Welcome, welcome, welcome!

Your new home is near the mountains, by the sea- an ideal environment not only in Japan, but
gorgeous by any global standard. Toyama is a strange land where large flowers bloom in the trees,
ignoring the knee-deep snow beneath them. Houses seem to float along the ground when the spring
breeze churns the flooded rice fields. Summer sunsets blaze orange on the horizon, as you prepare to
watch one of the many firework displays of the season.
Nervous as you may be to live in the “countryside,” you will quickly glean from these letters
that we wouldn’t have it any other way. You can still get your big-city fix; many of us do enjoy
traveling to Tokyo or Osaka during the weekends and long breaks. The shinkansen makes the trip only a
couple of hours long. However, you too may come to appreciate the journey back home, when you
breathe in the crisp clean air and sip the purest water in all of Japan.
I am Elise Reller, a senior high school ALT as well as the Prefectural Advisor (PA) for Toyama.
There are three PAs in Toyama. Including me, (the JET PA,) you have Yoshikuni sensei and Sugano
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 important information and relay news as soon
as we get it. You are also supported in your local area by four Regional Representatives. They are great
resources for advice on what’s going on in your community, or just life in your area.
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 are eager to help you settle in, so they have thoughtfully crafted letters on a variety of
topics-general life information as well as the niche topics for which you may have questions. Worried
about having fun things to do? The Toyama AJET letter highlights the trips and events planned for JETs.
Nervous about your school? We cover that in about 5 different areas. Will you be starting a longdistance relationship and want some advice? Our team gives you a realistic approach to your situation.
Please don’t hesitate to contact me, even if it is just a simple hello. You can also check out 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.

Elise Reller
Toyama ALT Prefectural Advisor

toyamapa@gmail.com
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LIFE IN TOYAMA
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Dear soon to be Toyama-ian
WELCOME TO TOYAMA!
At this moment you are yet to discover quite how lucky you are. When I say to you that Toyama is one
of the best places to live in all of Japan, it is going to sound like so much hyperbole. You might accuse
me of ‘drinking the kool-aid` (an expression I’ve picked up from my American cousins- the Irish term for
it is not suitable for a welcome letter).
In any case though, give it a couple of months, and you will come to realize- Toyama is an amazing
place.
At this point you are probably thinking- well that’s all well and good but give me some information
please. What is Toyama like? Will I live my life surrounded by rice fields? What are the people like
here? How will my life be like a couple of months from now?
This last question of course I cannot answer. I may be writing this welcome letter, but my allencompassing knowledge only goes so far. Instead I’ll try and fill you in on some useful information on
this prefecture and what you can expect.
The first thing you will notice when you step off the plane is our amazing mountain range. I am
completely serious when I say that they still take my breath away sometimes, even years after I first
arrived. You might be walking, having a bit of a chat with someone and then from behind a building….
They can be seen from almost everywhere in the prefecture depending on the weather, and seem to
be almost in-touching distance.
As well as the vista which will probably soon mark your Facebook cover photo- the mountains also
provide great hikes and walks, and in winter, cheap snowboarding and skiing. Coming from Ireland, I
had done neither in my life before and so I’ve spent many a winter weekend cheerfully falling face-first
into the snow.
Fortunately for the hot summer months, we are by the sea, too, and there are a number of beaches to
chill out at. If you like cycling there are also a number of cool routes about- Toyama’s cities are mostly
flat so it’s a pretty easy-going bike ride.
The keen eyed of you will have probably picked up at this point that Toyama is not the futuristic city
scape that I at least imagined before arriving. To put it bluntly we are, as the Japanese say, in the inaka
(countryside). You will see a lot of rice fields (whether you get placed in a city or not.) And all the better
for it.
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However though, Toyama is not quite as those in the big smoke of Tokyo might paint us. We have a
couple of reasonably sized cities here, with shopping, a wide range of restaurants both Japanese and
foreign cuisines, as well as large number of different bars and nightlife. The excellent public transport
system and compact cities mean wherever you live, you are not far from a city or meeting up with
others.
And now for what those who get placed in the big cities are going to miss out on: Toyama is real 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 the best sushi and water in Japan)
So that’s natural beauty, cultural events, sports- what about the people?
Native Toyama-ians (not actually a word used outside of me) are a pretty friendly lot, though they can
be a bit shy, especially if speaking English. Even with my laughable pronunciation of Japanese, people
have always been kind and helpful to me.
The JET community here definitely can speak English though, tis our bread and butter after all. When
you arrive you will be part of a JET community of almost 90 odd, from a wide array of different
backgrounds and cultures. Depending on your interests, there is rarely a weekend that goes by in
which there isn’t something planned.
You will also find we have many different clubs and societies here. Some of these include, but aren't
limited to; a short story writing group, a book club, a film making club, various yoga groups, a hill
climbing club, a running club, improv club, 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 skills,
talents and interest to trying new things we all have.
Welcome to our community!

Domhnall Mc Farline
Former Toyama ALT
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PACKING – WHAT TO BRING
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Yooooooooooo. Welcome to Toyama! Lucky you -- because Toyama is the best prefecture in Japan.
We’ve got it all: mountains, beaches, city, mountains, culture, the best people you will ever meet,
MOUNTAINS.
So what should you bring here?
The good news is, you can find everything you need here. Really. So don't freak out and pour over
every packing list you can find (like I did). But here’s some helpful advice.
SUITCASES
You've got 2 checked bags, 1 carry-on, and 1 personal item to pack your life into.
Bring the largest checked luggage bags you can and remember to weigh them. Every year there are
frantic new JETs at the airport who have to throw things away and move things around to different
bags. Don't be one of those people.
I recommend keeping everything you need for Tokyo orientation in your carry-on and sending both
checked bags ahead of you to Toyama. You can choose to send only one bag, and keep the other bag
during orientation, but it's a lot easier to send both ahead and not have a giant bag to worry about.
CLOTHES
If you don’t know Japanese, prepare for your first word to be “mushiatsui.. You’ll hear this word a lot
during summer in Toyama. In English it translates to, “disgustingly hot and humid.” You're going to be
sweaty. You're going to be gross. And you're going to do it all while wearing your suit.
The good news is that in summer the dress code for work switches to “cool biz”. This means you’ll be
able to wear more casual work clothes than usual. You need to wear a suit the day you fly into Toyama
though, and possibly your first few days at school (ask your supervisor or predecessor).
I recommend packing two suits, one of them black for ceremonies. Work wear differs between level
and school, so you'll have to ask your predecessor what to wear on usual work days. For me, it was
actually a lot easier to find attractive, light, work appropriate clothes in Japan than in the states, so if
you can fit Japanese clothes, don't worry too much about bringing a huge work wardrobe.
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You will also need inside shoes for school; anything comfortable and easy to slip on and off (Keds,
Toms, Crocs, etc.). If you have more than one school, you can buy shoes for each or have one pair that
you carry to school in your bag.
You will need rain and winter gear (jacket, coat, shoes, etc.) It’s easy to find gear in Japan, so leave that
at home, or have it shipped before winter arrives. If you can’t fit Japanese shoe sizes, bring appropriate
shoes for rain and snow.
OMIYAGE
You don't NEED to bring omiyage. You're arriving in summer when there aren't many teachers around,
and when school finally does start you will have already been here for a month and will feel awkward
about presenting it. However, omiyage can give you a good excuse to talk to your coworkers when you
arrive and make them like you. Either way is fine!
Omiyage is usually food. The easiest thing to bring is individually wrapped candies for each teacher at
each of your schools (about 50 each). Try for something local or interesting, but anything is fine. I
brought fruity tootsie rolls when I arrived. Beware of chocolate- it will melt.
You can also bring a small gift for each of your supervisors (1 at each school), vice principals (2 at each
school), and principals (1 at each school). This could be a magnet, a box of tea, coffee, a fancier food,
etc. Whatever you choose, wrap it cutely! They'll probably be more hype about the wrapping than the
actual item.
Some people say to bring gifts for all your English teachers, but I don't think it's necessary. Instead, you
could bring a few extra just-in-case gifts for teachers or community members that do something to
help you, or who you work closely with.
SCHOOL
Bring anything you want about you or your country for your introduction lesson. Some people bring
stickers, bribe candy, or a weird food from their country to make students taste.
I used a PowerPoint, and those without projector access usually print photos, so make sure you have
pictures from your life on your laptop or on a flash drive.
Also, teachers use stamps a lot when checking homework throughout the year, so if you can find cute
English stamps, they’re fun to have.
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PERSONAL ITEMS
This really depends on what you want and need.
Toiletries. I brought it all -- deodorant, toothpaste, shampoo, conditioner, tampons, etc. I recommend
you at least have travel sizes of these things because when you arrive, you’re going to be busy and it
will save you stress to have everything. That being said, you CAN buy ALL of this in Japan. However, I
do prefer my American deodorant (old spice babyyyy) and toothpaste (fluoride plus whitening
babyyyy), and continue to use them. If you're stuck on your country’s brands, you could bring extra (or
convince friends to come visit you and restock your supply).
Medicine. Don't bring medicines that are illegal in Japan. Do bring medicines that are legal in Japan
because they're stronger, better, and cheaper than what you can find here. I brought a giant bottle of
Ibuprofen and allergy medicine that have been essential since I’ve been here. You can find information
about bringing prescription medication here: https://jp.usembassy.gov/u-s-citizenservices/doctors/importing-medication/
Others. Don't use precious space on giant heavy things you don't need (game consoles, one million
books, DVD collection, etc.) Do bring some things that make you happy (special blanket, photos, small
board game, one book, etc.)
That's it! I know things are crazy right now but try not to worry too much. If you forget something, it
will be fine!
I can't wait to meet all of you!
Emmalee Manes
Toyama City ALT
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MAKING A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION AT SCHOOL AND IN YOUR COMMUNITY
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------I implore you when you come to Toyama to do your very best in your first few weeks to make a
great first impression. It will go a long way towards making your personal and professional life more
comfortable. It is important to try to be outgoing your first few weeks. The key to making a great first
impression is to approach your new surroundings and acquaintances with interest, open mindedness
and a positive attitude.
During your first few weeks in Toyama you might meet only a few coworkers- or all of them.
Generally there's a certain format to introducing yourself in Japan. Your 自己紹介 (Jikoshoukai, or selfintroduction) can be simply your name and where you are from. Easy! If it feels appropriate, you may
want to include information about your hobbies or what you like in Toyama thus far. For example, my
introduction is, “My name is Bill, I’m from America! I like riding motorcycles and hiking. The mountains
are so beautiful here.” Add what you can, but people will not expect much detail, especially if you are
new to speaking Japanese.
As you are introducing yourself, remember to reciprocate with questions. This can easily slip
your mind with the overwhelming amount of introductions you will do. It is okay to be curious and ask
questions, as it shows that you're interested in getting to know them! For example, if one of your
coworkers says they like watching Marvel movies, ask them which one is their favorite and why. People
will be excited when you are enthusiastic about what they like, and it will be easier for you to
remember their names if you have a way to connect with them. On the topic of remembering names
and faces, figure out a strategy to help you. For me it's much easier to remember a person’s name if I
see it written down so I usually ask for a business card, or ask the person to write their name down for
me, or you can ask your supervisor for a seating chart. It can be a big task, but people will be
appreciative if you learn their names quickly.
When you first come to Japan and meet your coworkers you may think that there are many
cultural barriers to overcome. You probably will commit a few transgressions by accident, whether its
wearing outdoor shoes into a building or missing a cue to bow and say, “よろしくお願いします.”
Don’t beat yourself up or feel awkward for any cultural missteps. Embrace the differences because if
you don’t it will be difficult to remain happy here. People can tell if you’re making those mistakes from
ignorance or lack of caring, and they won’t to hold it against you.
People can tell a lot about you based on your disposition. If you’re happy and don’t seem overly
serious they’ll be more likely to open up to you. Be positive. Be happy you’re here. It is an incredibly
beautiful place. This can attitude can be difficult to maintain when you experience such a big transition.
I remind myself that I haven’t been anywhere else with such beautiful scenery and places to explore.
You’re in a position where for the most part it is easy to explore and make many new
interesting friends. Adjusting to a new schedule and workplace can be tricky, however it’s not an
impossible task! Don’t stress out too much about how you will make good first impressions just be
natural and friendly. I’m sure your new friends and coworkers will be happy to meet you!
Good luck!
William WoodmanNamerikawa City ALT
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YOUR FIRST MONTH IN JAPAN!
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------So you’re coming to Toyama? Congratulations! You’ll be surrounded by stunning mountains, friendly
locals, compassionate expats, and some of Japan’s most delicious food. I’m sure you’re both over the
moon and slightly nervous about your future here, but I know you’ll love Toyama! You probably have a
million questions about what to expect when you arrive, so hopefully the ten tips I have for your first
month will help.
When you first arrive in Japan you’ll head off to Tokyo Orientation! You’ll be asked to part with your
bigger bags at the airport, which will be shipped off to Toyama ahead of you, leaving you feeling much
lighter after hauling your life across the world. Tip #1: Make sure you pack anything you will need for
the next week or so in the bags you take to orientation, including your suit (and deodorant, because
Tokyo is going to be HOTHOTHOT)! You’ll basically live in your suit for the next three days---so be
prepared with additional dress shirts or another suit jacket. Tip #2: Most importantly keep in mind that
you are legally required to carry your passport at all times until you have your residence card, so don’t
send that ahead either!
Tokyo Orientation is a great chance to meet JETs going to other prefectures (aka futons to sleep on
when you travel) and see Tokyo at night, but it is also your first few days of work! Luckily Tokyo is a
quick Shinkansen ride away from Toyama so you don’t need to live it up in Tokyo when you first
arrive—believe me, your body will thank you if you get some sleep. Of course you’ll want to celebrate
making it to Japan, as you should, but you will also have a handful of workshops during orientation, so
you’ll need some energy. I’m going to be real with you- they can be very boring, and you will probably
be exhausted, but you can use the time to bond with other JETs. So make the best of the time, ask that
guy what prefecture he’s going to for the eighth time because you forgot you already talked to him,
and dress in your best professional business attire (in Japan this means a suit—tip #3). Also, you will
likely have your first enkai (work party) with the Toyama JETs while in Tokyo. It is a great chance to
bond with each other and try some izakaya food, so you should go!
Toyama Arrival: After Orientation you’ll dive head first into your life in Toyama. You’ll meet your
supervisor (in your best suit of course!) and go to city hall. You should get your residence card, which
you should keep on you at all times (tip #4). You’ll also do stuff like sign your apartment contract. You
might be asked to pay your first month’s rent and key money at this time; please contact your school
before you leave your home country to know how much money it will be. Tip #5: You may have to wait
a few weeks for that first paycheck, knowing where the nearest international ATM is located is a
lifesaver. I recommend using 7-Eleven. On your first day in Toyama make sure you grab your
supervisor’s contact info and the school’s number, ask about how to get to and from school, and where
you can get any essentials that you need for your first night in your new home.
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Your second day in Toyama will probably be the first day you actually go to your school or office. For
those of you who don’t know Japanese, here’s your crash course for your stellar self-introduction:
“Hajimemashite. Watashi wa *name+ desu. *Country+jin desu. Douzo yoroshiku onegaishimasu!”(Tip
#7.) No need to add more than that unless you want to, as most people will just be excited that you
tried. This is also a great time to give out your omiyage and get to know coworkers. Don’t be afraid to
ask names again, as you’ll probably still be jetlagged during introductions. As the month goes on, get to
know the staff at school beyond those who speak English. You will feel more comfortable when you
have people at work that you can bond with, even if it is just about the weather or food. You might get
lucky and find someone who likes to chat, despite the language barrier, and is willing to help you
practice Japanese.
During your first month you’ll have a ton of stuff to get together and you’ll sign—well stamp with your
personal seal (hanko)—your life away. You’ll set up personal accounts such as your phone service and
bank; don’t be afraid to ask what’s going on! I urge you to talk about internet immediately, within your
first three days here, because you do not want to be me and not have it for almost four months (my
bad…I didn’t double check that they were coming for an installation, so tip #6 do that!) If there is
anything important that you need to do right away, such as learning how to do a furikomi (bank
transfer) to pay bills back home, August is the best time to ask for help since the school is on summer
vacation. Once the school picks back up you and your JTEs will be busy, so use that initial reprieve
proactively! For you CIRs, please talk to your pred about what their first month was like for more
insights on what to expect.
August is a great time to ask about your contract, visiting school(s), and how to fill out any forms you
might have such as an attendance log and travel reimbursement forms. It is a great time to figure out
your role in classes, create your self-introduction, and plan lessons. You might be asked to write a selfintroduction speech in Japanese, so this is a good time to try your hand at it. You should also take a
walk around your school to figure out where everything is, talking with teachers, and chat with
students between their club activities. Tips #7: Some students are shy, so say hello to them first!
Others are super genki (energetic), so be prepared to ALWAYS say hello to them…even if they are on
the fourth floor balcony and you’re halfway across the parking lot.
Your first month is also about settling into your new apartment and getting accustomed to Japanese
life. For some this might be your first apartment—maybe even your first time living alone, but don’t
worry, you can ask your JTEs or other CIRs/ALTs for help reading those strange bills (tip #8). Some of
you may fall in love with your apartment immediately, while others may need to warm up to it. It may
be different from you’re accustomed to in your home country or that maybe some things need to be
spruced up. You may need to cull the furniture the previous ALT left behind and get yourself some cute
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things at Daiso to help spruce up the place, but you’ll soon feel like it is your home. If you need help
with something your apartment, don’t hesitate to ask for help (tip #9—don’t feel like you’re imposing
too much by asking questions, it’s your school’s job to help you and you can always give small omiyage
as a thank you!)
Your first month will be full of adventure. Between stuffing your face with festival food to exploring the
wonders of Toyama prefecture, you’ll find yourself falling in love with this little corner of Japan you
may have never heard of until now. YouTube-sensei and Google-sensei will become your best friends,
as will the amazing people (JETS and locals alike) in Toyama. You’ll soon have a tiny, local place you
love to chow down at and climb Tateyama during Toyama Orientation! Some of you will brave the
hottest and most humid weather you have ever felt (you won’t melt, I promise!) while others find the
summers here more comfortable than home. August will fly by, as long as you drink your water and
blast your AC. Then one night you’ll be walking into that local konbini at 2 am for the fifth time,
thinking that Japanese numbers seem less daunting when you pay, and it will suddenly hit you that
you’ve in Japan for one month.
For now you have to wait a bit longer to join in the fun, but I promise you it’s worth the wait. Enjoy the
time you have left with your family and friends back home. When you get here, I ask that you come
with an open mind (tip #10). I hope that you to try the weird squishy food you don’t know the name of,
go to that festival that just sounds “kinda interesting” (because it will be amazing), and are willing to
get lost without a GPS with a group of newbies. Your first month will be full of amazing sights and
memories, so bring a camera!
Safe travels,
Brittany Souliske
Toyama City ALT
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YOU HAVE HEARD IT A THOUSAND TIMES, BUT- CULTURE SHOCK
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------People who come from one culture to settle in another often go through “culture shock,” a series of
predictable moods and behaviors that accompany acculturation.
Fortunately, Japan is probably one of the gentlest countries in which to go through culture shock. Yes,
not many people speak English fluently, but people are generally forgiving of blunders, and Toyama has
an extensive support network.
Here are the stages of culture shock.
Stage 1: The Honeymoon period
This is the stage at which everything seems perfect and wonderful about your host country. For Japan,
it’s the stage when you first get here, when the vending machines are everywhere and you’ve never
tried anything in them, the convenience stores are actually convenient, and there’s a karaoke bar on
every corner.
This is generally a good time. There’s a lot about Japan to enjoy; so enjoy it. However, keep in mind
that this period might be marked by trying to take on too much, too quickly. You want to experience
everything, so you sign up for taiko classes, get a Japanese tutor, agree to weekly baseball games with
your teachers, and by the end of it you realize you’re exhausted. So, take it easy.
Also, this is the period when a lot of people hook up and then regret doing it later. Not a problem if you
can be mature about it, but maybe wait a few months, and establish a good network of friends and
support before you start doing that.
Stage 2: The Frustration period
After a few weeks, or months in Japan, some of the great shiny things will seem less shiny. You may
start to notice more negative things about the culture, or grow more frustrated with the limitations of
living in a country where not many people speak English very well.
Typical things that people complain about in this phase are; a lack of their favorite foods; not feeling
accepted at their schools; and cultural differences between Japanese people and the foreign
community.
In particular, people grow frustrated with their schools. If that is the case, reach out to your
predecessors and your fellow JETs to give you context (you’ll find that this is a handy solution for most
culture-shock related problems.) It can be helpful to know whether one teacher is just awful to work
with, or if their behavior is new or being misinterpreted. For example, you might find yourself left in
the staffroom while other teachers go out to a big meeting. This happens to almost every ALT, so don’t
take it personally. Enjoy being in the staffroom alone.
This is a stage of homesickness, when you’ll start to miss everything about your home country. Know
that this is natural. Skype, email, and instant messaging are all there to keep you in touch with your
family. Visit them in the summer/winter, and make new friends in Toyama.
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Don’t let yourself fall into the trap of believing too many negative things about Japan; just because one
Japanese person said something ignorant doesn’t make all Japanese people ignorant, for example.
Remember that you are in a nation of 120,000,000 people, and that, even though people will share
certain cultural similarities, they are individuals.
Also, keep in mind that in Toyama, the Frustration period is exacerbated by a very snowy, very cold,
often sunless winter. If you suffer from seasonal affective disorder, order some vitamin D off of a
website called iherb.com. Or, buy a sun lamp. Look up previous welcome letters for advice on surviving
the winter; but, know that when the winter ends, you can look forward to a wave of mental health and
stage 3.
Stage 3: The Adjustment period
In this stage, you start to gradually learn how to deal with the problems you’re dealing with. In order to
get to this period faster, and the adjust well, I would start studying Japanese early and consistently (if
you don’t already know it). There are classes throughout Toyama. The CIC building has classes for many
levels, and also helps to hook people up with tutors.
For me, and important part of the adjustment period is reaching out to people. Some of us are
introverts, and that’s okay; but building a trusted group of confidants is important. Keep in mind that
socializing doesn’t have to be stereotypical high school movie type stuff—going to clubs, climbing into
each other’s windows, peer pressuring each other into pranking the principal and learning life lessons,
blah blah. All of that is great, but you can also just start a writing group, text somebody about your
favorite video game, make plans to go over each other’s marble collections, etc…You can still integrate
yourself into the community by just being the person you are.
Over this period you will learn more context about cultural cues. For example, when someone asks you
“that is a nice shirt” they often mean “you shouldn’t wear that shirt”—but, frustratingly, they will also
sometimes just compliment your shirt. Being here for awhile will give you the context to understand
when you are being told something is inappropriate, when you are being complimented, and when you
are being lightly scolded but you can ignore the person and keep wearing your warmest sweater.
Stage 4: The acceptance period
Congrats, now you accept life in Japan. It’s not perfect, but it’s not terrible either. On the whole
it’s pretty good. Don’t sweat the small stuff. Eat a lot of ramen.
William LeRoux
Toyama City ALT
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PROFESSIONALISM AS AN ALT
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------JET is not a study abroad opportunity, nor is it a global exchange experience or internship. It is a
professional commitment; we have a workplace, colleagues, and a salary. For some of you, it may be
the first truly professional job outside of university, while others may have worked many jobs in
professional settings around the world. Professionalism is important to get along with our colleagues,
and also to make a positive impression on our local communities. The question then is: what is most
important for professionalism as ALTs in Toyama?
Just as every country has slightly different expectations of professionalism, so too do different
workplaces. Professionalism at a startup is different from professionalism at a big bank. The same may
be true for your schools, so it’s important to ask your predecessor and your supervisor when you have
questions, and also observe your colleagues to judge the atmosphere and expectations of your own
workplace. The following are pretty universal though:
² Act like a professional: complete your responsibilities on time and to a high standard, take
direction from your superiors, respect your colleagues, and help out your team whenever you
can.
² Present yourself as a professional: always be punctual, take care of personal grooming, and
dress well (according to your school’s standards).
I’ll now say a little more about each of these things, and how they might differ in Japan.
Completing your responsibilities on time and to a high standard.
When you first arrive, you are not expected to bring tons of new and creative ideas to the table. Focus
on how you can fit in and help with what’s already being done. Each school has their own system and
ways of doing things, which tend to change slowly. Innovation and improvement can come later on,
once you’ve felt your way and gotten to know your colleagues better. However, if you’re given free
reign with a lesson or activity, make a mock-up and run through the procedure with a couple
colleagues first (time permitting); you may discover which people can give you good advice or tell you
how your lesson suits the student’s level.
Take direction from your superiors.
Your first point of contact is, of course, your supervisor. After your supervisor, you’ll work with the
English teachers in charge of each year. They will be the person to sign off on any lesson plans or ideas
for that year. The hierarchy of the office can be important, and people’s styles and ideas sometimes
conflict, so it’s best to find out who’s in charge and make sure not to bypass them.
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Respect your colleagues.
Sometimes, you may not like someone’s style, or you may feel they don’t like yours. Don’t make it
personal. Always be willing to learn and understand their approach. Cultivating a relationship of
genuine respect and trust will make your team-teaching classes much better, and make your own
working experience much more fulfilling.
Help out your team whenever you can.
As new ALTs, we’re often flung into situations that we don’t understand or don’t know what’s
expected of us. Be flexible and graceful in these situations, and maintain a good sense of humor about
it. Use the situation to learn what kind of questions to ask next time, so as to be better prepared.
Because we don’t always know what’s going on, it can be easy to become a passive observer.
Remember to treat yourself as part of the team. You may see a chance to help someone set up chairs
for an event, carry in some new boxes of textbooks, or help a JTE finish correcting some student work.
Just asking if you can help is always a good gesture.
Always be punctual.
It can’t be repeated too often: punctuality is very important in Japan. Arriving 5-15 minutes early for
something is quite normal. Anything less than 5 is cutting it close. Arriving ‘just in time’ means you’re
late. Until you get the hang of it, it’s best to arrive very early. When you’re new to a country, people do
understand that difficulties happen (misunderstanding the bus schedule, for example) so it’s best to
apologize simply and truthfully in those cases. Continual or frequent lateness will be noted however.
(On the flip side, I’ve also found that continual and frequent earliness will be noted and praised!)
Take care of personal grooming.
Humidity and hot summers take a toll, and it doesn’t help that we are usually some of the few people
in our offices arriving by bike or otherwise exposed to the elements. August is a sweaty month, but you
will be meeting a lot of people for the first time, so making an extra effort for personal grooming will
be necessary. Frequent showers, fresh clothes, and deodorant and cooling wipes are your friends. In an
open-plan office a strong perfume or cologne might irritate others too, so it’s best to keep scents on
the light side. Tattoos and piercings are not common or very accepted, (beyond traditional ear
piercings for women) so keep them hidden. Attracting attention for your unique personal appearance
is usually not a good thing in the context of a Japanese office.
Dress well.
This is very dependent on your own office, but it’s better to overdress than underdress. Generally,
standards of dress are more formal and old fashioned compared to what we are used to. A suit will be
necessary at first, though you may be invited to remove your jacket (wear a shirt that doesn’t show
sweat stains under it!) Observe what others are wearing, but particularly others around your age. Just
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because a senior teacher wears a denim skirt doesn’t mean it would be appropriate for you to do the
same! Your school may also have a changing room or even a locker for you, in which case I advise
keeping a suit there for those unexpected formal events that everyone forgot to tell you about…(and
possibly changing your clothes after your commute, if you’re walking or biking in summer.) Remember
that how you appear at work is not about you, it’s about your workplace and the image they want to
present, so bear it in mind when choosing how adventurous to be with your personal style.
Teaching in Japan
It is well-known that work hours and responsibilities are extreme for Japanese teachers. Often, our
colleagues may be at work 6-7 days a week and be in the office until 7pm. In contrast, our working
hours are exceptionally short. In light of this, it will not look particularly good if you make a fuss about
‘staying past your contracted hours’ once in a while to help students or assist with a school event.
However, be careful to take care of yourself and protect your personal time, too. If you are asked to
stay after, you might respectfully inquire for how long/how frequently, and if you will receive any time
off for it later. It’s possible that you can, but you won’t know unless you ask. At the same time, don’t
feel you are entitled to time off in kind for any work you do outside hours. Remember that you are part
of the team, and this sometimes means working longer and harder during special events or exam times.
Make sure to acknowledge your colleagues for their hard work, too. A good expression for this is
Otsukaresamadesu. You may say this when you leave work, but also when you finish a project or a
meeting. It’s a nice way of showing others that you noticed and appreciated their efforts.
Other greetings:
It’s important to greet your coworkers with a smile and say ohayo gozaimasu in the morning. You may
say this until noon, and if you pass a colleague in the hall after that, it’s common to say otsukaresama
desu as a greeting. When others leave, once again say otsukaresama desu. When you leave, say osaki
ni shitsureishimasu. This means ‘pardon me for going before you’ and acknowledges that you’re
leaving the team early. Asking coworkers and your supervisor the correct phrase or etiquette for a
situation is totally fine. They understand you don’t know everything, but making an effort to be polite
is important.
Dealing with stress and panic
Everyone has days where things are just too much, whether it’s because a class didn’t go as expected,
or we’re frustrated by the way things are done at work, or we simply feel overwhelmed. If you cry at
your desk or go to the nurse’s room you may get the sympathy of your colleagues, but not their
respect. It’s best to handle the problem calmly. Settle down and reflect on what happened and why it
was so frustrating. Only after that, talk with coworkers you trust about it. Waiting and bringing up
problems when you feel less emotional is not only more professional, but gives you a better chance of
actually changing the thing which caused the frustration in the first place.
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General conduct:
Initiate communication. When you’re new, there may be a tendency to wait for people and
information to come to you. Don’t. Be proactive. Everyone is busy, and they’ll forget to tell you things.
Ask ‘is there anything special going on tomorrow?’ If there’s an event, ask ‘how should I dress, and is
there anything I can do to help?’ By asking many people when you first come, you can learn who is
most interested in talking with you and who you can rely on for advice. At the same time, remember
it’s reciprocal: find opportunities to help your coworkers, and when they ask, put away what you were
doing and give them your full attention and help as much as possible.
Lastly, I advise you to go to enkais! They can be expensive--and awkward if you have limited Japanese-but it’s a great way to chat with people in a more relaxed environment and show that you are trying to
be part of the team. It’s also a good chance to ask people questions when they’re in a more open
frame of mind. With the unlimited refills though, be careful not to get too drunk. Being tipsy and
having fun is great, but becoming an embarrassment or burden to your coworkers isn’t.
Finally, remember that all new etiquette and new rules we learn for Japan are just that—etiquette. The
ultimate aim, as always, is conveying our respect and consideration for others. So don’t feel too
overwhelmed to get everything ‘right’. Be respectful and communicate with others, and you’ll be fine. I
hope you will enjoy your office and your colleagues as much as I do—they’re one of the best things
about the job.
Osasha Fertal
Takaoka ALT
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CIR WELCOME LETTER
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Have you been placed in Toyama as a CIR? Are you unsure about what you’ll be facing because
ESID has been drilled into your brain for the last few months? If so WELCOME TO TOYAMA!
My name is Mathieu Glacet and I am the English language CIR for Toyama Prefecture. I’m in the
middle of my second year right now, and I’ll just give you a few introductions about what CIRs do here,
and a bit of what you should expect when you’re expecting to live in the BEST PREFECTURE IN JAPAN
(aside from the climate, but whatever).
First of all, no matter where you are placed in the prefecture, you will see me and the other
CIRs at least once a month because we meet in Toyama City to organize the JET Festival. It is an
international exchange festival held every year in February with help from ALTs, study abroad students,
and local residents. You’ll learn more about this during orientation, but these meetings will help you
connect with your fellow CIRs, and you’ll have a support network in which you should never hesitate to
ask for help! The Toyama CIR community is relatively more tightly knit than some other prefectures
(I’ve witnessed two Kanagawa CIRs meeting each other for the first time in their second year, despite
being in adjacent cities…).
Now let’s talk about what you’ll actually be doing. You can be doing anything from: writing your
own newsletter, school visits, culture classes, language classes, cooking classes, translation,
interpretation, being a tour guide, helping your fellow ALTs who need language-based help, and many
more. Translation and interpretation jobs themselves can vary from emails and documents to IOC
licenses and hospital examinations. It may be just one of these, or all of these. In my past year and a
half here, I’ve interpreted for interviews at a psychiatric hospital, translated emergency exit maps for a
museum, had to interpret for a tour of a temple where even the Japanese tourists had no clue what
the head monk was saying, and made tacos for adults while teaching them about foods in the US.
Flexibility is key, and hopefully you’ll have fun while learning many things on the job.
Some of us are very busy, while others have more free time. You’re always welcome to try and
create your own projects, just make sure to go through the budget and proposal procedures. Budgets
are usually very difficult to get a hold of, so think of activities you can do without paying a yen! Also,
take the time to learn about the city and people around you. Explore what your area has to offer, and
don’t hesitate to visit other places in Toyama too! I’ll be glad to show you around!
The CIR job also gives you ample opportunity to improve your Japanese. If you’re 100%
confident in your Japanese right now, then that’s awesome, but if you’re not- don’t worry. CIRs can
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participate in the Translation and Interpretation Course and a seminar in December in Otsu, Shiga, and
we all have a mandatory Mid-Year Conference at the of November. You will be able to talk to other
CIRs and hone your Japanese translating and interpreting skills. Some MYC classes also deal with stress,
Japanese law, rural tourism, and many more topics that can be useful to you as a CIR.
Finally, the JET community in Toyama is very friendly and tight knit. I would recommend reading
the other welcome letters, even if you don’t think they’ll be useful for you, since you never know if
you’ll find yourself making constant visits to the local elementary school or teaching an adult class
twice a week. Make friends with the ALTs in your city and the other CIRs! We help each other in times
of need. Also check out the CIR forums at cirhomepage.boards.net/ where you can ask a bunch of
questions, get advice, find resources, and most of all get to know your fellow CIRs around Japan! Don’t
worry too much about your Japanese level. You’ve made it through a very tough selection process,
you’ll be fine! (And if you’re in over your head at one point here, don’t worry, it has all happened to us.
Another CIR at the prefecture learned the word shitload from one of my predecessors.) 国際交流！
I hope you’ll have an amazing time in Toyama. Our jobs are as varied as the possibilities here,
from deep powder snow skiing in the winter to swimming in 26C water at the beach in the summer.
Life here is #toyamazing and we can’t have to have you be part of it! See you in August! 期待しとるち
ゃ～
Mathieu Glacet
Toyama City CIR
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FIRST LESSON- JIKOSHOUKAI
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Congratulations on 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 will work 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
21

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 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 30th.”
“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.
Kavita Premchan
Former JET
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IT’S ELEMENTARY, MY DEAR WATSON!
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome to Toyama! Congratulations on getting one of the best placements in Japan. This is for the
new ALTs who have been told they will be working with elementary schools. Maybe you just have one.
Maybe you have four or more. Either way, here is some advice on how to make the best working with
the little ones.
Think of your favorite things
During the first couple weeks of school or longer, you will be introducing yourself to your new schools.
Even though the kids might not be as upfront with their excitement as kids from other countries, they
have been waiting for this moment to meet you. Usually, children want a way to connect with their
new teachers. When creating your self-introduction presentation, think of what interesting facts about
you that would intrigue an elementary school student. What’s your favorite color? What sport do you
like? What cartoon character is your favorite? What animal do you like? What’s your favorite TV show?
What’s your favorite food? What’s your favorite book? Believe it or not, I had some difficulties coming
up with answers to these simple questions, but having an answer is better than “I don’t know.”
Remember to keep your presentation in easy English. This is not just for the students, but also for the
Home Room Teachers (HRTs) so they can translate. Speak slowly and clearly. If you have anything that
you can bring that you don’t mind the students holding, bring it. Remember to smile.
Remember when you were in elementary school
Ask yourself, when you were an elementary school student, what were some characteristics of your
favorite teacher. Were they someone who smiled at you in the hallways and always said hello? Were
they someone who would play sports with you after school? Were they someone who would help you
one-on-one with a task? Think of those characteristics and how you can become that teacher for your
future students. You don’t have to try to be someone who you are not. Just try to be the best version
of yourself for the young ones.
Your work schedule
I’m going to be honest. I have no clue what your schedule will be like.
My schedule in Kurobe looks VERY different from other ES ALTs in the prefecture. Your Board of
Education will give you your schedule. Your contract will explain what your hours are. Most likely 8:30
to 4:15. Try to get to work at least 10 minutes early. You most likely will be using Hi, Friends! unless
your BoE has its own curriculum. You may only work with 5 th and 6th graders weekly and the lower
grades once a month. You may have 3rd through 6th grade once a week and only 1st and 2nd once a
month. You may only see one of your schools every couple months. My advice is: don’t worry too
much about this now. Everything will be explained to you once you get to your city. Just make sure you
have a suit jacket available for the first day and opening ceremony. You can change to more
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comfortable clothes after the ceremonies are over. For elementary school, it is ok to wear sportswear
as long as it’s not raggedy.
I don’t speak Japanese. How am I going to remember all my students’ names? How will I be able to
bond with them?
I would be very impressed if you remembered everyone’s name. Try to look at their name tags as
much as you can, but don’t beat yourself up if you forget. Give them high fives. Say hello to them in the
hallways. Ask them simple questions for them to practice outside the classroom. Cheer them on during
their Sports Day. If you’re sporty, join them for a game of basketball. Ask someone if you could attend
one of their club activities. Acknowledge them if you see them around town. A smile goes a long way
here.
Things to remember
Don’t be nervous. They’re just little human beings.
Be flexible. Schedules change ALL THE TIME.
Be a good representative of your home country.
Learn greetings to say in Japanese to your co-workers.
Take pictures of your family and around your hometown before you leave.
Understand that you are seen as a teacher and should behave as such, even outside the school.
Ask your fellow ALTs for help and advice if you need any.
That’s all the advice I have for now. I’m sure you will have more questions as your departure date
draws near. Please feel free to email me any questions you may have or say hello during Toyama
Orientation. Again, congratulations of your placement and good luck with everything!
Samantha McGuire
Sakurai ES
Ogyu ES
Wakaguri ES
mcguiresa@gmail.com
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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 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, there will always
be students who are late. Try to be punctual yourself.
8:25-8:30
Staff 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, however most don’t, since
it’s outside of your work time. I’ve never joined one myself.
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. Check with your school or JTEs on 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. At the beginning of the year, the
school will ask 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.
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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 staff 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 effective, 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 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 to 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
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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
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HIGH SCHOOL JETS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Hello! Welcome to Toyama, and welcome back to High School!
Working at senior high school can be profoundly rewarding and exciting, often unexpected ways and I
am here to offer you some insight regarding your work, your schedule, and involvement in life at
Japanese senior high school.
Let’s start with the work. Because of the specific focus or course(s) that most senior high schools have,
there is a vast range of experiences in high school. That’s why my first piece of advice is to learn you
school’s focus and goals for their students. There are technical high schools with metal shops and
machine rooms, highly academic high schools that prepare students for university admission, large
sports/club oriented schools and everything in between. Naturally, your work and activities, as well as
the freedom you have in both, will reflect the purpose of your school. Rigorous academic high schools
that focus on university admission tests may deviate less from the textbook but students will likely be
attentive and diligent. Other school may encourage creative activities and give you a large degree of
freedom in the classroom. My school has an mild English program, as will an advanced one; a great
deal of my time is spent supporting the debate team, speech contest students, and other English club
activities. Ultimately, your situation will be unique but the better you understand your school, the
easier it will be to adjust to your workload and job expectations.
As far as your schedule is concerned, most schools will start sometime between 8 and 9AM, and finish
after 4PM. That's when club activities start, though technically at this point, you are “off the clock”.
Many ALTs get involved in clubs or support various English club activities, and it seems like for the most
part, these activities are considered ‘volunteer’ time. No overtime pay for us! If you have to work on a
Saturday, which can sometimes occur, you will probably be reimbursed in daikyuu or the whole school
will schedule a make-up day off.
Throughout the year, you will have some opportunities to take vacation, but it is important to note
that unless otherwise specified, you will likely have to use daikyuu or nenkyuu to take time off. Even if
there are no classes, such as during the winter and spring recess, you are expected come to work. This
may be extremely relaxing or rather boring depending on how you choose to keep yourself occupied
during these lulls. You can read a book, study Japanese, or plan ahead for the next term.
The first major holiday will be the winter recess, and while classes are usually finished before Christmas,
Christmas itself is not a national holiday in Japan. Consequently, you will need to use vacation time to
take the day off (or to travel home if you so choose). The exceptions to this are the Oshogatsu (New
Year) holiday from around the December 28 until about January 3rd, the Obon holiday in mid August,
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and the Golden Week holiday during the first week in May. Such national holidays are holidays for
everyone and thus save you from using vacation time, but that depends on the school as well. Outside
of the national holidays, your best times to travel will be times when you do not have classes, though
again you will need to use daikyuu or nenkyuu. Plan accordingly by checking your schedule and
submitting the request early. If you have questions, ask your supervisor - clear communication is
important for matters regarding time off.
Before I get to my last piece of advice, let me speak to some age-specific high school advice for some of
the younger incoming ALTs. Many JETs, including myself, come to Japan right out of university. This
puts us quite close to the age of the students we are working with, the oldest of whom may only be
four or five years younger than us. Understand and respect that this can help you build trust with
students and may play to your advantage in engaging with them. We can be friendly and energetic, we
can get to know them, and both of those points can actually help you as a teacher. Ultimately, we are
still their teachers. As long as that’s clear, you should have no problems!
For the most part, the more involved you are at your school, the more opportunities to connect with
your students. I would certainly encourage you to get involved, as long as you have a healthy work life
balance. You are not paid for the extra time and it is not it in your contract, but after school activities
can be some of the most rewarding parts of the job. Helping these burgeoning young adults is
rewarding and often tremendously entertaining. Their opinions, personalities, and sense of self, are all
crystallizing and your perspective and influence should not be underestimated. Take pride in the fact
that you can have a profoundly positive effect on their developing worldview!
Remember that while every situation is different, all of the other high school ALTs here can offer
additional advice based on their different schools. Please don’t hesitate to reach out and ask
questions! We’re happy that you are joining us, and I hope you have a wonderful time in Japanese
high school.
Rikio Inouye
Toyama City ALT
rikio@tuins-h.ed.jp
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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 “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.
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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.
Don’t worry, they’ll give you their best in return.
Allison Bradley
Former Toyama JET
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TEACHING AT MULTIPLE SCHOOLS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Dear bright-eyed new Toyama ALT,
Working at multiple schools needs coordination but it can be easier than you think. When I first got to
Takaoka I was working at 4 schools – two elementary (ES) and two junior high (JHS). With one junior
high school being a fifteen minute bike ride away from my apartment and the other three schools
taking 30 minutes by bike – or, on public transit, 45 minutes to an hour. But that’s ok! On your
commute you’ll have time to read and respond to e-mails, read a book, study students’ names, or
listen to a podcast.
Once you’ve understood how to get to each of your schools, make sure to ask someone,
maybe the vice principal, the location of all the things on your “must find”. If you don’t remember to
ask when you first get there, never fear! Whenever you remember, just do it! You’ll be happy that you
did. I keep the information gathered about the school in my desk. For example, in a folder in my desk
drawer, there is a name list of the school faculty and kids in the classes I teach so I can practice their
names or look at it when I forget. I also asked someone about pronunciation of those names.
Okay. Now you know how to get to your schools and the location of most of the stuff at your
schools. What about teaching materials, you ask? For JHSs, some people make picture flashcards for all
the lessons, like in elementary school. Or if a JHS teacher doesn’t know what to do for a lesson that I’ve
already done at another school, I share how we did it at the other school and what types of materials
we used. Some ESs will be fully equipped, some will have nothing. If all of your ESs have nothing, ask
your JTE what they think you should make, then ask your fellow ALTs for advice if you need it.
Remember that you are a part of a bigger community and we’re all here to help.
Best of courage!
Annalyn Donaldson
Takaoka City ALT
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TEACHING NON-JAPANESE STUDENTS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome to Toyama! I wish you all the best during your JET adventure!
Having gone through this packet of different perspectives and different aspects of teaching in Toyama,
I am certain that by this point you have come to the understanding that NO two schools in Toyama are
the same. This can be refreshing news but it can also lead to further confusion as to how to conduct
your job as an ALT in the classroom. The greatest sense of confusion I’ve encountered was walking into
a classroom full of foreigners! Not only non-native speakers from Pakistan, India, the Philippines, South
Korea, China, Russia and Germany, but also native speakers from Canada, the United States and
Australia! With non-Japanese students, all bets are off!
So, what’s the best way to approach this situation? As with most things JET, the answer is creativity! In
being creative, one doesn’t approach all foreign students with the same strategy in mind. Instead, as a
general guideline, you should be open to them, learn about the circumstances that brought them to
Japan, and find out how to best help them improve their English.
Being open and learning about the foreign students at your school can be a tricky situation. Few
students actualize what their foreign status means in the same way. Some of my students take active
pride in separating themselves from their peers and love referring to their past experiences while other
students I’ve met do their best to assimilate into the class and do not want to be singled out or asked
about their culture. I’ve found that the best way to deal with this situation is to first inquire about the
student from their homeroom teacher or previous English teachers. With the former, homeroom
teachers are well known to invest a lot of time and energy into their students and know the most
about their family’s story and English ability. They can give a good indication as to how to work with
their students. In addition, when classmates are busy doing individual activities in class, feel free to
approach the student and ask non-invasive questions. Be sure to make yourself available as a friend.
For some students, this sense of friendship can give them an opportunity to express themselves
outside of the Japanese-speaking world.
In addition, as you become better friends with your fellow foreigners, be sure to learn what
circumstance brought them to Japan. Once again, it is important to navigate this topic carefully as a
few students I’ve met have come here because of death of their main guardian or failed family
business ventures. Once again, it is smart to start from the teachers and move in. The activity that best
helped me learn about my foreign students was from their journal activities. Our first entry was a selfintroduction. Use information given by the student to start conversations and eventual friendships.
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This leads me to another point: finding out the best way to help these students. More often than not,
the foreign students I’ve met in Japan tend to have higher English levels than their Japanese peers.
Because of this, the English classroom may seem like a dull and wasted period for them. Instead,
pending approval from your JTE, find out whether they are comfortable with you assigning them
additional work in class that would challenge them at their appropriate levels. Complex short fiction,
contemporary articles from the New Yorker and the Economist followed by questions are a great way
to make their mental gears work harder. Also, in my Current Issues class, I weekly assign the foreign
students in class to work on research projects that they eventually present in class. This not only keeps
them busy, but it also provides an opportunity for their Japanese peers to learn from them.
In addition, some foreign students may not be as skilled in Japanese as they are in English. As a JET
studying Japanese, you can use this to create a sense of solidarity. Be sure to encourage each other
and consider having the student sign up for the Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT). Not only
will studying with your student encourage you to study more, other teachers will be grateful to see an
increase in the student’s Japanese ability. In addition, should your student be a non-native English
speaker or near non-native level, it would be wise to consider what level Eiken (Test in Practical English
Proficiency) exam they should consider. Study materials for the Eiken exams make great additional
class work if they finish the class assigned work before their peers. Having seen the level-1 Eiken exam,
I firmly attest that there is an appropriate level for all foreign students in Japan. I’ve even seen an
Australian student struggle to pass the vocabulary section of this exam!
Lastly, keep it fun! Foreign students give an opportunity to bring a whole new perspective into the
classroom. Ask them to help explain an English term. Have them help out at an English Club event. Help
each other navigate through the confusing and exciting world of Japanese education!
Cullan Riley
Former Toyama JET
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DON’T GET FRUSTRATED AT WORK AND IN GENERAL
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Hi you,
Welcome to Japan and to the lovely prefecture of Toyama.
My goal today is to briefly discuss a question and a couple of key points that will hopefully
have at least a small positive impact on your time here, and in the future. I have spent years now
observing, listening, learning about, and pondering culture shock, cultural exchange, and what it is that
causes strong swells of positive and negative emotion in this journey of a lifetime.
What degree of our happiness is coming from external stimulus versus our own state of mind.
The simple truth of the matter is that we can’t control much of the world around us, and the world
doesn’t care either way. This can lead to one of the keystones of unhappiness, frustration. For daily life,
I’d like to suggest a couple of ways that I learned recently from an exceptional writer named Eric
Barker (blog: Barking up the Wrong Tree) to manage frustration from both the outside world, and from
within yourself. For both, I want you to think about the quote by the author Charles R. Swindoll, “Life is
10% what happens to you and 90% how you react to it.” The following is a paraphrased summary of
what he writes.
The first thing to think about is frustration from irrational expectations from external sources.
Temper your expectations of others and of events. Remember that what you want to happen is never
guaranteed. We all come here with certain expectations, and if they are too high, we can be
disappointed and frustrated. We start saying, “it SHOULD be this way or that!” None of us are the
center of the universe, even if it might feel like that when we first get here. It’s a mirage. The sooner
you internalize that the better. Oh, and ABCD. When you start feeling Adversity to your expectations,
check if your Beliefs in your expectations were irrational, take care not to let the Consequences of that
irrational belief become anger, frustration, or depression, and finally Dispute the irrationality; “The
universe never guaranteed me a trouble free existence. This will pass. I will survive.” Every moment
you spend complaining about the negative, is a moment of your life that you could spend on the
positive, now lost forever.
The other thing to think about is frustration from the inside. A lot of common wisdom suggests
high self-esteem is a fountain of happiness and success in life. But recent studies have found that
artificially boosted self-esteem doesn’t protect from frustration and depression, but contributed to an
increase in narcissism. When a person with low or artificially high self-esteem failed at something, they
both had similar feelings of worthlessness in the aftermath. The artificial high self-esteem may have
even exacerbated it, by increasing the expectations of one’s abilities prior to failure. Real self-esteem
and beneficial confidence is achievable, but as a byproduct of success, and only from there can be built
upon and used towards future successes. What has been proven to create success, happiness, and high
self-esteem is something called self-compassion. Stay with me here. If you go to the blog I mentioned,
you will see that the Navy Seals, among others, do this.
So, what is self-compassion? It’s when you stop lying to yourself that you’re so awesome, and
instead, focus on forgiving yourself when you’re not. Why? Research shows increasing self-compassion
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has all the benefits attributed to self-esteem — but without the downsides. It’s really easy to do. Next
time that critical voice in your head starts going and you think you need a self-esteem boost, instead
reach for some self-compassion. You can do this by reframing whatever the voice says into something
more positive. If it helps you more, visualize a compassionate figure and have them say it to you. When
we focus on self-esteem, we often build ourselves up by comparing ourselves to others. In the end, this
is a losing strategy. Even if we come out ahead, it still distances us from other people and that’s no
path to happiness. By remembering that everybody screws up you not only engage your compassion
muscles but you also draw yourself closer to others. You’re not better or worse. We’re all imperfect.
That’s okay, and it unites everyone.
So, this may all sound unnecessary now, and may even rain on your parade a little bit, but I
guarantee that for some of you it will come in handy one day when things suddenly aren’t what you
expected. In any case, I hope you have an amazingly nice time and that you look for the goodness in
everything and everyone you meet while here.
Hiroyoshi Murasaki
Former Toyama JET
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SUPPORTING YOUR MENTAL HEALTH ABROAD
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------I want this letter to reach a broad audience, but I also want to connect with anyone who currently is
struggling with mental health and moving to Toyama. Mental health is stigmatized throughout the
world and Japan is no exception. Despite this there are many people on JET, in Japan, and at your
workplaces who will understand you and try to support you. Work stress and anxiety is quite common
in Japan. At first you might not know who to confide in about your current situation. Stress and culture
shock most likely will affect how you deal with your mental health. I’m going to list some tips,
resources, and links in this letter.
The importance of routine:
I’m sure you are preparing for the journey of a lifetime. If you suffer from mental health afflictions or
you are the kind of person who has a lot of anxieties about living abroad and working in Japan here are
some things you can do now to prepare yourself. Sit down for a bit and make a list of the things you
like to do day by day. Examine your current routine. Do you take walks, eat at certain times, drink with
friends, play video games, play a sport, take classes, or watch certain TV shows. Write about the
routine you have in your home country. What makes you feel happy, relieved, comfortable, and at
home. Take these notes with you. This might help you a lot! At first you will arrive, meet new people,
go on adventures, and have a great time. Once culture shock and homesickness trickle in it can be hard
to establish a regular routine and lead a normal life. Pull out your lists when this happens and start
focusing on those
Helpful tips for reducing work stress:
Everyone comes up against work stress at some point. Here are some ideas for things you can do to
relieve work stress.
●

●

●

Meditation: Meditation can be helpful. Just taking deep breaths is a really good way to clear
stress and anxiety. There are various forms of meditation and breathing that can be done
quickly or in a public setting. Great for in the classroom stress.
Journaling and progress reports: Write down some things throughout the day. If an
uncomfortable situation arises at work write about it. Keep reports about the things you felt
you did a good job on and the things you could have done better, this way you can build on
your professional skills. Write about the good interactions you’ve had in your day. Write about
the things you are struggling with. If you have some free time at your desk it can be nice to
take a break and think about the day. Positive messages, notes, and stories can be a great
thing to write down and then read on days when you can barely make it through work.
Done lists: Make a simple list of things you’ve completed in your day. When you look back you
can feel really accomplished. Even small things- walked to the store, ate a healthy dinner,
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●

●

●

talked to a co-worker in Japanese, shipped a package, checked my mailbox, washed dishes,
anything can be good on this list. Instead of a to-do list where many things go unaccomplished
this list feels really nice to make.
Consultation: If you are having extreme work stress, life stress, or issues at work please don’t
hesitate to consult your supervisor, fellow teachers, PA, regional rep, C.O, or even a friend. If
the source of your issue can be resolved through action it can be really helpful to get opinions
from those with experience. Reach out for help!
Creating a break: Sometimes we need a break from our duties. Set up some time in your work
day when you are least likely to be busy and get something to drink, go toilet, look at some
nice photos, eat a snack, engage in something that relaxes you. For everyone this will be
different. Breaks are important and sometimes it is unclear when it is appropriate to take a
break. Start scouting for good opportunities early on.
Work boundaries/ respecting your limits: As you adjust to work in Japan more work may begin
to flood towards you. You may be invited to help with events, stay after school, work with a
school club, attend work parties, plan lessons, grade many things, the list is endless. Not
everyone experiences work overload but it is possible. Take precautions to care for your own
health. Don’t take on more work than you can finish. Don’t attend events if they make you feel
uncomfortable. You can always politely refuse or explain why you can’t take on more things at
this moment. You never owe anyone an explanation. You can simply say you have plans, are
busy, need to go home soon, aren’t feeling well. No one should want a personal explanation.
You also don’t owe anyone your back-story. People may ask about your health, dating life,
family, living situation, if you travel a lot, etc… People ask this to be friendly. You can always
give a curt reply or in a pinch make a white lie. Don’t answer anything you don’t feel
comfortable with.

Resources in Toyama, online, via phone, at work:
I want to make sure and dedicate a part of this letter to anyone who might currently be dealing with
long term mental health issues. Know that you are not alone. There are numerous JETs just like you.
I’m going to list some resources for you here.
●
Phone- There are a few phone lines that can be really helpful. The TELL lifeline provides
someone to talk to during the regular daytime hours on weekdays. The Peer Support Group
is another resource which is available late nights, weekends, and holidays. TELL lifeline
provides English speakers who are trained. PSG offers a fellow JET with an open ear and
quite a bit of training as well. These are great sources for emergencies, consultation,
brainstorming, and help with finding resources.
●
Internet- Online there are many Facebook groups for JETS and you can easily connect with
others. People are more than willing to share advice, resources, and information. There are
many pages of information as well, such as the TELL website.
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●

●

Counseling- There are quite a few options for counseling in Japan. Most of them are
through online services. Rarely do they accept insurance but some provide discounts for
JETs. They are in English and usually over Skype. There are also many other platforms such
as Betterhelp.com which provide you with a professional counselor over a video service,
messages, or email.
Doctors- within Toyama there is a physiatrist at Toyama Nakagawa Hospital that speaks English.
There are also a few options in Kanazawa. Visits to the doctor and medications are covered
in part by insurance. Depending on where you go and what medications you need it can be
quite cost effective. Most doctors can prescribe anywhere from 1-3 months of medication
depending on the prescription.

Welcome to Toyama,
If you ever need anything at all just email me at jecinwv@gmail.com
I’d love to answer any questions you have
Joan Conte
Takaoka City ALT
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VISITING THE DOCTOR: WHEN THAT APPLE A DAY DIDN’T QUITE CUT IT
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------So there you are. Your parents say it’s influenza. The internet says it’s cancer. And you’ve convinced
yourself it’s allergies. Then you realize, “it’s time to see a doctor!”
Fortunately, here in Japan, that is easy to do. Doctors can be found everywhere, and care is highly
affordable. So grab your health card, don a mask, and let’s solve some medical mysteries!
Where to go: Small clinics are the staple of Japanese medicine. You can find them all around town by
searching the word クリニック. Family doctors, or GPs, are referred to as naika, which means internal
medicine. If specialty care is required, these doctors can make a referral. You are also welcome and
encouraged to see a specialist from the start, especially if it’s clear exactly what you need. Here is a
brief list;
·

内科(ないか) = internal medicine. These are your general, multi-purpose doctors.

·

外科(げか) = external medicine. Got a cut, fracture, or sprain? These doctors have X-ray
machines and can care for physical injuries.

·

眼科(がんか) = eye doctors. Need glasses? You’re not alone! These doctors can help.

·

耳鼻科(じびか) = ear, nose, and throat doctors. Have complications from a cold? These doctors
can clear your head (literally).

·

皮膚科(ひふか) = skin doctors. From acne to bug bites, these doctors can care for your skin.

·

婦人科(ふじんか) = gynecologists. Often found in Ladies Clinics, these doctors can do routine
exams, test for STDs, and help with any specific health concerns.

·

歯科(しか) = dentists. From routine cleaning to wisdom teeth removal, dentists can help with all
those annoying tooth aches you’ve been putting off until later.

A note of advice: Regardless of symptoms, it’s a good idea to ask for doctor recommendations from
people in your area. Fellow JETs can offer first-hand experience and may know of services offered in
English. School staff, especially the school nurse, are also a great source for referrals, as they will know
of locations convenient to school and may be able to help translate.
When to go: In general clinics are open mornings and afternoons, with a break for lunch. If you are
trying to go outside of work hours, the timeslot between 5 and 6 pm will be your best bet. Certain
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clinics have Saturday hours as well, and for late evenings or holidays, most areas have an urgent care
center of some kind that can accommodate you.
What to do: Most clinics accept walk-ins, so just check the hours ahead of time and show up at your
convenience. Websites usually list hours as 診療時間(しんりょうじかん). When you enter a clinic, you may
be asked to take off your shoes, just as you would at school or some restaurants. If this is the case,
grab some slippers, and make yourself at home.
When you arrive: Your first stop once inside should be the reception. Hand them your health insurance
card, and if you are a returning patient, your patient card as well. You will be given a form to fill out
with information such as your name, address, phone number, primary symptoms, and medical history.
Too many kanji for your taste? Feel free to skip any sections you’re unsure of. If the reception or
doctors need more information, they will ask.
While you wait: You are now free to relax until called. Help yourself to the water, magazines, books,
and TV. A nurse may come take your temperature, ask follow-up questions, or perform simple tests.
Occasionally this is done in a separate area, but often they’ll do this in the waiting room. Seem light on
privacy? Many westerners are surprised by how open Japanese clinics and hospitals are. It might take
some getting used to, but rest assured any conversations with your doctor or records from your visit
will be kept confidential. Fun fact; 37℃ plus or minus a few decimals is a normal body temperature,
and thermometers go under the arm!
Seeing the doctor: Once the nurses are ready, they will call you in to see the doctor. He or she will
usually be seated at a desk, and will invite you to sit down nearby. The room will also include a basket
for your belongings, an exam bed, and other standard medical equipment. If you come with a
translator, they are welcome to sit or stand anywhere that seems appropriate.
Talking about health: The doctor will begin by going over your paperwork, asking about your
symptoms, and performing exams as needed. Many have noted that meetings with doctors tend to be
brief, and there is limited opportunity to ask questions or bring up additional concerns. The flip side of
this is that care tends to be efficient and will not take much time from your day.
As with anywhere else, doctors’ personalities vary. Some are eager to discuss your health in great
detail and quite frankly just want to talk! Others are more business-like, and will write a prescription
without much else said. Feel free to ask questions and speak your mind – it’s you that matters, after
all! And if you find a doctor you really like, be sure to go back! Having a regular doctor is one of the
best investments you can make in your health while living overseas.
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Checking out: Once your exam is complete, you can return to the waiting area and wait to be called
again. The reception will inform you of your copay (usually between 500 – 3,500 yen, depending on
what tests were done). They will also give you paperwork for any prescriptions and direct you to the
nearest pharmacy. Keep these papers for your records, and make your way out the door!
お大事(だいじ)に！
Filling your prescription: Most clinics are located next to a pharmacy, or 薬局(やっきょく), where you can
fill the prescription you were given. These are tied in to the national health system, and are usually
small buildings with a counter, a seating area, and a shelf with vitamins, etc. When you first enter, go
to the counter and hand over your prescription and health card. They will give you a form to fill out on
your first visit, similar to the one you wrote for your doctor, which they will use to create a pharmacy
book for you. Upon subsequent visits, bring this book for discounts and faster processing.
Once the paperwork is finished, a pharmacist will show you your medications, explain their use, and
answer any questions you may have. Then you will pay (it’s usually less than a 1,000 yen) and you’ll be
free to go! Take your medicine as directed and feel better soon!
Japanese medicine: There are two common forms for medicine in Japan; tablets, and powder. In the
case of powder, just pour it in your mouth and swallow! The taste can be bland or bitter, so keep a
drink nearby. Feel free to ask for advice with any medicine you find difficult.
Another common feature of Japanese pharmaceuticals is to have separate medicines for separate
symptoms. Thus, a cold treatment may consist of four different medicines: one to treat runny nose,
congestion, sore throat, and fever respectively. If these medicines are taken three times a day, this can
then lead to a considerable volume of medicine!
Final thoughts: In my time here in Japan, I have met some amazing doctors and taken great steps to
improve my health. But I have also shied away from care, either because I felt uncomfortable with the
language barrier, or because I tried to convince myself that the symptoms were not worth worrying
about. In retrospect, I often waited too long, and regretted not seeking help sooner. One thing that
helped was to getting recommendations from friends and teachers. I also felt better bringing someone
along with me for translation and moral support. Being sick is never easy, but getting better feels
great! So give yourself some space for adventure and give that health card a try! As a fellow JET, I hope
you make a quick recovery.
Have a great time in Toyama! And stay well!
Rose Thompson
Takaoka City ALT
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KonnichiWHAT?!
GOING FROM ZERO TO ヒーロー(HERO) AS A JAPANESE LANGUAGE LEARNER
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------When I came here, I didn’t speak a lick of Japanese.
I didn’t study the subject in school. I didn’t watch anime or read manga. I didn’t have any Japanese
cultural experiences. I didn’t utilize any of the resources the JET Program had given us before
departure. I. Knew. Nothing. I simply pranced myself into the airport on departure day and moved
across the world to a country where I literally could not communicate with the people that lived there.
Y’all, it was tough.
My initial adjustment to living in Japan wasn’t easy. The loss of independence experienced because of
a lack of language ability can be a really frustrating way to start your new life here. Requiring assistance
for everything and stumbling through daily interactions with others certainly affects your ability to
enjoy your experience as an ALT. Instead of wallowing in these feelings, which is admittedly easy to do,
I want to offer advice on how to tackle Japanese language learning from zero on your own (no class
involved!) so that you can make the most of your time on the JET Program. If I, a person who is
somehow both exceedingly aspirational and embarrassingly lazy, can gain a sense of confidence with
the Japanese language with these resources, I am confident that you will, too.
More is More
I want to preface my list of resources with a core concept I used in self-study that I found very
beneficial: more is more. By this I mean that covering more content in study is more beneficial than
spending more time on a concept not yet mastered. It sounds counterintuitive, doesn’t it? As a
perfectionist, this concept truly went against my intuitions about learning and mastery. The truth is,
however, that when you throw more content at yourself, more sticks than you think. We are
surrounded by the Japanese language constantly, so the environment will serve as a natural
reinforcement for things you may not understand initially. Don’t waste your time worrying about
concepts that you’ll pick up on with enough exposure. Keep studying and progressing, and I promise it
will fall into place. Time efficiency and rigor are important. Keep this in mind because you have a lot to
learn, but don’t forget that you will learn it!
Learning Hiragana and Katakana
This is the foundation of everything and where you should start. Your life will improve dramatically if
you can just read both hiragana and katakana. I learned both in a single afternoon each using these
two web resources:
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https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/learn-hiragana/
https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/learn-katakana/
These resources are free and use mnemonics to help you remember how to read each kana. This is
entirely doable in an afternoon, and with our concept of more is more, it is okay if you can’t read them
all with full confidence. You’re surrounded by kana every moment of every day here. Recall fluency will
come once you get the basics into your head. Furthermore, don’t worry right now about learning to
write the kana. This is an unpopular opinion, but I genuinely believe your time is better spent
elsewhere at the beginning when your only goal at that time is functional Japanese you need to survive.
Writing can come later. Focus on learning to read the kana and you’ll be able to advance your studies
quickly.
Learning Kanji
Once you can read kana, you should start learning to read kanji. This is arguably the most difficult part
of learning Japanese, and there’s a lot to learn, so it’s best to start immediately after you can read kana.
There is only one resource that I feel is worth the time and effort as an adult self-learner, and that is
this web application:
https://www.wanikani.com/
WaniKani is a kanji learning application that teaches through mnemonics and SRS, a spaced-repetition
system similar to flash cards with a foundation in cognitive learning theory. There are 60 “levels” to
WaniKani, and the first three are free. After that, it operates as a subscription service similar to Netflix.
In my opinion, this is the single best resource I have found for Japanese learning and I cannot
recommend it enough. There are many other alternatives, both free and paid, but nothing works as
quickly or as easily as this does. This. Just. Works. Spend the money on the subscription. It is beyond
worth it for the value it gives in your daily life.
Learning Grammar
You should be studying grammar and kanji simultaneously. CLAIR will offer online Japanese language
courses for free upon your arrival, and I recommend you complete them. For some reason, they are
not popular and some people don’t like them, but I found them to be invaluable in explaining the
basics and providing a logical, easy-to-understand structure to your study. Be on the lookout for an
email about how to sign up for these courses soon after your arrival.
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As for textbooks, the Genki series is very popular with both college students and adults alike. I feel,
however, that the Genki books are more effective for classrooms and that there are better resources
out there for the self-learner. I highly recommend this series:
http://www.ydm-association.com/english/teaching_aid.html
Look, Listen, & Learn Pictorial Japanese Conversation is a virtually unknown seven-book series of
textbooks that takes a visual approach to learning Japanese. The book is structured in the most logical
way I have seen, and it makes learning new content or reviewing old content easy and intuitive. Every
sentence in the book is illustrated with a situation that explains the grammar point – no English here!
That sounds scarier than it is, but it gets you thinking in a Japanese language mindset rather than a
Japanese-into-English mindset. The beginner book is designed for people with no Japanese knowledge,
so I recommend you start there and give it a try. I found that I progressed the quickest when I used this
book series and found I enjoyed study more. They are a bit hard to acquire, but can be ordered online
through the website listed above. If you have trouble ordering them, I would be more than happy to
help you – my email is at the bottom of this letter.
Extending Your Study
This is the fun part. Once I had a little foundation in Japanese language ability, I tried to use it as often
as I could. I spoke with my coworkers, I struck up conversation with people in bars, and I read things
around me. Try to always be using what you know and don’t worry about the mistakes. They’ll correct
themselves eventually. Enjoy and be proud of the things you’re learning!
In closure, don’t feel any stress about not having a background in Japanese. You can fix it, you’ll learn,
you’ll be fine. Take this advice and use it. It works. Never forget you are surrounded by the best
community here in Toyama if you ever need help. We take care of each other. Also, if you ever need a
drinking buddy to go make some friends in a bar somewhere, I’m your guy. J
Good luck and see you soon!
Seth Howerton
skhowerton@gmail.com
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SHOPPING FOR LIFE
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Hello and welcome to the Toyama community!
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.
Hopefully by this time, you have already talked to your predecessor about what you’ll be inheriting for
free, and what they would like for you to buy off of them. Bear in mind, you are not obligated to buy
everything from your predecessor. Based on your contract, your school or contracting organization
may provide you with some things. Once you’ve taken everything into account,
you may still need to buy some things. Ask peers for advice in your cit or on the Toyama Community
Facebook page for a wider reach of help!
Phone and Wifi
When you go get your new phone, you’ll most likely be on a data plan and you may not have wireless
internet setup in your new place. I added into my plan pocket wifi; a little box of wifi you literally carry
in your pocket and can use for your phone, computer etc.
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.
International SIM cards or non-contract phone companies like Sakura Mobile or IIJmio are also an
option.
Food
There are plenty of conbinis, such as: Lawson, 7/11, Daily Yamazaki, FamilyMart, and other mom &
pop stores. Grocery stores include: Shinsen Ichiba, 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 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 have a Costco in Imizu city.
Japan is trying to reduce food waste, which means that perishable items nearing their packaging date
have a bright 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, stock up on some
frozen meats and fruits too. (I go for the dumplings that are on sale and chuck them into my freezer for
those nights I just can’t be bothered).
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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 an average Japanese 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 for shoes. You may be lucky in one or two stores, but it
will be difficult to find Western sizes in Toyama. Side note: not all snow boots are completely
waterproof, found this out the hard way fast.
Underwear is easy to find in any store, but bras can get tricky. Japanese bras are usually very 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. (Now’s a great time to
learn how to stitch up holes when your underwire is being rude.)
Household and everyday items
If you can, head over to a 100 yen stores (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; 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 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 quality but
pricier.
Specialty places
Butcher shops
You may notice that in the grocery stores, there are few meat butchers. There are meat butcher shops
outside of grocery stores, 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
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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 (and a Coldstone!). Don’t expect outlet prices though……
Hitoyasumi and Kaldi
Hitoyasumi in Tonami is a café that sells beans you can take to grind yourself. Kaldi has imported foods
and also coffee beans. You can also ask them to grind it for you in the store.
Secondhand stores
Places like Pink flamingo in Toyama city is a great place for furniture, second hand stuff, and some
foods. 2nd Street is a well known chain and is a great place to wander around from things like clothes to
dishware. Takaoka has a Recycle World close to the station.
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
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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 many imported items. Target.com has recently started offering international
shipping, but the shipping fees are astronomical. If there are sites that sell things you absolutely must
have, I recommend getting some friends to join you to help pay off the shipping fee or help pad your
order to get a reduced (maybe free?) shipping charge.
Talking with your predecessor is always a good thing to do. Make sure you can get into easy contact
with him/her/them even after you’ve arrived and settled; you will have questions only they can answer.
We have all been through it, so just ask someone for shopping help when you need it!
Lilian Diep
Takaoka City ALT
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VEGETARIANS ABROAD
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Tofu, seitan, and tons of tasty snacks in Japan may have you thinking that being a vegetarian here will
be a breeze. Sorry to burst your bubble, but it is not. Meat is everywhere, vegetarian foods (that are
not tofu) are rare, and vegetarian restaurants are sparse. While you can find vegetarian dishes and
sides here and there, cooking for yourself will be the best option. Do not despair! With creativity and
planning, you can make delicious vegetarian meals in Japan.
Ingredients
Produce: Depending on where you are from, fruit in Japan can be very expensive. Your best bet is to
take advantage of sales and consume fruits that are in season. Vegetables are cheaper and grocery
stores often have seasonal produce displayed prominently on sale. If you can, shop around or ask other
local JETs for which local supermarket is the cheapest. Budget supermarkets like MaxValu can
definitely help save you money-especially if you can use coupons or shop in the evening when fresh
items are often discounted.
Protein: As you probably expected, tofu is sold cheaply everywhere and in several varieties. As for
beans, they are sold dried and canned, but beware of prepared ones-they are often the sweetened
kind sold as a dessert flavoring. Foreign import stores like Yamaya often sell canned beans, but they
may be pricier than you are used to.
If you are one of the few foreigners who doesn't mind natto (fermented soybeans), they are
also a decent source of protein sold at every supermarket, usually in packs of three.
Eggs are sold in all supermarkets too, but often in 6-packs. Soy protein mince has recently appeared in
my local MaxValu under the name of daizu no oniku (大豆のお肉) in the dried tofu section, so be on
the lookout for that.
In addition to tofu, beans, and eggs, wheat gluten (fu 麩) is sold in supermarkets, often in a dried
baked form called yaki-fu (焼き麩). It is sold in the dried goods section, and resembles giant croutons.
It is usually rehydrated and seasoned in dishes like miso soup. Raw solid gluten called nama-fu (生麩)
can also be found. However, despite its Japanese origins seitan (セイタン) a.k.a. gluten meat is
extremely rare. You may be able to make your own seitan if you can find whole-wheat flour.
Carbohydrates: Japan is the land of carbs. White and brown rice are readily available in grocery stores,
along with potatoes, sweet potatoes, and many kinds of noodles. Quinoa and various pastas can be
purchased at Costco and foreign import stores. You can also buy them online from iHerb. That website
also sells dried Textured Vegetable Protein (TVP), curries, and vegan products.
Flavorings: Supermarkets sell many kinds of herbs and spices, but a foreign import store like Kaldi,
Jupiter, or even Yamaya will sell seasonings that are more exotic. Vegetarian-friendly seasonings like
vegetable bouillon can be purchased online from iHerb.
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Meals
Now that you have purchased your basic grocery items, what will you make of them?
Here is a sample daily meal plan:
Breakfast: Rice, natto, and a soft egg with some soy sauce, sesame oil, and furikake on top.
Lunch: Brown rice, sauteed broccoli or green beans, and marinated baked tofu.
Dinner: Curry and rice, or vegetable tofu stir-fry.
Snack/Dessert: Fruit, or yaki-imo (roasted sweet potato)
Dining Out
From enkais with coworkers to dinners out with friends, dining out is a large part of social life in
Japan and also a concern for many vegetarians. In that case, you will want to ask if there is meat in a
dish by asking:
肉が入っていますか？(niku ga haitte imasu ka?) Does this have meat?
You will have to be very specific as seafood, fish stock, bouillon, and meat broths are still
considered “vegetarian” here. More specific phrases to ask can be found online, along with foodrelated kanji you should study. The website justhungry.com has dining out cards you can print and
show the waitstaff at restaurants.
When you are traveling, check the website happycow.net or download the app to your phone to see
what vegetarian-friendly restaurants are near you. It is a good idea to plan ahead of time where you
are eating on a trip, and the app makes it easy- just make sure to check that reviews are recent and the
place is still in business. Bento.com has many veg-friendly restaurants listed too, but they are mostly in
the big cities of Japan.
Bakeries, Indian/Nepali curry shops, Thai restaurants, macrobiotic (マクロビオティック) cafés,
and the rare traditional Buddhist (精進料理 shojin ryori) establishment, are often reliable bets for
vegetarians. Conveyor-belt sushi chain restaurants also have a surprisingly large amount of vegetablebased dishes to choose from and enjoy.
The vegetarian/vegan life in Japan is challenging. It can seem like every ingredient or dish is just waiting
to deceive you with its hidden meaty agenda. Don't despair, and don't be too hard on yourselfmistakes are bound to happen and vegetarianism still isn't fully understood here. Try your best to stick
to your beliefs, and enjoy the process of learning how to cook in Japan. Good luck!
Amelia Knight
Himi City ALT
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RURAL LIFE IN JAPAN
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Winter has passed, and every night I’m sung to sleep by the sound of flowing water. The water comes
from nearby mountains and travels through a network of canals to support the rice paddies. In the
morning, kids in yellow hats and big bags walk in single file to school. The Japanese Alps make
everything and everyone seem small. Before coming to Japan, I was living in the chaotic, sprawling
Mexico City. It was an explosion of all senses, and after two years, I yearned for a quiet town with clean
air and lots of hiking. Adjusting to this lifestyle has not been without road bumps. When I first learned
of my placement in rural Kamiichi, I wondered if I could really handle a small town when most of my
friends were living in cities. It’s been almost a year since I arrived, and the countryside has been an
amazing place to live. I think it offers a better chance for deeper interactions, introspection and contact
with nature. I’ll share some questions that may be helpful for you to ask before or upon arriving in
Toyama.

Questions for others
Where are the nearby cafes, restaurants, parks, hikes, etc? Find your spots. Pin them on Google Maps.
Meet locals. Entice other ALTs to visit you and go to these places.
Where are the closest cities? Rural life is surprisingly accessible in Toyama. I live 15 minutes from
Namerikawa City, 30 from Toyama City and 2 hours from Tokyo by bullet train. When I lived on the Big
Island, Hawaii, I lived over an hour from the biggest town, and it was not even considered a city. It’s all
about perspective.
What are some good walking and biking routes? Going on at least one short walk a day helps me
escape the routine of sleeping and sitting indoors. It’s also a great chance to get to know your area
better.
What good doctors and dentists do people go to? I waited until I had to go to the doctor to ask these
questions, but having a list in the beginning would have saved much time and scrambling.
What community activities can I join? I wanted to learn taiko drumming and karate in Japan, but
nobody seemed to know of classes or clubs around. At one of the cafes I went to, the owner invited me
to join her badminton club. It was great to meet with them once a week to play and talk. I was also
invited to go to a kids soccer club.
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What are the advantages and disadvantages of driving? Having a car has been expensive, but it has
also helped me in numerous social and practical ways.
How does transportation work? If you don’t drive, this is going to be one of the most important things
to find out.
Questions for yourself
What activities do you enjoy alone? I love reading and tidying up the house and cooking. When I lived
in cities, I would often try to distract myself from being alone with social outings and eating out. Being
far from others, I’ve been able to slow down and pursue activities that I enjoy actively.
Do you want to be here? If so, enjoy living the dream! If not, can you be open? My husband is a city
boy. He did not want to come here. But he did, and the setting has worked for him in a plethora of
unexpected ways. He is an artist, and with a lack of shops and events to frequent, he spends long hours
drawing and researching at home. We were placed in a beautiful, big home, whereas in a city we could
probably afford something small and uncomfortable.
If you don’t want to be here, what can you accomplish while here? Maybe you can focus on studying
Japanese, or find a nearby gym to pump iron. Maybe you can spend your free time reading and
watching movies you never had time for.

Leilani Rapapport
Kamiichi ALT
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DRIVING IN THE INAKA: WHAT TO EXPECT NOW AND LATER
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome to Toyama and the start of your inaka life! For those that don’t know “inaka” means
countryside, which means transportation is a little lacking in some areas. So, if you wish to have the
freedom to go anywhere, or you need it for your job, here is some information about getting a car and
a driver’s license.
Let me tell you a little bit about the transportation in Toyama. We have a train line called the Ainokaze
Toyama that can take you to the main cities in the prefecture. There are buses as well, and trams in
certain cites. If you live in Toyama City or Takaoka City, it will be easier for you to get around and I
wouldn’t recommend getting a car. But those that live in the more rural areas of Toyama where the
train or bus comes once every hour, I definitely would.
If you want to buy a car, it will cost you about 200,000 yen or 2,000 US dollars minimum. If you are
planning on only staying about one to two years, want something cheaper, or something that will
easily get you around the prefecture, I would recommend buying a Kei-car. They have a smaller engine
and they’re an overall cheaper choice. If you plan on staying more than two years, want to drive all
over the country, or want a larger/sturdier car then I’d go for a regular sized one. A little bit of warning,
this is a slightly more expensive option because they have higher taxes and toll prices. For a cheaper
price on any car, I would also recommend buying a used car instead of new. If your predecessor has a
car, ask if you could buy their car and arrange prices with them.
The most popular car dealership for ALTs is a Suzuki dealership in Imizu City. The owner speaks great
English and is a genuinely good person. If you do not want the commitment of buying a car, leasing
options are available. This dealership can change the title ship on a car and help you get car insurance,
too.
Here are some final things to keep in mind when buying a car, too. The best kind of dealership for you
to go to is one that has a garage and an auto maintenance facility. Those kinds of places might have
loaner cars that they can sell for a cheap price. Plus, if you have any car issues they can fix them for you
as well. When you are looking at cars take at least thirty minutes to study the car, automobile taxation
system, shaken (an expensive, mandatory car inspection that happens every two years), and car
insurance. Other factors to consider would be: what you can afford, how long you will be here, the
area you will be living in, and what benefits and disadvantages you would get from a car and driving.
Now for something completely different. When it comes to driver’s license stuff there is some prep
work you need to do in your home country. For starters, during your first year you can drive using an
International Driving Permit (IDP). You can only get it in your home country but the process is quite
simple. You can get one via online, post, or in person. In person will be the fastest way and that is the
process I’m going to explain here.
First, you need to have an active driver’s license from your country. Next, you will need to go to your
country’s Automobile Association (AA) to have your IDP made. The first thing you need to do there is
to fill out an application for the IDP. Once, you’re finished with that, they will take two passport-sized
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headshots of you (or you bring your own). They will probably ask for the date you will be arriving in
Japan and they will write that date on the IDP. If you can, see if you can set the IDP start date for about
three days later than when you arrive, since you will be at Tokyo Orientation and will not be driving
during that time. After you pay, they should be able to give you your IDP to you right there and you’ll
be done. However, you should apply for an IDP at least three weeks before you come to Japan just in
case of something happening. Prices for it will vary from country to country but it shouldn’t be too
expensive.
If you plan on staying more than one year in Japan this information is for you. You can only keep your
IDP for a year and then you have to get a Japanese driver’s license. Please do not go back to your home
country to renew your IDP as it is illegal. You will need some forms to turn into the Toyama DMV for a
driver’s license and while you are still in your home country it will be a lot easier to get those forms
than abroad. Plus, you never know when these forms might be useful for something else.
The forms you need are:
-Proof you lived in your country: such as old bills, taxes, or bank statements with your address on it.
The address on the form and your driver’s license must match. Try to have the date on your form show
that you lived in your country at least ninety days before you came to Japan. Please have the original
copy or have it color-printed from online. Your passport alone is not proof enough.
-Your home country’s driver’s license that is in use ninety days before you come to Japan. If you
renewed your driver’s license under ninety days before your arrival, please bring your old license or a
driving record with you. Another thing to think about is if your driver’s license will expire the first year
you are in Japan, renewing it before you leave might be a good idea. If your license expires while you
are in Japan and you want to have a Japanese license, you will have to go through the same process as
Japanese citizens instead of the abbreviated one for foreigners.
-An International Driver’s Permit. Even if you didn’t use it much it will help you look like you’re a
capable driver. It will still be useful even if it expires in Japan.
It will probably be a while until you use these forms but trust me when I say you will be thankful to
already have these when you’re stressing over Toyama’s driver’s license process.
I hope you found this information helpful. I know this is a lot to think about and maybe you won’t want
to drive when you come here but the option is always there for you.
Once again, welcome to Toyama!
Devon Redlin
Himi City ALT
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TOYAMA AJET AND YOU
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Hello and welcome to Toyama! I’m so excited that you’re coming to one of the best communities in the
country. We have plenty of events, trips and fun here and one group that helps out with that is AJET.
You may be asking, “What is AJET?” Well here’s some basic info.
AJET is an independent, volunteer organization run by those in the JET Program. AJET promotes
community and acts as the representative body of JET participants. AJET is made up of two parts:
Prefectural and National. National AJET handles projects and events for all of the JETs in Japan. They
also provide support and resources during and after your Japan life. Prefectural AJET organizes their
own events and projects for their prefecture. Some prefectures don’t even have their own AJET! But
luckily for you Toyama is one that does.
The Toyama AJET council is made up of 7 groups of people that each have their own role.
Prefectural Representative: Simply put, this person is the president. If there is anything you want to
talk about AJET wise this is your go-to person.
Treasurer: This person keeps track of the funds that AJET uses for our events and projects.
Social Representatives: This group organizes all sorts of fun events for the prefecture such as Beer
Gardens, the Halloween party, Leavers’ Weekend, and of course many more. These events bring the
community closer together.
Charity Representatives: Throughout the year they have different events to raise money for various
charities. Past charity events include a Pub Quiz, kickball tournament and a scavenger hunt. If you
would like to do volunteering as well, don’t be afraid to ask them.
Excursions Representatives: Those that want to explore their new surroundings should take the
opportunity to go on the trips that this group plans. In the past, trips have been planned to Kanazawa
and Fukui, with an annual trip to the Kansai area. It’s a good time to travel around Japan while you can.
Publication Representatives: In Toyama we have our own magazine called Toyama’s Random Ass
Magazine, or the TRAM for short. There are several issues printed throughout the year so if you are a
writer, artist, or just want to publish something feel free to submit it to them.
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CIR Liaison: This is our newest position and one that we appreciate very much. This group helps with
translating Japanese for the other groups that need help as well as help planning events. We want to
have CIR voices heard as well.
You can also find these lovely groups on Facebook. Please search: Toyama AJET Social Events, Toyama
AJET Charity, Toyama AJET Excursions (we have a lot of pages!)
I cannot recommend enough participating in AJET events. By doing so you can build stronger
relationships in and out of the JET community with Japanese and non-Japanese people. By
participating in our events, you will feel more connected to Toyama and make memories for a lifetime.
If you have any any questions about AJET prior to arriving, please reach out to us at
toyama.ajet@gmail.com.
Can’t wait to meet you all!
Devon Redlin
Toyama AJETExcursions Representative
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THE GODZILLA JET (TALL JETS)
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome to the land of never-ending glorious landscapes and wondrous, enchanting history and
culture.
So, here’s the thing. You are huge. You are gigantic, my friend. Your legs are as long as the average
height of your neighborhood’s obaachans. But there is nothing wrong with your fantastic frame! With
this in mind, let me help you navigate through a world that may seem unmatched to our Top Model
status bodies.
According to an article on Disabled-World.com published in December of 2017, the average height of a
Japanese male aged 20-49 is about 172cm (5ft. 7.5in., for my American friends) and 158cm (5ft. 2in.)
for Japanese females. Then there is me, coming through at a whooping 179cm (~5ft. 11 in.), refusing to
acknowledge that it might actually be 180cm, and terrorizing the quiet rice fields with my mere
presence. I’m kidding, but there are still some important things to keep in mind when you literally
stand out.
Disadvantages. First, the houses. You must be extra cautious and aware when you are inside some
places, especially older Japanese establishments. It will be in your best interest to always have a
ducking stance. It’s better to be safe than sorry and remember to protect your head. Then, there is
some restaurants. I have ridiculously long legs, so sitting cross-legged at a cramped low leveled table
for long periods of time seemed impossible. Don’t be worried about having to constantly adjust
yourself to be comfortable. Everyone will understand. And hey, this might be a good reason to start off
your days with some morning stretches to bring back some flexibility to your aging limbs. Mind, body
and spirit my future Toyama-ian.
Advantages. You are TALL. You are on top of the world! While your fellow festival-goers are struggling
to catch a glimpse of a yosakoi dance during one of your city’s festivals, you can see everything.
Everything! And you will have those memories for a lifetime. Furthermore, you may be an object of
envy and awe. Sure, there will be stares and gawking, but you are an amazing, beautiful creature. A
sight that is uncommon in some areas of your new home. The shock will turn to interest, then outreach,
then communication, so sashay your way proudly through these streets. (And pay attention to the
ditches (gaijin traps) cuz they are real!)
Now, on to material possessions. As someone who struggles with finding things that fit even in my
home country, things are definitely not easy in a place where this height is not a norm. Bring pants,
shorts, skirts, long-sleeved shirts, dresses, long underwear, shoes and socks that you can find easily in
your home country. Although there are western branded shops around Japan, taking the time and
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making the effort to go to these places for a maybe won’t always be worth it. In Toyama, there are
such stores as UNIQLO and a couple western branded shops in our AEON malls where you can
hopefully, maybe, find clothes that fit. Next door to us in Kanazawa is an H&M. Also, recently there has
been a trend to wear clothing three, four sizes too big. Take advantage of that! When shopping for
bedding, pay close attention to the dimensions. Hitting up shops that specifically specialize in home
goods like KOMERI will give you a wider variety of materials in the hopes of finding something that fits.
When in doubt, there’s always the internet. Just be prepared for the potential costs.
In conclusion, be aware of your space, protect your knees, protect your head, stare those gawkers
straight into their souls, and live your life as you always have with a little more pep in your step. You
might feel like Godzilla at times but we are fierce like Grace Jones at NYC fashion walk. Yasss!
Any questions, don’t hesitate to hit me up or reach out to other members in the community. We will
try our best to help. See you soon!
Jane Asumadu
jane.asumadu625@gmail.com
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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 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 likemindedindividuals 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
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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
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JETS OF AFRICAN DECENT
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Hello beautiful people! Welcome to Japan! Welcome to the home of the beautiful picturesque
mountains! The beautiful countryside. In fact, as far countryside as you can get! You might be
wondering if anyone in the deep, deep, deeepp countryside is of African decent. Let’s be real; there are
very, very few people of African decent in Toyama. It’s likely that after being in Toyama for a month,
you will have met all of them. Which will mean after a few months here, upon seeing a black person in
Toyama that you have never seen before, you may suddenly have so many questions! You may think
“What is he/she doing out here in the middle of nowhere??”
First off, I’m sure you have read online or spoke to others that have told you that Japanese people tend
to stare at foreigners. I’ll clear this up for you; they WILL stare at you 10 times more than any other
foreigner. It’s more than likely they have NEVER seen a black person up close before…. Or maybe
you’re just super beautiful. The best thing to do is just smile, and ignore it. If it’s persistent and
irritating, staring back usually makes them look away quickly. If you’re not used to being stared at you
better get used to it because it’s going to happen A LOT. From people on the train to people driving by,
they will all stare. DON’T let this make you feel uncomfortable they are usually staring out of curiosity
or maybe they have never seen such a vision of absolute beauty. Who knows!
It’s important to remember that how you interpret a situation will play an instrumental part in your
experience in Japan. Most Japanese people have very limited knowledge of other cultures, and so they
have no real knowledge about black people and usually they have so many questions to ask you. Some
of them will be ridiculous, some of them will be personal and some of them may be offensive. You
choose what you will and won’t share about yourself.
Handling younger Japanese kids has been an interesting experience for me. I have had a variety of
reaction from Japanese kids at the elementary level. My only school is a high school so my contact with
elementary school children are on trains, those near my school and home, or places I frequent. When
kids see you they will of course stare at you so much more than any of the adults. They may even try to
touch you because (yes, believe it or not) you look like chocolate! I’ve had one student yell to me “I like
chocolate!”. Some children will be very excited to see you and will want to say hello. However, beware,
some children will be very afraid of you. Their reactions are solely based on never having seen people
that look so different.
Thus far, I have never experienced racism in Japan. I have more so experience the surprised reactions
towards seeing a black person. In Japan I have a very open mindset towards others, so I would say this
is very indicative towards your survival here. Remember that meeting and talking to people of colour
will be a new experience for most Japanese people.
The dreaded hair touching is definitely an issue. Usually, I have my hair braided and that is definitely
the first thing that attracts the most curiosity and also the most touching! The teachers I work with
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have asked me if they can touch my braids. I typically don’t mind this because I know they are curious
about what it feels like. My students have also asked me to feel my braids. It’s totally up to you if you
feel comfortable letting others touch your hair. However, what is most annoying are people that come
up to me to complement my hair but also reach out and grab some of it to feel it. Keep in mind this
reaction has been quite rare. If it happens my only advice is to move your hair out of reach and just
smile at them.
Since we are on the topic of hair! Here are some essentials that have been useful for me to get hair
products! iherb.jp is a great site with lot of hair products that will be great for your hair and when you
order you can just pay at the konbini! Amazon.jp also has some products but I usually find them very
expensive so I just purchase all my stuff from Amzaon.com using global shipping! The shipping cost to
Japan is surprisingly very, very cheap! The most I have paid to ship an item on amazon.com has been
US$7!
Keep in mind this experience is a wild adventure with many ups and downs. It feels like Japan has no
experience with foreigners and pinhole view of the world, so many of the issues we face they will not
understand. So take each step one at a time and just look for the humour in every situation- better yetthink of the great stories you will have for others.
Nikita Yorke
Takaoka City ALT
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THE ASIAN JET
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome to Toyama and Congrats on making it into JET!
As a Filipino, I rated myself lucky because most Japanese know where the Philippines is (including
stereotypes and historical connections albeit most if not some of them would recollect these
grudgingly). That means I don’t get to be asked questions like “Where is the Philippines? Is it in Asia?”
Some people here have certainly been to other Asian cities and if you try to get to dig more you’ll find
out that they would love to travel to your country or that they’ve heard something about your place
already! As my vice-principal put it, “Maricris, let’s go to Cebu; Daimon educational tour. I want resort
island.”

Now, I’ll briskly run you through learning English as an Asian and the cultural connections we share
with the Japanese (as Asian brothers, this with complete allusion to my high school textbook).

My experience of learning and teaching English is completely different from how Japanese students are
learning the same language. So I use it as a standpoint to understand their reluctance and difficulties
and if possible the mental process behind the heavy translation involved in language acquisition. When
they realize that English is not necessarily spoken as mother tongue back home, their faces would
actually brighten with hope and recognition.

Back home, I speak two other languages that are heavily syllable-based and work my way around it to
understand my learners. But, cheer up! This shouldn’t be as heavy as it seems! Most Asians have a
different grip of the English language and you can use this to your advantage in teaching your students.
Our English comes wrapped with nuances parallel to the culture where we used it to express our
realities, hopefully, your students will see this too. And that the reason why we’re here is to make
them realize just that. Most Asian speakers tend to be more thoughtful speakers of English and use
simpler words to communicate. This is where you can begin. Your learners would take it at face value
so you have a common footing of where you are in whatever undertaking. While most native speakers
have an intimate connection with English, our experience with bilingualism and the mental shift that
occurs as well as the linguistic identity we project almost as simultaneously when we express ourselves
in English is what students will see as something achievable.
Secondly, the Asian connection and Asian-ness. Being in the Asian continent allows you to share
commonalities in culture, colonial experience, values, sentiments and idiosyncrasies. I seize every
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moment when asked to give a presentation about Philippine customs and traditions, not only because I
want to promote my country but also because this allows for a better understanding of the diversity
present in the world. I make these memorable and make sure I don’t let any teaching moment escape
(including writing feedbacks on student’s papers, read: “There is no high or low culture. All cultures are
equally important”).

Also, being an Asian working in another Asian country, I can see more closely the work ethics necessary
to work well with the Japanese. I can compare and contrast these with what I had acquired over time
and can situate myself comfortably while accounting for acceptable work behavior without sacrificing
work hours and whatnots. Hard work, respect, deference and, uhm, seniority are at work every day in
a Japanese workplace. These are indeed very Asian (insert smiley face). But, it pays to remember that
you are a foreigner and that saying “No” and keeping to your time schedule goes a long way to
maintain one’s mental well-being.

Finally, be open to friendships and get ready to be naked in front of Westerners (because onsen trips).
They are a wonderful people and you’ll come across those who equally value real friendships. I observe
that they are very transparent with their sentiments and you can learn very straightforward-yettactful-or-otherwise ways of dealing with people in the workplace, something that Asians are not so
keen. And yes, there are existing Vietnamese, Indonesian, Chinese, Filipino and other groups that I am
not aware of. Sometimes, the sense of understanding and belongingness akin to what you have
experienced from your country can only be given by your countrymen who are expats just like you. I’d
love to talk with you, too!

Way to go and see you real soon!

Maricris Lauro
maricrislauro@gmail.com
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JETS FROM DEVELOPING COUNTRIES.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Let me first say hello and welcome to the amazing Toyama! For some of us Toyama will be such a great
reminder of where we are from with the beautiful mountains and the picturesque scenery. You’ll feel
right at home! This can either be fantastic or disappointing depending on what you envisioned. It’s
definitely a city with a charming character but certainly not the life of the party. Nonetheless, being in
Toyama can be a great experience.
If you are coming from a developing country you will of course have the very common problem of
being asked “Are you from America?” followed by disappointment when you say no and then
confusion when you say your country’s name. So let’s just be clear to Japan the world is, either Asia,
Europe, America or Brazil anything outside of that spectrum they will likely not have heard of. Also, a
life hack is to learn the Japanese pronunciation of your country’s name because, believe it or not,
whatever you say will likely not be what they hear. On numerous occasions I have left people think I
was from Canada when I actually said Trinidad.
Also, get used to little to no advice on the Internet or from fellow JETs on how to handle certain
situations that deal specifically with your country. Not being one of the ‘developed’ countries definitely
has a significant amount of disadvantages, especially when it comes to getting important things done.
Your fellow foreigners may have an easy and seamless process but if you are from an unknown country
it can be longwinded, cumbersome and exhausting. So prepare to jump over some barriers when trying
to send money home or renew your passport.
On the positive side of things, people will be very interested in hearing about understanding your
culture and the history. So definitely brush up on some important and interesting points about your
country, because some people may ask off-the-wall questions about your culture.
Sometimes communication may be a struggle with other foreigners. Generally, most people are
familiar with the typical American or British vernacular but if you come from a developing country that
has a totally different type of structure for casual conversation, you will constantly be thinking of new
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ways to construct sentences. Try as you might to use the proper Queen’s English, the longer you stay
in Japan the more you will find it difficult to avoid your usually way of speaking.
If you are one of the few people from your country in Toyama be prepared for a lot of culture shock.
Culture shock can occur not only from experiencing Japanese culture but also from learning about how
people from other foreign countries handle situations. Even countries you may be familiar with may
have paradigms that you would never have envisioned until communicating with someone from that
country.
Coming from a developing country this is a once in a lifetime chance for you. Remember to cherish and
appreciate every moment of it, because few opportunities are usually granted to those of developing
countries.
Nikita Yorke
Takaoka City ALT
Kitay476@hotmail.com
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LGBTQ+ JETs
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------Welcome, welcome, welcome to Toyama! First off, I want to let you know that you’re not alone! We
have a small, but friendly group of LGBTQ+ JETs here in Toyama. We also have a private facebook
group. Though we appreciate the support of allies, this group is only for members of the LGBTQ+
community. This is mostly for privacy issues – not everyone is out and not everyone wants the world to
know their business. If you’re interested in joining this group, please shoot me an e-mail or private
message on facebook.
I just want to say that my experience is not the same as everyone’s experience. What you experience
as an LGBTQ+ person in Japan might be different from what I experience, as we all have different
identities. Just like in work, ESID for how you experience being queer in Japan.
LGBT+ Rights in Japan
Being gay in Japan is not a crime, but legal protections from discrimination do not exist. Despite this,
there haven’t been many cases of discrimination, at least that have been reported. Unfortunately,
LGBTQ+ rights are not something that have been discussed by many federal politicians. No political
parties in Japan have any mention of LGBTQ+ rights in their platforms, though a few have expressed
their support or lack of support. There are a few openly gay and openly transgender Japanese
politicians though! Currently same-sex marriage is not legal in Japan, though there have been a few
cities that have implemented civil-partnership arrangements or that recognise same-sex unions.
Transgender individuals are able to legally change their gender on documents, but only if they have
undergone sexual reassignment surgery.
In regards to education, there has been a push to educate educators about how to deal with any
bullying of LGBTQ+ students in all levels of schooling.
Being In, Being Out
For me, coming to Japan has been a weird experience in regards to my sexuality. I came out when I was
in high school. In Canada, all of my friends, my co-workers, and my parents knew I was queer. It wasn’t
an issue, mostly due to me living somewhere that generally has an open attitude towards LGBTQ+
people. I was out and proud. That changed when I came to Japan. I went back into the closet in my
professional life, though I’m mostly out of the closet with my friends and the JET community. I think it’s
important to make your own decision about whether or not you want to be out. It’s your own personal
business and you shouldn’t feel forced to come out if you don’t want to.
It is also important to remember that there are JETs who do come from parts of the world where
LGBTQ+ rights may not be the same as in your home country. For this reason, it is important to respect
other people’s privacy and their wishes about being out or not. Don’t be the jerk who outs someone.
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Do You Have a Boyfriend?
One of the most popular questions you will get from students during your self-intro classes is about
dating. If you are female-presenting, they will ask you about having a boyfriend. If you are malepresenting, they will ask you about having a girlfriend. Unfortunately, this is just something you’ll have
to deal with. My personal method of dealing with this is turning it into a joke and saying I have an
obscene number of boyfriends. Each person has their own way of dealing with it, but you will get asked
personal questions that you may not want to answer. Unfortunately, heteronormativity is strong in
Japan.
It won’t just be your students who are asking these questions. You’ll likely get asked personal
questions like this by your JTEs and other Japanese people in the community. It’s important to try to
answer in a polite way, no matter how frustrated you may become. Not a single enkai goes by without
someone joking about finding me a Japanese boyfriend.
Bringing Up LGBTQ+ Topics at Work
There are ways to bring LGBTQ+ topics into your lessons. Students do a lot of work writing practice
essays and it can be easy to make a topic about same-sex marriage or something similar. A few years
ago at the annual senior high school English presentation contest, a school did a research project on
same-sex marriage in Japan that was excellent!
The LGBTQ+ Scene - Toyama, Chubu, and More
If you’re expecting some secret underground LGBTQ+ scene in Toyama, I’m sorry to disappoint you.
There isn’t much going on out here in the countryside. There is a group called “Rainbow Heart Toyama”
that does work educating people about LGBTQ+ people. There may not be a scene in Toyama, but
there are some places nearby. Though I have never been, I have heard that Nagoya in Aichi has a fair
sized scene. I have been to some events in Tokyo, which has a pretty active community.
There are also a few pride parades in Japan - the biggest being Tokyo Rainbow Pride which takes place
during the May Golden Week holidays. I’ve attended the last two years and it was a lot of fun! There is
also Kansai Rainbow Parade which takes place in Osaka in October. In Sapporo there is the Sapporo
Rainbow March, which is held in September. Kyushu has a parade which is held in Fukuoka called
Kyushu Rainbow Pride. It takes place in November.
Other Info
If you’re looking for more info about LGBTQ+ life in Japan, you should definitely check out Stonewall
Japan’s website or their facebook group. There is some good information up on those places that will
probably answer some of your questions.
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I hope that this welcome letter will be of some help to you! If you have any questions, feel free to send
me an e-mail or check out our facebook group! We’re looking forward to meeting some new faces.
Hopefully we’ll be able to arrange a meeting shortly after you all arrive!
Beck Gingrich
Kurobe City ALT
rgingri@gmail.com
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YOU CAN GO THE DISTANCE! ADVICE ON LONG DISTANCE RELATIONSHIPS
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------First of all, congrats on getting Toyama! Second, lucky you if you have a significant other to remotely
share your experiences with! But if you've never had to do the looooooong distance thing before (not
seeing each other for months at a time), this letter is for you.
Part 1: BEFORE YOU LEAVE
Be clear about your big picture expectations for the relationship and make sure you know theirs. Will it
be a monogamous relationship? Are you expecting to stay for one year or five? How often will you be
in contact and through what means? Who will visit whom and who will be footing those costs? What is
the tentative plan for the relationship after your time on the JET program? It's a lot easier to ask these
sometimes reaching questions in person rather than on the phone. And you definitely don't want to be
in the dark on any of these answers once you're here. Trust me on this one! You could even share this
letter with your partner as an ice breaker to discuss these topics. (Hi there JET partner!)

Part 2: MAKING IT WORK WHILE APART
There are two keys to maintaining a fulfilling, healthy, even sensual, long-distance relationship:
communication and flexibility. Communication is obviously important in any relationship, but once you
take out the ability to easily read body language and give or receive physical touch, it's pretty much all
you have. Emotional and logistical flexibility is just as vital as you deal with culture shock, homesickness,
a new job and the normal ups and downs of life… and then tack on being in different time zones, a
sometimes irregular work schedule, travel, and new interests.

Too Much Communication: After you get past Tokyo orientation, jetlag, the first wave of Japan
euphoria, and the start of the fall term (when you’ll actually start having things to do), how do you
maintain your relationship? Communication is important, but it doesn’t need to be, nor should it be,
non-stop. You will be living your own life here, and they will be living theirs. If you are in constant
communication you won’t have anything new to tell each other! Beyond that, constant communication
implies that your mind hasn’t moved here with the rest of you and you’re missing out on the Japan
experience.

Communication Methods: So how can you stay in contact? I personally recommend Line since it’s the
most commonly used messaging app here, but any similar messaging / voice call / video call app is fine.
WhatsApp, Skype, and Google Hangouts are also options. (But beware Google Voice. I’ve had nothing
but trouble with that app.) And do not undersell the awesomeness of video chatting! Being able to
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actually see and interact with your partner to some extent is definitely a game-changer compared to
what our recent ancestors in LDRs had to go through.
Communication Frequency: I generally, but not always, have at least a short text conversation with my
partner every day. Sometimes it’s sharing something about our day or an article one of us read.
Depending on our schedules (we’ll talk about flexibility soon), we’ll have a longer conversation as a
phone or video call.
Feeling Connected: How do you get back that feeling of doing things together now that you’re apart?
The options are endless. You could decide to make the same meal, watch the same movie or TV show
together, or call each other on a mutually timed walk. I sometimes include my partner with me when I
travel solo; a phone call as I wandered around a new town before shops opened, or a brief video call as
I rode a ferris wheel. And back in the comfort of your own home, there’s always the option of phone or
video sex, depending on you and your partner’s preferences and comfort levels.

Logistical Flexibility: Now let’s discuss being flexible. You’re going to have a lot on your schedule. And
you’re going to have unexpected events pop up that you either have to (work) or want to (fun things!)
attend. And these same things can happen to your partner back home! Be flexible when your let’swatch-Dr-Who-together date gets cancelled because you have a chance to see the Kurobe snow wall
with friends or your partner suddenly has to clean house before parents come to visit. Just be chill
about things. Reschedule, or just wait and know you’ll still do that (or something else) together
eventually.

Emotional Flexibility: Know that sometimes they’ll want to talk about something specific; sometimes
they’ll want to just stare and ‘snuggle’; sometimes they’ll explain what they are thinking or feeling;
sometimes they’ll be perfectly supportive of you... and sometimes they won’t, even if they love you
and are trying. We’re all human and no matter how hard we try, we’re not able to give to or receive
from our partner exactly what is needed at all times. Accepting this variability, and not being frustrated
or angered by it, is just as important as communication. You would want the same flexibility to be
extended towards you.
Part 3: WHEN THINGS DON’T GO TO PLAN
So what happens if you break up? No one goes into a long-distance relationship expecting or wanting
that to happen, but it does and can happen, sometimes extremely unexpectedly. I’ve been broken up
with a week after moving closer to (but not in with) someone, and I’ve been broken up with while on a
visit. Neither is easy to deal with. But it shouldn’t change the awesomeness of your decision to come to
Japan! Ride it out, reach out, be flexible with yourself as you mend, and know that it would have
happened eventually regardless of the distance.
72

Okay, back to the positive and optimistic! :) Talk with your partner before leaving, keep up the
communication and be flexible! Japan is awesome and being able to share that with a special someone
is awesome too. So good luck as you finish preparations and see you soon!
Kelly Kilts
Takaoka City ALT
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