy Ngo who contributed to and proof-read this article. 
 
 

The JET from Developing Countries 

Within Toyama‘s JET community, those from developing countries are amongst the 
least represented. One developing country might have a maximum of three participants, 
so you might be the first person from your country that the local people might ever get 
to see.  
 
This means that you might be bombarded with a lot of questions about your country.  
Do not be surprised if people have never heard about your country before, or may have 
heard about it but are clueless about things like its location and culture. If you are of 
African descent, most people will automatically associate your country with the African 
continent.  
 
However, bear in mind that not everyone will be clueless about you. I have come across 
quite a number of Japanese who are keen on cultures and will know a lot about your 
country. Be prepared to answer questions about plants, mountains, birds, constellations, 
sightseeing spots and other nature-related things as most Japanese are nature lovers. 
Many will also ask if you have the four seasons. Your colleagues will likely be worried 
about you in winter if it does not snow in your country, even if it is not your first winter 
experience. Japanese also tend to be interested in food, like what do you eat or how do 
you prepare the same thing that they eat. I emphasize the need to know your country 
well. Do not just take it for granted that you know your country but do some research as 
Japanese like specifics. 
 
Some people however, would have learned about your country through the media 
(which unfortunately can be very sensational) and have developed a stereotypical view 
based on what they would have perceived as facts. So, if the media portray your country 
in a bad light, you might be asked uncomfortable questions related to things that you are 
clueless about. Even recently, there was a ―fun program‖ on a Japanese television 
station and weird things were said just for laughs (which have no proof) which 
unfortunately, the public has no choice but to believe because they could see it for 
themselves on the television. The next day I was asked about them and I myself was 
shocked because it was news for me too. I felt like a Japanese hearing about something 
foreign. 
 
In light of all of the above, it is very easy to get discouraged, but just stop for a while 
and think, why am I here? Part of our responsibility is to promote international 
awareness and so we should seize the moment to educate and to enlighten people. There 

http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fajet.net%2Fcommunity%2Fspecial-interest-nationality-language-groups%2F&h=7AQGhrQad
http://www.iggyinjapan.wordpress.com/
mailto:a.yagnya@gmail.com
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are often talks/forums at international exchange centers such as the third floor of the 
CIC building in Toyama, go there and talk about your country. Go to chat-rooms.  
November is culture month in Japan. Why not participate in the international festival 
and do a booth or share your country‘s food? There are unlimited opportunities to 
display your country. You do not have to feel isolated and sorry for yourself. It is a rich 
opportunity to be your country‘s ambassador. At school, do lessons about your culture to 
let students and teachers know who you are and where you are from. I have always 
found this rewarding and now I have students who have done projects about food and 
reggae music. Some of them cannot wait to start working to travel to Jamaica! 
 
As a JET from a developing country, not only do you get a chance to shed light about 
your culture, but you can have firsthand experience of life in a developed country. There 
is so much that you can learn that you can try to implement in your home countries.  
For example, it will not take long before you figure out that there is certainly no 
comparison when it comes to things like punctuality. Everything seems to function on 
time so if you are late you will definitely miss out as nobody will wait for you.  
Another shocker for me was to experience Japan‘s friendly customer service. People 
here seem to recognize your presence in an extraordinary way, the minute you step into 
their establishment. Sometimes though I wonder, if it is for the excellent customer 
service that it boasts, why the prices of goods as services appear to be so expensive. 
However, I have learnt not to convert to my local currency while shopping so I am 
gradually getting over it.   
 
While being a JET from a developing country might seem like hard work, it can be 
incredibly rewarding. In addition to teaching English, you also have the opportunity to 
introduce your culture to the local people from a very intimate viewpoint. Doing so will 
not only increase their cultural-awareness, but it will leave you feeling satisfied and 
enriched. 
 
Venesa Tomlin 
 
 

JETs coming with Relationships 

Welcome to Japan! And lucky you, welcome to Toyama! You won the JET lottery, getting 
placed here. Seriously, Toyama is like something out of a Ghibli movie. You‘ve got an 
incredible journey awaiting you, and if you‘re reading this particular section I think it‘s 
safe to assume you‘ve got a special somebody with whom you can‘t wait to share it! So 
pull up a chair and let me fill you in on relationships in the JET Program. 
 
And why trust me, you ask? Well, coz I‘m in one myself! My girlfriend and I have shared 
the wonderful adventure of life for five years, three of which were spent across continents 
due to JET. We‘ve made fantastic lemonade out of the lemons life gave us, so I‘m here to 
share a glass with you. 
 
Let‘s start with the basics: ―Are you married? Do you have a partner? Are you single? 
When will you get married? Do you want kids? Will you have kids in Japan? Do you want 
a Japanese partner? Do you kiss? Do you say ‗I love you‘? Have you ever French kissed? 
Have you, y‘know, done it?‖ All these questions and more will be flung at you by 
coworkers, neighbors, convenience store clerks, taxi drivers, random old people, and 
especially your students. If you have junior high or high school students, be doubly 
prepared for weird questions (if they ever ask you about kabe-don, just leave the room). 
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You‘re kind of a celebrity here, so you might as well think of your love life as part of the 
social intrigue. But remember that no matter how many times they ask you, how you 
answer is entirely up to you. My best advice is to talk it over with your partner so that you 
both feel as comfortable as possible with how you choose to answer any questions. 
 
Now that you‘ve probably looked up what kabe-don is out of curiosity, let‘s move on to 
the bigger topics. Whether you‘re domestic, short-distance, medium-distance, 
long-distance, interplanetary, what have you – regular communication and frequent joint 
activities are vital to a healthy relationship. Those of you with interplanetary relationships 
should probably consult a different handbook, but for the rest of you let's get to work on 
making that lemonade. 
  
For starters: the dreaded ―long-distance relationship‖. If you're in separate countries, the 
time zone difference will really be a bummer. Ever seen The Lake House? This'll be 
something like that (sans Keanu Reeves, unfortunately). Aside from your internal clocks 
being wayyyyy out of sync, your work/school schedules will be so slanted you two will 
probably be better off buying trapezoidal calendars. 
  
But guess what? We have these amazing little handheld doohickeys that can send and 
receive data instantly! Gimmicky italics aside, technology really will be a 
relationship-saver here. We have Facebook, Skype, LINE, FaceTime, Twitter, Instagram, 
Snapchat, Netflix, E-mail, international dialing, and more at our disposal. I personally use 
LINE with my girlfriend daily if not hourly. Still like snail mail? Never fear! Global 
postal service is as fast as it‘s ever been, so letters and care packages will find their final 
destination lickety-split. Don‘t forget that there are non-literal forms of communication 
too. You could watch a show ―together‖ on Netflix, bake cookies at the ―same‖ time, or 
―race‖ each other at Mario Kart for the best time trial. Get creative! There are dozens of 
ways to maintain a healthy relationship that don‘t need words or even physical presence. 
Remember, long-distance is only a bummer if you let it be! 
 
But let‘s say your long-distance relationship is a little more local, i.e. your partner is in 
somewhere in Japan too. Maybe they‘re an ALT, maybe they‘re studying abroad, maybe 
they‘re apprenticing under a master sushi chef. Whatever the case may be, you‘re both 
here! Now you can text each other that ―goodnight less-than-three-heart-sign‖ thing when 
it‘s actually night for both of you! This is what I call ―medium-distance‖, because Japan 
really knows its stuff when it comes to traveling the country. Thanks to night buses, bullet 
trains, and an incredibly extensive public transit system, you can meet up during long 
weekends and holidays, plan ―halfway point‖ vacations, and share with each other your 
own unique part of Japan. Hardly long-distance if you ask me. 
  
Next comes the short-distance relationship. I like to define short-distance relationships as 
―pretty much living together but you still technically have your own place‖, or ―why am I 
doing more of their laundry than mine in my own house‖. A quick note: while it's very 
common to practically live together in many western countries, it‘s actually quite rare in 
Japan. In fact, JET and CLAIR do not allow ALTs to live together with unmarried 
partners while they are under contract due to concerns over residency certificates, 
financial stability, and potential break-ups. If you‘d like to live together with your partner 
while under JET, you'll have to talk to CLAIR about marriage. If you're not quite ready to 
tie the knot (which is totally fine), then having legally separate homes is your best option. 
  
Short-distance relationships are pretty much the same as what you might have in your 
home country: dinners out, periodically spending the night together, weekend plans, 
kicking their ass at Mario Kart, y‘know, the usual…BUT IN JAPAN! What an 
opportunity! In what could very well be aonce-in-a-lifetime chance, you get to see an 
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incredibly beautiful and diverse country, and you get to share it in person with your 
partner. So make the most of it! 
  
Lastly, for those of you who have already tied the knot: coming into the JET program 
married is pretty straightforward, although it typically means that your spouse will not 
have a job waiting for them upon arrival. I would argue that JET pays well enough for a 
married couple to live comfortably with only one breadwinner, but would you really be 
satisfied sitting at home staring at the wall all day while your spouse goes to work? Of 
course you wouldn‘t! Luckily for us foreign residents, there are almost always openings 
in the English education job market. And if your spouse has a command of Japanese (or is 
Japanese), there are even more possibilities! Whatever your personal situation may be, I 
guarantee you‘ll enjoy it much more if you and your spouse are active in the community, 
be it through employment, community work, volunteer activities, sports groups, etc. 
  
To be honest, though, I may not be the best person to ask about married life as a JET. But 
I do know a guy who is! Jeff Newby will be your premium source for the awesomeness 
that is married life in Japan. In fact, he wrote a letter on the subject just last year! You can 
access his letter by checking last year's letters via the link I've provided at the bottom. 
  
You're in for a fantastic experience here in Toyama, so don't keep it to yourself! The best 
thing you can do for you and your partner is remember that Japan and the JET Program 
will not hinder your relationship but help it grow! No matter how far apart you are, this 
experience will be a shared one, so make the most of that. Before long, you and your 
partner will be sipping the sweet sweet lemonade of a fantastic journey in Japan. Cheers! 
 
Paul Dargan, p.t.dargan@gmail.com 
P.S. Check out Jeff's advice on married life! 
http://www.toyamajets.net/home/guides-and-info/new-jets/welcome-letters-2015-2016 
 
 
 

JETs Coming with Families 

Hello, 
First I would like to congratulate you on being accepted into the JET program and being 
placed in Toyama. 
 
It is a wonderful prefecture and I have had a wonderful five years here with my family, 
my wife Lisa, and our two sons Darcy (now 9) and Bryn (now 7). We live in Inami in 
Nanto city. I am guessing if you are reading this you are bringing your family with you. 
 
I would like to start by pointing out that there are, in effect, two types on families in 
Japan – married, and unmarried.   
 
If you are unmarried and your partner is coming with you as a non-JET participant 
much of the information below does not apply to you as Japan does not recognize 
partnerships which are not legally documented as a marriage. Thus your partner is seen 
as a separate individual who needs to get their own visa, etc. 
 
If you are married the rules are very different. Anyone who comes to Japan on a 
dependent visa is deemed to have the same rights as the family of a Japanese citizen.  
They receive health care through your health care provider, any entitlements provided to 
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families will also be available (for example child care rebate and child subsidy) and 
your children will be able to attend the local school (though there is no requirement to 
provide education for children over the age of 15). 
 
One of the first things you should do is organize for your family to be registered (the 
system has changed so I am not 100% sure what this means), your school and 
supervisor should be able to assist with this. Once your family is registered a number of 
automatic steps should occur, your family should be provided with health care 
(including a card each) and any benefits should be organized. 
 
Organizing work for your husband or wife is also simple. They will need to have their 
visa changed (this is done at the immigration center at Toyama airport) and will need to 
be recorded at your town hall. Once this is done your spouse is entitled to work for up to 
20 hours per week on their dependent visa. 
 
For your children if they are 6 on the 1st of April they are eligible to go to school.  
This is largely free, though you will need to pay for school lunch. Before the age of 6 
they can go to youchien (privately run, they cost more, and you will pay for care outside 
normal hours (8-3 during school terms). Or hoikuen (public day care which operates all 
year round). I suggest you have a look at your local ones and decide which one you 
prefer (we went youchien as they had fences between them and the main road (the local 
hoikuen did not). 
 
A Personal perspective 
 
For us there have been 999 good things for every bad thing we have experienced. Our 
family has been accepted without issue into our local community and we have 
experienced almost no discrimination. There are strange things which take some getting 
used to but that is all part of the experience. My suggestion is flow with it and if you are 
unsure ask someone you trust in a similar situation. For us we have a couple of close 
friends with young children and when things get confusing we ask them - things then 
usually begin to make sense. 
 
I really hope you enjoy your stay here with your family.  
 
Kieran Murphy 
 
 

Japan for Religious JETs 

Hello new JETs!  
 
First of all, welcome to Toyama! You are on your way to a quaint prefecture in the 
countryside of Japan. Despite the title of this letter, I'm hoping everyone can take 
something away from it— whether you are actively practicing a religion, are exploring 
religions, or are just wondering what your new life in Japan is going to be like.  
 
If you interested in exploring Shinto or Buddhism, the major religions of Japan, there 
are temples and shrines spread all over Toyama. There are numerous opportunities to 
explore these religions through festivals, activities, and even sports with religious roots. 
I encourage you to take part in as many of these activities as you can so that you can 
experience both modern and classical Japan. Additionally, as you experience Japanese 
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culture, you should never be ashamed or afraid to tell people about your own faith and 
beliefs. Your faith and background are a part of who you are. One of the great things 
I've experienced in Japan is peoples‘ respect for foreign cultures and religions. Honor 
that part of yourself, and share it with others if you are comfortable doing so. Your faith 
also opens up opportunities for teaching. As ALTs and CIRs, part of our job is cultural 
exchange –as much of a buzz phrase as that is at Tokyo Orientation (you‘ll see what I 
mean) – it is important. The incredible thing about religion is that regardless of personal 
beliefs, mutual respect opens up so many opportunities for learning and friendship.  
 
Likewise, no matter what your religion, faith, or creed is, your beliefs can be a huge 
support to you in Japan. As wonderful as this job is, there are hard times ahead. There 
will be days of culture shock, homesickness, doubts, frustration, and downright 
depression. I‘m not trying to scare you (because you are about to have some of the most 
amazing experiences and fun times of your life), but everyone will face hard times, 
however brief, at some point. When those times come you may not know who to talk to 
or where to go about it. I would like to share two recommendations. First, anyone in the 
JET Program can always contact the JET Peer Advisor Line either by telephone 
(050-5534-5566) or through Skype (ajetpsg). This is an excellent resource where you 
can call anytime just to talk to someone about whatever you are going through. It‘s 
confidential, personal, and it helps. 
 
My second recommendation is using your religion as a means of support. Remember 
that in times of stress or difficulties, your beliefs can become your foundation and 
support. Whether you are comfortable connecting to a local church, friends and other 
JETs, or just want to pray on your own, all of these support systems can help you in the 
hard times and they can make the good times even better. Life in Toyama becomes so 
much more enriching when you have a community of likeminded-individuals cheering 
for you and supporting you. It‘s also nice to have a place where you can go to get out of 
the ALT bubble and readjust your perspective when life gets tough or overwhelming. If 
you are looking for a place of worship, there are several churches, temples, and 
mosques in Toyama prefecture that you can reach out to (check out the Toyama JET 
website - www.toyamajets.net/ - for a complete listing).  
 
Personally, I was able to find church here and it has been a huge blessing for me. It has 
really helped me to branch out beyond the ALT community and into in the larger 
Toyama community. Members of my church have become wonderful friends and a 
loving support system which is a big comfort while I‘m far away from home. Ultimately 
you should do whatever you are comfortable with. Find a local church, talk with other 
ALTs and find friends who share your beliefs, keep in touch with friends and family 
back home, or just practice on your own. Whatever you decide to do, you can find 
support here.  
 
Life in a new country has its challenges, but it‘s going to be an incredible experience for 
you in the end. In the best of times, enjoy life to the fullest. Honor your faith and who 
you are, and your experience here in Japan will be that much better as a result. In the 
hardest times, remember your faith, remember your beliefs, and most importantly, 
remember that you are never alone.  

 
Best, 
 
Jessica McLemore 
jessica.mclemore.15@gmail.com 
 
 

http://www.toyamajets.net/
mailto:jessica.mclemore.15@gmail.com
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Being Tall in Japan 

If you are reading this, you are either a tall person in Japan or an average/short person 
who is concerned for your tall friend. If you are in the latter, I commend your 
thoughtfulness. I would also like to say that a little adjusting can make life more 
comfortable for taller folks in Japan. I am 190 cm (or almost 6‘3‖) and have learned 
how to deal with being tall in Japan and am happy to pass on some of my knowledge. 
 
Japan is a country of people that are generally shorter than what many are accustomed 
to back home. The average Japanese male is 172 cm (5‘7.5‖) and the average Japanese 
female is 158 cm (5‘2‖). ―This country isn‘t built for me,‖ is a thought I often have 
when I run into uncomfortable situations involving my size. In other words, this guide 
will be less of a ‗how to‘ and more of a ‗watch out for‘. You can‘t really make this 
country larger. However, I will try my best to tell you how I get around such things. 

 
1. Restaurants with traditional Japanese seating at low tables are your enemy. You will 

have to learn to position your legs in any dinner situation that calls for it. After 
sitting legs-crossed for so long, you will probably want to change positions. You 
will eventually get the hang of shoving your feet under the table or maneuvering 
them into better positions without knocking the table. Also, if you can, avoid the 
seat by the wall at an enkai. There just is not enough space for you to sit properly 
and it will just be uncomfortable for you. 

2. Learn to duck. The doors in my apartment are just small enough that I hit my head 
on them if I‘m not careful. It has happened a few too many times where I have hit or 
scraped my head because I wasn‘t aware of my body. You might run into this 
situation in your apartment, someone else‘s apartment, in a capsule hotel or 
anywhere really. Just be aware of your height and the ceiling height of wherever you 
are. 

3. Your height is a way to earn cool points among your vertically-challenged students, 
especially in elementary and junior high. I cannot count the times where I stuck out 
my hand and let little kids jump to high five me. I‘ve picked up students so they can 
see what being almost two meters tall can be like. I‘ve been asked how I got so tall. 
I‘ve touched the ceiling just to impress students. It earns you cool points all the time, 
so soak it up whenever you can.  

4. Buying clothes might suck. Being tall tends to mean that you have long limbs. This 
can make buying long-sleeve shirts, jeans and slacks difficult. But fear not. There 
are some great places to buy long-sleeves, jeans and slacks. Besides Toyama‘s few 
big and tall stores, places like UNIQLO have those taller sizes both in store and 
online for the same price as a regular shirt. 

5. Ask your supervisor and look for ways to accommodate. I ran into the issue of not 
having large enough bedding when I got here, but thanks to chance and the kindness 
of a friend, I was able to get a futon that was longer than my height. In other words, 
ask around and voice your concerns to your supervisor and anyone who you think 
will be able to help and they might surprise you with one or two things. 

These are a few of the things that I am passing to you. Although Japan is a smaller 
country, there is a place for us tall people. It just takes some figuring out. So stand tall, 
tell the world how the weather is up here and be cool. 
 
Terrell Wallin 
*A note from your friendly neighborhood GEC ALT: Old Navy recently opened a store 
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in Apita Town in Kanazawa and there is a GAP store in Forus at Kanazawa station. Both 
have more Western-sized clothing. 
 
 

Coping with Culture Shock in Toyama 

Congratulations on your admission to the JET Program and becoming a part of Toyama 
prefecture. We are about 80 ALTs and 7 CIRs strong, though there are many other 
non-JET teachers and other non-Japanese nationalities in Toyama. You will meet many 
of us through welcome events and the first few months are inevitably a whirlwind of new 
experiences. Take things at your own pace and participate in what you feel as though you 
can. Don‘t push yourself too much, take time to settle in and process the huge life change 
that just came your way.  
 
Living in the countryside of Japan after residing in a westernized society, especially if 
you‘re moving from a bigger city, can be quite shocking at first. Given, Toyama City and 
Takaoka are not the MOST countryside that you will find in Japan, but the way of 
thinking and expectations here (both because it is Japan and because Toyama is more 
conservative than Tokyo or Kansai) may alarm you at first. If not at first, things may start 
to sink in and affect you unexpectedly about six months in once the newness of moving 
has worn off, you begin to find your place at school and become less busy. I highly 
recommend that you revisit these welcome letters a month or two after you have settled. 
This is a lot of information and it probably won‘t stick as you are going through a huge 
change.  
 
How you will adjust is difficult to describe because it affects everybody differently. 
Personally, I consider myself a fairly independent person, but when I first got here I 
struggled to go out and do things alone because I noticed that [others noticed that] I was 
different. Looking back, I recognize this as my first sign of culture shock. I hated hearing 
people talk about me without talking to me. I hated feeling so out of place when I just 
wanted to fit in. At the end of the day, we‘re all different. That‘s why we‘re here. The best 
way to push through these struggles for me was to stay positive, participate in everything 
I could and meet new people. I said yes to every invitation that was sent my way, trying to 
meet both foreign and Japanese friends who would make me feel like I did belong here. 
Though there were still some days when all I do is sit at home and immerse myself in 
some good ole‘ American Netflix, I have decided I need that balance for my mental 
health. Actively interacting for hours in a different language is mentally exhausting. So, 
here are a few of my tips for dealing with your culture shock.  
 
1. Understand that you are a cultural ambassador to people who may not know 

your culture (or only know the eye roll inducing stereotypes of your culture). 
The purpose of your time here as an ALT or CIR is to share with the community that you 
are different. You may feel sometimes like many people ONLY see you as different. You 
may have many general statements thrown your way that embody how people think your 
country and culture are. They may be wrong, but try not to get frustrated. Don‘t pull the 
―well, in my country we do ~‖ card too much. This isn‘t your home country. People will 
sometimes assume that you MUST do something, because you are from whatever country 
where they have heard that people do this thing. I‘ve had people assume I go to church 
every day and my family owns guns and I only eat hamburgers because I am American. 
When stuff like that happens, try to shake it off with a smile and an ―actually, in my 
family ~ is traditional. Everyone is different!‖ Make it a learning experience. Try not to 
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roll your eyes if you have to continue explaining this. (You will likely need to keep 
explaining it.) 
 
2. Accept you know what you were raised with, and others know what they were 

raised with. You can share opinions, but you won’t always agree.  
Some things are just not done the same in Japan as where you are coming from. During 
my orientation in Chicago, a woman explained that she was absent due to a cold one day 
but her school didn‘t want to give her sick leave. She got upset in the staff room with the 
VP, took out her contract and said ―it‘s written right here. You need to give me sick 
leave!‖ and he simply responded ―this isn‘t how we do things in Japan.‖ This is 
situational and only one example (if you have a doctor's note it should be fine), but 
hearing her situation made me think that yeah, things aren‘t going to be done the same 
way they are at home. Sometimes this is frustrating, but take it as a learning experience. 
Adapting to a different environment is a valuable skill to take away from JET. Try to give 
the Japanese way a chance, but realize that you don‘t have to agree with the way things 
are done here.  
 
3. Bad and good experiences are all experiences. They both teach you important 

lessons and you are in control of how you process/interpret your experience.  
It‘s always something that is hard to tell yourself at the time, but even when you‘re having 
a tough time, this experience will help you grow as a person. Try not to blame your bad 
experiences on being in Japan, Japanese culture or Japanese people. In the end, you will 
have walked away learning a lesson that will benefit you in the future. Try to remember 
this as you go through both the fun and somewhat unpleasant experiences that come your 
way during your JET tenure. The experiences may get you down at the time, but how you 
are going to feel in the long run is solely dependent on your attitude. If you‘re going 
through a tough time adjusting to work and getting along with teachers, find a healthy 
way to think about and cope with it. It‘s half the experiences themselves, half how you let 
them affect your life. 
 
4. It’s okay to hole up in your apartment to binge watch Gossip Girl, eat Cheetos 

from Costco and Skype your family/friends for hours some Sundays. 
Mentioned before, you need some sort of outlet. If your recouping time is watching tv and 
getting in touch with friends from home, do that. If your outlet is hiking, working out, 
doing yoga, going on a walk, being alone, reading, writing about how you feel… any of 
it… do that! It is okay to take a mental break, but try to make it an occasional habit rather 
than only going to school and only indulging in things from home. There are times when 
you will really miss home. That‘s okay, and it‘s normal. Find your healthy way to deal 
with it and try to give yourself a release. 
 
5. Embrace that this isn’t your home country, and try to get the most of your 

experience!  
I think this sums it up. Participate in activities. When you feel lonely, try to keep yourself 
busy. It is important to have both people at work you can rely on and friends outside of 
school. Separate your professional and private life and enjoy everything that this 
experience gives you! 
 
Stay positive and open minded! Remember, when you struggle you have many resources 
within the prefecture to help you. Have fun!  
 
Lilly Hart  
Kamiichi Senior High School  
lillyy.hart@gmail.com 
 

mailto:lillyy.hart@gmail.com
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Staying Sane: A Toyaman’s Guide to Mental and Emotional 

Genki in a World Full of Kowai Kawaii. 

 
If you‘re reading this then you are probably trying to be as proactive and prepared as 
possible before taking your first steps toward living and working abroad. That or the 
title sucked you in before you realized what was happening and now you cannot escape. 
Either way, thank you for finding your way to this article and double thanks if you stick 
around to read it. If all goes as planned, it will alleviate any anxieties or apprehensions 
you may have and provide helpful ideas for keeping yourself healthy and happy when 
the stress of life abroad makes its appearance. And it will, but you will be ready for it.  
 
The fact of the matter is that no matter how exciting living abroad can be, like anything 
it can be taxing and takes its toll on you. Peer relations, culture shock, home sickness, 
work stress, and even cabin fever among other things are real issues abroad. Luckily, 
there is a multitude of ways to deal with these things. 
 
First and foremost, you should easily be able to find and have someone to confide in. 
Toyama has a wonderful support network of peers who are always available, day or 
night, to talk to (and a great Facebook Community Page). No matter what situation you 
may find yourself in, there is a really good chance that one of us has experienced it and 
in most situations, we will have a solution for you. There is a system in place of who to 
talk if you are having problems at work, and we, as sempai, are more than willing to 
offer personal anecdotes and advice to assist with any issues you may find yourself 
dealing with. The key here is simply talking to people. Be social. Ask questions. Engage. 
If you are shy, send a private message on social media, emails, or text one of us. Just 
remember that before you do anything drastic—such as going on a rant on social media, 
having a meltdown, or setting a building on fire and dancing in the ashes—talk to the 
JET community first. We got you covered. 
 
You should also strive to find a hobby/stay as active as possible. Now don‘t get me 
wrong, I don‘t mean you should constantly have some event or somewhere to be every 
single day and night as that would be stressful; sometimes doing absolutely nothing on a 
weekend is my favorite thing. Rather, you should continue to pursue your hobbies and 
interests from back home while in Toyama. Many Toyama JETs organize great events 
and group gatherings: cooking clubs, dance groups, yoga, BBQs, movie nights, gaming, 
reading, and writing groups for example. If we don‘t have a group that tickles your 
fancy, no problem – you can easily start one yourself!   
 
Your school and local community will also no doubt have clubs and events to take part 
in more culturally oriented activities (from flower arranging and calligraphy to kendo 
and taiko drumming). Be sure to ask your supervisor or coworkers for help if you need 
it.  

 
Also in the same vein of staying sane by keeping active is staying physically active. 
Most towns have a gym or pool to become a member of. If that isn‘t your thing, Toyama 
has abundant natural beauty to take advantage of. Often times nothing beats a bike ride, 
hike, or walk through your town and the surrounding landscape. In Toyama, every 
season offers new opportunities to go out and experience something new. 
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Traveling is another great way to relieve stress and with the arrival of the Shinkansen 
(bullet train), it has never been easier. The entirety of Japan and the rest of South East 
Asia are at your fingertips. Last year alone I was able to travel to Thailand and Taiwan, 
as well as travel all over Japan. I have a car and that makes it very easy to travel, but 
luckily trains and buses are affordable (and since the bullet train came, prices on 
domestic flights have dropped significantly). As a result, weekend trips are not only 
possible, they are also convenient. 

 
As JETs, we have a good amount of vacation days to use, so be sure to take advantage 
of the relative ease of travel you will have access to. In addition, we also have plenty of 
national holidays and down periods at work (a two week vacation in winter, one in 
spring, and about a two month summer vacation). Use this time to explore your favorite 
spot in Japan or discover somewhere completely new. Whether or not you buy a car and 
drive, take the bullet train, fly from Toyama airport, or take the overnight bus, be sure to 
get out of your town/prefecture every now and again. It is amazing what a simple 
change in scenery can do for one‘s sanity. 

 
No matter what you do to manage your stress and sanity, remember that you have a 
community of peers eager to help. The most important thing to do is ask for help if you 
need it. Other than that, enjoy yourself. Enjoy your time in Japan. You are about to 
embark on a wonderful adventure. Hope to see you soon. 
 
Jeff Newby 
Kamiichi JH/ES ALT 
jnewbycsub@gmail.com 
 
 

Don’t Get Frustrated with Life and Work! 

Hi there! Congratulations on becoming a JET ALT! I‘m sure you have put in quite a bit 
of work to get this far and yet, you may feel anxious that the hardest part is yet to come. 
In part you are right, because it will be difficult to leave friends and family behind. 
However, don‘t fear! In your first few weeks of living and working here, things can 
easily become overwhelming. The transition may not be as smooth as you would like it. 
You may be tempted to get frustrated with how things work, but I assure you, your 
responses to situations are really what will allow you to enjoy or hate your experiences. 
SO…here are three tips to give frustration the boot while you‘re here! 
 
1. SET GOALS. What do I mean by that? Well, setting goals for yourself will help you 

to get past challenges because your focus will be on what you want to achieve as 
opposed to what is going on around you. Besides that, as you achieve each goal, you 
will realize that you are growing as a person, and perhaps you will quite enjoy the 
process of learning about yourself in a new environment. Certainly, I‘m not saying 
that setting goals will make you totally ignore your daily situations, but if you find 
that you are utterly frustrated with living here, what are you going to do? It makes 
sense to channel your energy and focus on something worthwhile. Whether it‘s 
starting a second degree, learning the Japanese language or certifying yourself as a 
Teacher of a Foreign Language, keep your mind focused on your goals and 
frustration will keep at bay.  

 
2. ASK QUESTIONS. It goes without saying that asking questions will help you to 



44 

 

survive. When you enter into another country or culture, you have to understand 
how the system works. Don‘t be ashamed to ask your supervisor, teachers, 
neighbours or landlords about how to do things. You can‘t assume that you will 
always be informed about something. You should especially ask about garbage 
disposal, renewal of your apartment contract (if you decide to stay here longer than 
two years), and your monthly and yearly taxes. Where work is concerned, ask about 
your role in the school/classroom, how you are expected to teach, special days and 
so on. When you are more aware of what is expected of you at work or in your 
community, you will find that things are less frustrating than they could be. It‘s to 
your benefit to ask, so do it! 

 
3. PLAN. It‘s always wise to have a plan, especially where work is concerned. Of 

course, at this time, you may not even be sure of where you will be working. 
However, if you have already envisioned yourself in front of students, you are able 
to plan for them. Start scribbling down the cultural lessons you want to share with 
them. Use the long plane ride to jot down the great ideas you have for your 
self-introduction or all the games you enjoy that could be used in your classes. In 
that way, you don‘t become overwhelmed with class planning especially if it‘s 
impromptu. In addition, even if you don‘t use all of the ideas at once, you will still 
have them to refer to if you have to add activities to textbook lessons or you become 
responsible for an English Club. 

 
In conclusion to this long epistle, I say be patient with yourself and your new colleagues 
and also be positive. Make the best of each experience, even if it is challenging. I have 
found that one huge benefit of living and working in Japan is that I have developed a 
positive attitude towards every situation. I have a better handle on difficult situations 
because I set goals, ask questions, understand the system and plan better. You too can 
get over the bumps of moving into a new country. I believe you can have a very 
meaningful and enjoyable experience in Toyama. Ganbatte! 
 
Rochelle Mighty 
 
 

Learning Japanese in Japan 

―It is astonishing how much enjoyment one can get out of a language that one 
understands imperfectly.‖  

-Basil Gildersleeve 
―Apprendre une langue, c‘est vivre de nouveau.‖ 

-French Proverb 
―No, you can‘t quote me William. Stop writing down what I say!‖ 

-Jessica McLemore 
 
Hi new JETs! Welcome to Japan, and to Toyama. ようこそ！As you‘re reading this, 
you are probably frantically preparing for your new life here. You might be wondering 
what your new home will be like. Well, let‘s analyze its name. Toyama is written 富山 
in Kanji. 富 means ―riches‖ and 山 means ―mountain.‖ From these hints, you would 
probably guess that this area is very flat, and very poor. You would be wrong! It is a 
beautiful area, with incredible nature, amazing mountains, and a cool culture with which 
to engage. However, if you want to get the most out of this area, you should learn 
Japanese! 
  

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7955183.Basil_Gildersleeve
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Why Learn Japanese?  
Learning a language requires motivation. Unfortunately, just being in a country where 
Japanese is so prevalent won‘t necessarily give you the requisite motivation to get you 
to fluency. However, it‘s a great start! Also, Japanese is a wonderful language to learn, 
and you can find a number of different reasons why you should be studying.  
Like what? Well… 

1. Communicating with Colleagues: Will you meet teachers who speak English? 
Yes, of course. Your JTE‘s should be proficient, and teachers in general are well 
educated. You might be in a school with multiple teachers who have spent time 
abroad. Still, the majority of teachers you work with will almost certainly not 
speak English beyond an elementary level. You will make friends at work no 
matter what, but a good grasp of their language will endear you to them, and 
facilitate communication  

2. Getting Along at Work: Often, documents at work, like class schedules, and 
party invitations, will be in Japanese. It is good to be able to read them without 
having to ask for help.  

3. Surviving in General: There are countless everyday things you will need to do 
when you get here. Send mail. Go to the bank. Figure out where to take out your 
trash. Your supervisors will be there to help you with some of it, but eventually 
you will need to learn at least rudimentary vocabulary to live.   

4. Getting around Town (and the Country!): A lot of travel information in Toyama 
is in Japanese, without an English translation. It helps to be able to read it.  

5. Making friends: This relates to point 2, but you will want to make friends in 
Japan! The foreign community here is great, but letting yourself get into a 
situation where the only people you hang out with are foreigners is a mistake. 
You will want to meet Japanese people here to expand your circle of friends.  

6. Post-JET employability: When you leave Japan, everyone will ask you if you 
speak Japanese. You know who is a part of everyone? Future employers! Japan 
has the third strongest economy in the world, and its hands are in many 
international endeavors. A grasp of Japanese can give you access to both 
Japanese and international companies after your JET adventure is over! 

7. Japanese Entertainment: If you told my 5 year old self that I would be playing 
the newest Paper Mario game in Japanese, before it even came out in the United 
States, I would have been more than a little excited. Make your 5 year old self 
happy, and absorb all of your favorite animes and games in their original 
language! 

8. Teaching: You don‘t need to know Japanese to teach English. However, if 
you‘ve ever read one of the ESL advice columns that say that ―It is better to not 
even know the local language,‖ please know that they are stupid. When your 
student turns in an essay where they write ―Toyama is great mountains‖ it will 
help to understand that ―is‖ and ―has‖ can be written the same way in Japanese, 
if you want to get to the bottom of the error. If you are at an elementary school 
or low level high school, you will sometimes find that a translation can make 
class go much more smoothly, and lead to better learning outcomes. Also, 
students appreciate teachers who are going through the same struggles as them.   

So, we‘re all agreed you should learn Japanese; but what tools do you have to get 
started?  
 
Resources 

1. CLAIR Japanese Course: CLAIR offers an online course to all JETs. It comes in 
three levels; beginner, intermediate, and advanced. I have heard mixed things 
about the quality of the course, but most would agree that it is good for making 
you do something. Some people need the structure of a class to help them learn.  
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2. Classes at the CIC: The CIC (a building in downtown Toyama) hosts a number of 
classes for various Japanese levels. You will get information about this soon after 
getting to Toyama, and you can always stop by and ask around! 

3. Textbooks: There are a number of excellent textbooks available through 
bookstores and Japanese amazon. You might use the ones designed specifically 
for the JLPT tests (more on that later) or a more traditional textbook like Minna 
no Nihongo (I‘ve heard good things about this one) and Nakama (I used this one 
in college, and it helped me a lot). For those of you without a lot of time on their 
hands, there is even a special book called Japanese for Busy People. The Toyama 
AJET library, housed in my apartment, has a number of textbooks available, so 
feel free to come borrow them.  

4. Websites: The Internet is a great resource for learning Japanese. Here are some of 
the websites that I use, or used to use, on a regular basis.  

Realkana.com—This is how I learned Hiragana and Katakana (Japanese‘s two  
syllabaries). You just select the characters you want to practice, and the 
program cycles through them randomly, and you fill in their 
pronunciation. It also has an App! 

Jisho.org—A great online dictionary. It also has special resources for looking up  
Kanji. 

Tae Kim‘s Guide to Learning Japanese: A well-written overview of Japanese 
grammar.  
Italki.com—This is a great website. You write things in your target language, 
and then native speakers correct it. You can also use this site to look for 
conversation partners.  

5. Apps: Your phone can help you learn Japanese too! Here are some apps that I use.  

JED Dictionary—It‘s a good dictionary, made by the same people who made  
jisho.org. 

Kanji Recognizer—Use this to write out Kanji (Chinese characters) you want 
to learn about.  

Anki—A flashcard app. You can import decks from different, important 
vocabulary lists.  

6. Your Japanese Colleagues: Studying Japanese gives you a great excuse to talk to 
your coworkers! Teachers often come by and look at my textbook, or ask what 
I‘m learning, and I can ask them for tips about different grammar points. It is 
good to let them know that you care about their culture and language; it might 
even make it less embarrassing for them to speak to you in English! Also, keep in 
mind that at Enkais (Japanese drinking parties) people tend to get a lot bolder, 
and talk to you a lot more, so don‘t worry if everyone seems shy at first. I look at 
drinking parties as extended Japanese conversation lessons.  

7. The Toyama Foreign Community: Most people who come to Japan have at least 
some interest in learning Japanese, and there are many success stories in Toyama. 
If you are having some trouble with a certain aspect of learning, ask someone 
who has been through it.  

8. Tutors: There are a number of tutors around Toyama who specialize in prepping 
people for tests. Ask around to find them!  

9. Books: You can find a variety of different book stores in Toyama, and most of 
them sell exclusively Japanese texts. Even if you are only intermediate, you can 
still enjoy them! Manga are actually pretty easy to follow along with, and light 
novels meant for younger readers often have Furigana to give you the readings of 
the kanji. This is how I learn much of my vocabulary!  

10. Games: Find your favorite game console and get to work! The used bookstore, 
―Book Off‖ also sells used games. Games made for children, like Mario RPGs, 
are very easy to follow. It‘s better if learning feels like play instead of work.   
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Obviously, there are thousands of other resources out there. Google is your friend. If 
you are having trouble with something, or trying to find a particular resource, chances 
are that someone has had the same issue. Sites like Quora and Yahoo Answers can be 
good places for really specific questions you‘re having trouble getting answered.  
Anyway, now that you have all these resources, you‘re ready to start learning! 
 
Beginning learners 
Okay, so you‘re saying to yourself, ―William, you beautiful genius, I want learn 
Japanese, I really do, but I have no experience, and I don‘t know how I would start!‖ 
Well, you‘re in luck! Here are some tips for starting your Japanese language journey.  
The first thing you will need to learn is basic greetings and phrases.  

 
Your textbooks will also cover many of the basics that you need to learn. However, in 
order to properly start learning Japanese, you will need to learn Hiragana and Katakana.  
Hiragana and Katakana are Japanese syllabaries (like alphabets, except they use 
syllables). They are not difficult to learn, and Japanese written in them has basically no 
spelling exceptions (which will be a big relief to anyone who has had to learn languages 
with stupider writing systems). You can learn the syllabaries relatively quickly—I 
would say you could do it in a day, if you were really committed to it. Realkana.com, 
and flashcards will be your friends for this task.  
 
However, Japan‘s third writing system, Kanji, will not be so easy. Kanji are characters 
imported from China that the Japanese use in their writing system. Every character not 
only represents a reading, but a concept. For example, 犬 is pronounced inu and means 
―dog.‖ Kanji can have multiple pronunciations. For example, 大 which means ―big‖ or 
―great‖ can is pronounced oo in 大きい (big) but dai in 大名 (great lord). Kanji will 
take a lot more time to master. Start by learning some of the easier ones, and then move 
your way up. 
 
General Advice for Intermediate-Advanced Learning 
―William, I actually studied Japanese in college, and I speak it alright, but I want to get 
better! Please, in your infinite wisdom, tell me what to do.‖  
Do not worry! Many people are in the same situation.  
 
Once you get to an intermediate level, you hit a plateau where your efforts seemingly 
produce less results. At this stage, improvement becomes about motivation. The most 
important thing to do is to persevere. My main bit of advice for this is to set aside some 
time every day for Japanese study. Daily goals help immensely, because they ensure that 
learning Japanese becomes part of your life, instead of a passing fancy that you can pick 
up and put down at whim. Your studying doesn‘t have to be intense. It can be as simple 
as ―Learn one Kanji every day‖ or ―Have a five minute conversation with a teacher in 
Japanese.‖  
 
Now that you are a little bit advanced, you can also start going out to bars to meet 
people. This is a generalization, but I find that the Japanese use ―drinking‖ as an excuse 
to drop their shy exteriors and talk to people. As a foreigner, people will be interested in 
you, and you shouldn‘t have trouble finding speaking partners if you appear 
approachable. This is also the reason I would suggest you go to as many Enkais as you 
can.  
 
Also, use the JLPT tests as a resource. The JLPT is a test that measures Japanese ability. 
There are five levels—N5 is the lowest, and N1 is the highest. Most people I know with 
a college education in Japanese end up with about N3 to N2 level. These tests aren‘t 
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perfect, but some people need something to work toward in order to keep themselves 
motivated. N1 looks great on a resume, and can even be necessary for entering certain 
grad programs in Japan.  
 
Other than that, read, use language partner websites, make friends, and try your best! If 
you live your life in Japanese, eventually it will become second nature.  
 
Some words of encouragement  
Thousands of people, no smarter, or better than you, have learned Japanese. You can do 
it too!  
 
William Leroux 
 
 

Professionalism as an ALT 

Professionalism is respecting your peers, staying level headed under pressure and 
maintaining a positive image. In this case, respecting the staff at the school where you 
work and co-workers within JET. During your stay you will hear repeated many times, 
―You are expected to be professional at all times, even outside work, because you are a 
public servant, whose paycheck comes from taxpayer money, and you are also 
representing your entire country to Toyama citizens.‖  
 
Now this may sound horrifying but fortunately, you can handle professionalism. You 
have been in situations which required professionalism be it at your previous 
employment or at an educational institution. Professionalism breaks down to,  

 Punctuality, 
 Following the dress code, 
 Getting your responsibilities done well, 
 Respecting your peers. 
 
So, just What does professionalism look like, as an ALT in Toyama?  

 
In General 
Professionalism has a slightly different meaning in Japan. Devoting your time and 
energy without complaining is a part of professionalism in Japan. Teachers sometimes 
come to school 7 days a week due to scheduled classes and club activities and they stay 
until past 6pm. This is not expected of you – usually – but it is not an impossible 
occurrence. Concerning ALTs, in the event we are asked to stay late, we are 
compensated with time off later.  
  
You are expected to adjust to your work schedule and to be aware of your 
responsibilities. This can be difficult if you do not ask helpful questions. Remember 
asking questions allows for communication and solidarity so make sure to inquire of 
what is expected of you. ―Where do I have to be, when? What exactly are we doing? 
What should I prepare?‖  You can always ask your supervisor for help or other 
teachers if you feel comfortable speaking Japanese. 
 
However, being ready to handle surprises well is a part of being professional as well. So 
even if you asked all your questions and prepared everything perfectly, there may be 
some surprises waiting for you: A) nobody remembered to tell you, or B) something 
genuinely unexpected. So when this happens – and it will – what you need is grace 
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under pressure. Adjust to the situation and make the best of it, keep moving, be 
frustrated later. Professionalism requires flexibility under pressure. 
 
The First Day 
Majority of you will arrive during the summer vacation which might entail meeting a 
few of the staff at your school. First impressions count so put on a smile and be mindful 
of cultural differences. Clothing: ladies and gentlemen, definitely wear a suit, until you 
get a better idea of the dress code for the school, and yes Japanese summer can be hot 
just bear with it. The school dress code differs in summer and winter, you can always 
ask your supervisor about the dress code or observe others in the office. Every school is 
different, so clothing will be permitted in one school while not in the other.  
 
Politeness also counts. Body language can help you overcome situations if your 
language abilities are limited. Smile, nod, or look apologetic if you interrupt someone to 
ask questions or ask for help. 
 
It can be very overwhelming in the first week, but remember; you are living and 
working in a different culture. ―Here is your desk, here is the office, here is the 
password to the computer, do you know how to print? Here is a page of Japanese; here 
is your contract, sit here.‖ This is the usual pattern. You arrived in the summer; this 
translates to no officially scheduled classes. Make the best of it, do not sit and be bored 
at your desk. Introduce yourself to other staff, walk around the school and make sure 
you know where things are. You can drop by clubs and watch them; the students will 
love it, but always ask permission from the teacher leading the club activities. If you do 
not hear something clearly the first time ask the person to repeat themselves or to write 
down the Japanese words you don‘t understand.  
 
Unspoken Cultural Differences 
You will probably be impressed, confused and lost when it comes to events that occur 
around you. No matter how well you think you know Japanese culture, there are always 
regional differences to surprise you. Commonplace things in your culture may be 
inappropriate in Toyama, and vice versa. Chances are, as you acclimate to the new 
environment, you will make mistakes. Japanese culture revolves around not pointing out 
others mistakes so ask other ALTs when you feel lost or something odd occurs. 
Fortunately, being the new ALT means you have some leeway to make errors as you 
settle in.  
 
Lateness 
Do not be late to your job, your classes, or any appointments you have. If you are late, 
which you won‘t ever be, simply apologise. Arriving one minute before something starts 
is the same as being late to the average Japanese worker. So try to arrive five minutes 
early. Everyone will have tardiness once or twice, life happens, but your frequent 
lateness will be noted. Keep in mind: excuses are excuses, no explanation needed, just 
apologise.  
 
Appearance: Piercings, Tattoos and B.O. 
Most Japanese schools are very conservative as you will observe. Stick to the dress code 
of your school(s), which in general opts for modesty and cleanliness. It‘s fine if you 
have piercings, but take out any obvious and noticeable ones. Guys, piercings are not 
welcomed in most schools. If you happen to have a tattoo, cover it, there is negative 
stigma attached to them in Japan. While at work, cover them up (at least, in front of the 
students).  
 
You don‘t want to be the ―unkempt foreigner.‖, so be aware of body odour as well. Also 
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try to look nice and presentable at all times; you never know when you will have to 
attend a ceremony everyone forgot to tell you about.  
 
Good Morning 
The day‘s first greeting is a major part of the Japanese school days ritual. Say 
Ohayōgozaimasu– ―Good morning.‖ loudly so everyone in the office will hear it. Say it 
in English to the students. 
 
Leaving Early 
Your quitting-time is the same as most other teachers, however they volunteer their time 
to teach club activities. This means they have to work longer hours.  
So, even though you‘re technically leaving on time, there are certain etiquettes to 
follow. 
 
Osakinishitsureishimasu. – ―Excuse me for leaving early.‖ This is considered polite and 
standard. 
 
Otsukaresamadeshita.–―Thanks for the hard work.‖ This one emphasizes how hard the 
other person has been working, and it is also both standard and polite.  
 
Requests from Other Teachers 
Japan is a society of team-oriented accomplishment. If a teacher in your school asks you 
to do something, such as answer a grammar question, write a random speech in English, 
correct a pile of tests, or supervise a project, make every effort to do it. If you don‘t 
have time right then, explain that it will be done in the next few days. Keep the 
communication lines open and do not feel obligated to take work home. 
 
Enkai 
These are ―mandatory‖ after-work parties found in nearly all businesses in Japan. 
Enkais have their own specific rituals, follow the person seated next to you and you 
should be fine.  Usually Enkais are to celebrate something (your arrival, a farewell, 
finishing the year, welcoming new teachers, and any major events that took place, etc.). 
You can probably expect to be invited to an Enkai about once a month. You don‘t 
always have to accept, of course—but since ―the team‖ is paramount, and this is a 
chance for ―the team‖ to relax and build relationships, it‘s important to value your 
co-workers. Please consider carefully before you turn it down.  
 
Keep in mind, you don‘t have to drink alcohol at an Enkai. Many teachers drive in 
Toyama, and you cannot drink and drive, so non-alcoholic beverages are usually readily 
available.  
 
The enkai environment is very special and strange. Teachers who are usually quiet and 
businesslike will have a few drinks and suddenly become loud and friendly, and may 
even start using broken English at you. Grab a bottle of whatever you like and enjoy the 
relaxed atmosphere – knowing full well that nobody will mention ANY of this back in 
the office on Monday. 
 
Finally, these gatherings can vary in cost so have an Enkai fund, and be aware that the 
team has a hierarchy, so grab a bottle and walk to your supervisors, principal and 
vice-principal and pour them a drink.  
 
The ―A‖ stands for Assistant 
You are expected to follow the guidelines/instructions of the lead teacher, who is truly 
responsible for the class. You are not a licensed teacher in Japanese and hence should 
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not be teaching a class alone. You are there to assist the lead teacher, when requested.  
 
Remember What‘s Not Your Job 
It‘s not your job to model behaviour typical in your home country. It‘s not your job to 
learn or use Japanese at all. It‘s not your job to reform or change the school system in 
Japan. And it‘s not your job to magically deliver your students to English fluency.  
 
Are these things beneficial, and useful? Yes. Should you try to do them? Definitely feel 
free! – But remember, your contract is about team-teaching the English language, one 
class at a time. Place priority on what is expected of you, and make all other goals 
secondary. You can talk to your supervisors if you want to try new long-term activities, 
however, don‘t take it personally if your ideas are rejected or changed.  
 

Personal Well-Being 
You will have a lot to deal with, emotionally, mentally, and perhaps physically. It‘s 
important to take care of yourself so you can bring your best game to your job. 

 
 Eat regularly. Figuring out the locations of the supermarkets and restaurants 

near you. Explore with the food, you never know if you like or hate 
something unless you try it. Ask the other teachers where their favorite 
restaurants are located and they may invite you along with their group… eat 
something. Hungry, tired, forgetful teachers do not do anyone any good.  

 
 Culture shock can have a huge impact on your teaching ability. Be sure to 

read up on what to expect – be prepared – create a support network to help 
you when you need it. Be active and involved in the community.  

 
 Build good workplace relationships. It‘s very easy, in a school where you 

don‘t speak the language and you‘re the only foreigner, to feel isolated and 
left out. Miscommunications are common. You may feel as if you are an 
outcast, when in reality there is actually no ill intent toward you. In fact, 
many ALTs in the past have found themselves in just this situation, feeling 
both ostracized and unwelcomed.  Some ALTs react poorly, by slacking off, 
not taking their job seriously, losing respect for their co-workers. You are not 
your predecessor, and so their experiences will differ from yours. Stay 
positive and your attitude, professionalism and willingness to be a part of the 
team will be rewarded by good relationships with the staff. Keep in mind, 
the students and their education come before your situation and feelings 
regarding coworkers and environment. Be proactively friendly with all the 
teachers, open the door to many wonderful relationships and experiences, it 
will make a huge difference and you will not feel isolated and cast out.  

 
Good luck. Enjoy your new job, the new environment, and the new students who will 
benefit from your knowledge and energy.  
And enjoy Amazing Toyama!  
 
Loosine B. Yaghobian 
Demachi Junior Highschool 
loosine.y@gmail.com 
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Shopping 

Hello and welcome to the Toyama community! Talking with your predecessor is always 
a good thing to do. Make sure you can get into easy contact with him/her even after 
you‘ve arrived and settled; you will have questions only s/he can answer. 
 
When you first arrive, you should either meet with your supervisor or a really nice JTE. 
JTE‘s are Japanese Teachers of English; they‘re the people that you will be most likely 
team teaching with for your school(s). On the first day you arrive, you will be running 
around, getting things situated, and setting things up. They should also show you where 
the nearest must-haves are, such as: grocery store, convenience store, drug store, and 
possibly the hospital. 
 
Helpful tip!: When you go get your new phone, you‘ll most likely be on a data plan, but 
you won‘t have wireless internet setup in your new place [most likely], so what I got 
was a pocket WiFi as well in my phone plan. It really helped when I was in my 
apartment and having those extra GBs allowed me to talk more frequently with home 
and watch videos online. There will be a contract, and I did have to pay a fee for 
breaking it when I finally got around to getting actual WiFi, but I absolutely did not 
regret it. 
 
Hopefully by this time, you have already talked to him/her about what you‘ll be 
inheriting for free, and what s/he would like for you to buy off him/her. Bear in mind, 
you are not obligated to buy everything from your predecessor. Based on your contract, 
some things should be already provided to you by your school or prefecture, depending 
on your placement. Once you‘ve taken everything into account, you‘d want to go and 
buy some things. Please be sure to ask around in your city for other places nearer to you 
or on the Toyama Community Facebook page for some help. 
 
Real life shopping 

Food 
There are plenty of conbinis, such as: Lawson, 7/11, Circle K, Daily Yamazaki, 
FamilyMart, and other mom & pop stores. Grocery stores include: Shinsen Ichiba 
next to the Musashi, Oosakaya, Apita, or the grocery stores in Favore and Aeon mall. 
For imported foods, you can visit the Yamaya, Kaldi, Marushin or Jupiter for a wide 
variety. You may not find the exact brands you are used to from back home, but they do 
have some things that can work. They also have imported alcohol too; Yamaya is 
actually more of a beverage store with some imported snacks and dried foods. We also 
recently had a Costco open up in Imizu city. 
 
Also, Japan is trying to reduce food waste, which means that perishable items nearing 
their packaging date are sold with a discount sticker, usually towards nighttime before 
closing. Now that you‘ll be living alone, it could come in handy buying these 
discounted items. If you have the freezer space, it‘s always handy to stock up on some 
frozen meats and fruits too. 

Clothes 
If you are from a Western country where you‘re used to larger sizes, you might have a 
hard time. A one-size-fits-all doesn‘t always fit right if you‘re not a Japanese average 
size. For people that are on the big and tall side, pack what you need initially for the 
first couple of months, and have the rest of your clothes shipped over to you. Same goes 
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for shoes. You may be lucky in one or two stores, but it will be difficult to find more 
Western sizes in Toyama. Side note: not all snow boots are completely waterproof. 
 
Underwear can be bought relatively easy in any store, but bras can get tricky. Japanese 
bras are usually padded, lacy, and small. Ladies, I suggest you send over all the bras you 
own, plus do some extra shopping. You‘ll most likely not find anything fitting you if 
you are on the bustier side. 

Household and everyday items 
If you can, head over to a 100 yen stores (or hyakuen stores). Daiso is a pretty famous 
and large 100 円 store, but there are plenty of others out there. 
 
Nitori is a home living store where you can buy bedsheet sets and rugs to desks and 
chairs. Think of it like a downscaled Ikea. It can be on the pricier side, but you can find 
some good deals there too. 
 
Musashi and Aeon will sell most of the everyday things you need. Musashi in Takaoka 
on the south side of the station (Ekimae Musashi) has a bike, gardening, hardware, and 
pet center. I like to think of Musashi and Shinsen Ichiba together as a Safeway of sorts. 
The Aeon mall has its own grocery, pharmacy, makeup aisles, bedding, kitchen, and 
stationary. Aeon has its own brand name products and it tends to be cheaper, so think of 
it as a Walmart of sorts. 
 
There‘s a place called Mujirushi Ryohin (無印良品 or Muji for short) that‘s also 
pretty popular. Things can either be surprisingly cheap or surprisingly pricey. They have 
basic clothes, stationary, some food packages, bedroom things, and makeup. I like to 
call it the upscale Ikea, almost a Target. 

Specialty places 

Butcher shops 
You may notice that in the grocery stores, there aren‘t any or hardly any meat butchers. 
There are meat butcher shops outside of grocery stores as well, so be sure to ask people 
in your area if they know of any spots. There‘s a Nishida Nikuya in Toyama city, and 
Hanajima in Fukuno. 

Uniqlo 
Places like Uniqlo offer innerwear called Heattech for winter, and Airism for summer. 
Your predecessor should be able to give you a better idea of what kind of business 
clothes you should bring over as well as what you should pack. 

Kanazawa 
Not exactly a store, but Kanazawa is the next closest major city to Toyama, in Ishikawa 
prefecture. There will often be train lines heading towards Kanazawa, so it‘s easy to get 
to. They have more brand name stores like H&M and Gap. 

Malls 
Favore and Aeon malls are the typical malls, but they also include grocery stores and 
import stores; great to wander around on a weekend to get to know where things are. 
Oyabe Outlets is great for brands like Nike, but it‘s hard to get to without a car. 

Hitoyasumi and Kaldi 
Hitoyasumi in Tonami is a café that sells beans you can take. Kaldi has imported foods 
and also coffee beans. You can also ask them to grind it for you in the store. 
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Secondhand stores 
Places like Pink flamingo in Toyama city is a great place for furniture, second hand 
stuff, and some foods. 2

nd
 Street in Takaoka is also a great place to wander around.  

Books and Media 
Bookoff has used and new books for sale, Kinokuniya in Daiwa as well. Tsutaya has 
rental DVDs, and Hardoff has both new and used games, instruments, and technology. 

Drugstores 
Aoki no Kusuri, Welcia, and Seims are common drugstores. They sell the common 
things you‘d find in a Walgreens. V-Drug is a big one in Takaoka. 

Online shopping 
For clothes you cannot find in your size, or items you just can‘t replace, there‘s the 
beauty of online shopping. Amazon.co.jp and Rakuten are the typical Japanese 
websites you can shop from. iHerb.com is a drugstore that also offers some import 
foods, and indojin.com is a great place to buy your Indian food fix if you are planning 
to make it at home. And if you absolutely need that certain kangaroo burger or feta 
cheese, themeatguy.jp is a Japanese frozen meat and cheese shipper that has an English 
website. If you still like shopping American stores online, MyUS.com is a company that 
gives you an American postal address you can send all your shipments to, and they can 
send all that in one package to you in Japan. There are fees and subscriptions, however. 
store.alishan.jp/ is a great organics store, and fbcusa.com has a lot of imported items. 
 
Lilian Diep 
 
 

Miscellaneous: First Months as a New Expat 

Hey there, my sweet and precious new ducklings. We are all here to welcome you with 
open arms—but don‘t get too close because we will just be exchanging armpit sweat. 
Once you exit the airport, you will be combatting the most excruciating and disgusting 
humidity of your life. Although I do have to say that I am from Southern California, so I 
am a bit of a weather snob. Try not to pass out from heat exhaustion. 
 
You‘ve probably read about how Tokyo orientation is going to go. It‘s exciting because 
you get to meet so many new people(who you‘ll probably never see again), and 
torturous because you will sit in a room with other future ALTs trying to retain 
information while trying not to stare too long at someone‘s nametag on their chest to 
find out if they‘re also moving to Toyama. 
 
The first week in Toyama, you‘ll go through this like a zombie, as your supervisor 
points to the paper and says, ―Sign this. And this. And then the next page.‖ After, they‘ll 
leave you alone in your new home. You‘ll have to remember to take off your shoes at 
the front door. As you‘re settling in, you will realize that you‘ve forgotten to buy pepper 
or vegetable oil. You‘ll head to the supermarket—and if you don‘t know Japanese, 
you‘ll realize that you don‘t know what the kanji for soy sauce/salt/sugar/basically 
anything essential to your kitchen looks like. Use the data on the phone to figure this out. 
Don‘t fret; you literally have the necessary tool at the tips of your finger—your iPhone.  
 
Another thing you‘ll notice at the supermarket is that fruit is a luxury. So if you have 
access to some affordable/cheap fruits, EAT THEM ALL NOW! 
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No worries though! Although you‘re sweating out of your elbows, summer is a great 
month to come to Japan. The students are out, so your responsibilities will range from 
little to staring-out-your-window-because-it‘s-too-hot-to-venture-outside type of work). 
The festivals and fireworks are ubiquitous, so it would be a good excuse to hit up the 
new friends you‘ve met at orientation. Once school starts up, you‘ll miss being able to 
go to festivals across the prefecture to see everyone and to drink mediocre beer.  
 
There will be days where you‘ll miss carne asada fries and being able to completely 
understand a conversation. Those days will suck and you might cry and miss your 
family. And that‘s normal, especially if you‘re coming straight from university and 
relied on the school cafeteria or your mother. And you‘ll be fine, and you‘ll suck it up! 
Why? Because this application was the most tedious and excruciating process of your 
adult life. You‘re done with most of the paperwork for now – so enjoy the opportunity 
that not many people have! 
 
I am not a writer, but I am sort of an unofficial and uncalled for life coach, so instead of 
sentiments, here are some quick and easy tips.  
 
Practical Tips for the New Expat 

1. Smartphone things 
a. Register for a LINE before you go, so you force all of your 

friends/family back home to add you. And so that you are prepared at 
orientation. However, if you sign onto a new device (get a new phone), 
all of your photos/conversation deletes. So, be wary!  

b. Download Google Translate (along with other Japanese learning apps) 
and take advantage of the photo scan option. 

c. Use Hyperdia for train schedules. 
d. If you want to use Spotify Premium (which is a must for me!), you have 

to change your Apple account settings to USA app market. Sounds weird, 
but ask me about it! 

2. When receiving a wave of pamphlets and envelopes, check to see if there are 
forms that allow utility companies to make automatic withdrawals. Collect these 
and give them all to your supervisor at once, along with your bank book so you 
do not have to nag them. 

3. Find out if you already have an internet connection. If not, use bbapply.com. 
Hooking up your internet is a slow bureaucratic process. So, make this one of 
the first things you do! 

4. Phone things 
a. Get your phone company to unlock your phone! This would make it 

much easier to travel too!  
b. Find out if you can use a SIM CARD, instead of opening an 

outrageously expensive two year contract 
5. Money things 

a. Find out where your closest ATMs are and check their fees. There are 
two near me that do not charge 108¥ for a withdrawal, if it is done before 
6pm. 

b. After a couple of months, make a GOREMIT account to transfer money 
back home. This process can take up two months. 

c. You‘ll soon learn that Japan is a cash economy and so track what you 
spend your money on. Download Wally. It‘s an app that requires you to 
be your own bank statement. Bit taxing, but good for budgeting 

d. Find out when your supermarket marks down their produce and go 
during that time to get up to 50% off!  
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e. Shop at Second Street or local recycle shops for cheap 
furniture/electronics to furnish your home!  

6. People things 
a. If you need help, ask anyone! Ask me! Don‘t be embarrassed.   
b. Find out who lives around you! Make a circle of friends who live nearby, 

so when you want to see people, they‘re only 15 minute walk away! 
c. Reach out to your family/friends back home, but don‘t make them a 

crutch.  
d. AVOID THE NHK PEOPLE LIKE THE PLAGUE. You will understand 

this soon enough. 

If this letter has not helped you, last year‘s letters are on the Toyama JETs website. 
(Janelle wrote last year‘s and it was awesome, so check hers out and just the site in 
general for some great advice.) 
 
Also, you totally have warranted permission to stalk me on Facebook and AMA before 
we actually meet face to face. Disclaimer: I am clingy and will trap you in a friendship 
that you aren‘t sure you want to be a part of.  
 
Nancy Ngo 
Fukuoka SHS 
nancyyngo@live.com 
 
 

Married with kids 

Hello! 
 
I‘ll admit; it must seem a little strange for a lot of you who‘ve just arrived to get a 
welcome letter about getting married and having children.  In any case, some of us 
have gotten married; some of us have children.  And maybe it‘s something you‘d like 
to know about.  If you happen to be here in Toyama for a while, this letter might be the 
sort of letter just for you.  
 
Your reasons for getting married or deciding on having children are certainly your own, 
but understanding the legal procedures will take some fact-finding.  If you wish to 
marry a Japanese National in Japan, you will have to prepare a sworn ―Affidavit of 
Competency to Marry‖ because you will need to prove to the Japanese municipal 
government office that you are fit to marry. To do so, you will need to contact your 
embassy to make the necessary preparations of this document. Of course you will need 
to meet the legal requirements of your own country too; and apply for documents that 
certify your competency to marry in your own country.  The goal of all this networking 
between the Japanese municipal office, your embassy, and yourself would be to acquire 
the so-called Certificate of No Impediment (Kon-in YokenGubiShomeisho) which will 
be accepted by the municipal office in order to conduct and finalize your civil marriage 
registration.  It will be good to know where you can translate any needed documents 
into Japanese, since I can‘t say if all embassies will provide translation services for 
documents you need to present to the municipal office.  You will need to prepare a 
translation of your English documents and have them notarized by a public notary 
 
If you wish to have a wedding ceremony, that is entirely up to you and your partner; and 
nothing to do with the municipal office.  A lot of ALTs have held lovely traditional 

mailto:nancyyngo@live.com
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Japanese ceremonies at shrines and hotels in Toyama.  This is of course the shorter 
description of the marriage registration process; I‘d recommend you check your 
embassy‘s website for civic service information and contact them by email and phone.  
 
If you have or are expecting children in Japan, again it will be in your interest to contact 
your embassy if you wish to register your child as a citizen of your country.  If your 
spouse is Japanese, it will be more urgent to register the birth of your children at a 
Japanese municipal office (within 14 days of the birth).  If your spouse is a foreign 
national too, your children will not register as Japanese nationals, please discuss with 
your spouse about registering your children with your respective embassies.  
 
Of course, you won‘t have to worry about these details if marriage or children is not 
something that happens to you while you are in Toyama.  What can I offer you 
instead?  
 
As a family man, I can say family is important.  A lot of you will not come here to start 
families, but I‘m sure a lot of you came here saying goodbye to your families.  I‘m 
sure many of you, as sons and daughters, love your families very much.  You believe 
in the people who are your parents, siblings and significant others. And your sense of 
investment into those loved ones should carry over into the relationships you want to 
build here.  
 
So get your internet set up, Skype your folks regularly, keep your family in your 
thoughts and prayers, send pictures and funny emails, and keep contact. And while you 
are here, may you embrace that part of your identity and may it give you strength to 
keep going.  If there‘s one source to give you strength, it‘s the people who love you.     
 
Sheldon Campbell 
Prefectural ALT 
Yatsuo Senior High School 
 
 

Toyama AJET 2017-2017 

Welcome! 
This letter is all about AJET (Association for the Japan Exchange and Teaching 
Programme). There is a national AJET council, but each prefecture has its own regional 
council, therefore making your new regional council, Toyama AJET.  
 
Toyama AJET is split into six roles. I will start with the roles that are vital to the council, 
but you will interact less with and move to the roles that you will engage with more. 
 
1. TREASURER 

Lilian is our new treasurer and will keep hold of all money and receipts, just what 
you would expect of a treasurer. 
 

2. PREFECTURAL REPRESENTATIVE 
Lilly is the new Prefectural Representative; this role is chair of the council and 
represents the prefecture. They liaise with the BOE on behalf of the AJET council 
and will give speeches and information at official events. 
 

3. PUBLICATIONS 
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The Publications team, comprised of Amanda, Jonathan and Terrell, are in charge of 
the TRAM (Toyama Random Ass Magazine). It is published four times a year 
[Summer Issue, Fall Issue, Winter Issue and Spring Issue]. It is also over a variety 
of platforms, they have a physical magazine which you can get at events such as, 
TSDS Seminar and Leavers Weekend. Also they have a website 
(http://the-tram.com/) and a Facebook page 
(https://www.facebook.com/toyamatram/). On the tram you can find articles about 
people experience of life in Japan, stories from people in the community, interviews, 
event listings, and about current events in Japan. In the TRAM you are always 
going to find something interesting or useful. 
 

4. EXCURSIONS 
Excursions this year is run by Janvee. As the title suggests, she will be organizing 
excursions. In the past there has been travel up and down Japan. Travelling further 
afield for fun at Fuji Q, nightlife in Osaka, exploring temples in Kyoto, tearing up 
some snow in Hakuba and observing jaw-dropping sumo. Also some events closer 
to home, in Toyama prefecture, such as, zip lining on Mount Tate or visiting the 
world‘s third best Dinosaur museum in neighboring Fukui. To check out previous 
excursions and keep up to date with forthcoming excursions check out the Facebook 
page (https://www.facebook.com/ToyamaAJETExcursions/). 

 
5. SOCIAL 

This year‘s social reps are the wonderful Janelle and Molly. As you would expect, 
they will be organizing day or evening events. These events include the Welcome 
Weekend (for YOU and the other new JET‘s), beer garden event, Halloween party, 
Hanami gathering and leavers weekend (this last event, is a long way away for you). 
These events bring the whole community together and are a really good time to 
meet people in the AJET community, private teaching companies (INTERAC, 
Amity, Peppy Kids and AEON) and people from the local community, who also call 
Toyama home. Again the Social representatives have a page where you can find out 
about all upcoming events and get involved with the community. The Facebook 
page for Toyama AJET Social, is as follows; 
https://www.facebook.com/Toyama-AJET-Social-Events-681270478632326/ 
 

6. CHARITY 
Finally, and last but not least in Charity! Charity has been taken over by the amazing 
women, Ariel and Elise. Charity has a particularly special place for me, as I am 
going to step down as Charity representative after our final event. AJET Charity 
creates opportunities to engage with the community and give back to the place that 
you will call home. In the past AJET Charity has put on events such as a photo 
scavenger hunt around Toyama city, hosted a game show at JET Fest, held auction 
of promises, the annual Pub Quiz and our final event will be a community Sports 
Day. Through these events, we have raised well over 150,000¥ for the Japanese Red 
Cross. From talking to Elise and Ariel, they have amazing ideas of events and 
opportunities for you to give back with time and the money in your pockets to the 
community you are going to live in. So support Ariel and Elise‘s events and 
opportunities they create, as supporting others in Toyama, Japan and around the 
world through charity, is one of the best things I have done in Japan. As per usual, 
they have a Facebook page where you can get information on all upcoming events: 
https://www.facebook.com/ToyamaAJETCharity/ 

 
The final Facebook page I will link is for Toyama Community, it is not run by AJET, but 
my members of the community. It is a page for everyone living in Toyama, with useful 
information about non-AJET events, useful information, a place to post questions or just 

http://the-tram.com/
https://www.facebook.com/toyamatram/
https://www.facebook.com/ToyamaAJETExcursions/
https://www.facebook.com/Toyama-AJET-Social-Events-681270478632326/
https://www.facebook.com/ToyamaAJETCharity/
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keep up to date with the goings on in Toyama. Here is the link to Toyama Community 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/489103361119018/) 
 
Finally, I want to wish you luck in reading all these letters, preparing and packing for 
Japan and the start of your new adventure on the JET Programme. I hope you get 
everything you hope for and more out of the JET Programme. I know I did.  
 
Katherine Court 
Diamon Senior High School 
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/489103361119018/

