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INTRODUCTION
 

One of the JET Programme’s goals is to promote grassroots, international exchange. Indeed, many JET Programme participants (JETs) regularly participate in— or even design and implement— events and projects that promote internationalisation. On the other hand, many JETs have difficulty getting involved in these events, despite having more than ample time during work hours. There are many reasons for this, ranging from JETs’ lack of understanding of how to participate, to a high degree of difficulty in obtaining permission from contracting organisations. This report will: 

 

· Outline how JETs currently use their unoccupied time at work (particularly during summer and other student vacation periods), 

· Discuss how JETs would like to use this time,

· Discuss the obstacles that prevent JETs from using this time in productive ways, and

· Raise comments and opinions by JETs and their supervisors at their place of work.

  

Background
Under-utilisation of JETs continues to be of great concern to both AJET and CLAIR. This topic has been raised consistently in Opinion Exchanges over the last ten years, and has been the focus of many reports and surveys. While improvements have been made, this subject still remains, for the most part, unresolved. In this climate of fiscal tightening, budgetary constraints, and rapidly declining JET numbers, our aim is to to ensure that, as great assets, JETs are retained and used more effectively.

 

It is now more important than ever for JETs to be successful in fulfilling their role in internationalisation and to be productive members of their schools, offices and communities. We aim to use this survey and report to bring the opinions and experiences of JETs to the attention of CLAIR and the three ministries and generate useful discussion and recommendations to address the questions the report raises.

 

METHOD
 

The data and analysis for this report are based on an online survey of 625 JETs (550 fully completed the survey). Of the respondents, 90% (560) were Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs), and 10% (62) were Coordinators of International Relations (CIRs). No Sports Exchange Advisors (SEAs) took the survey. The highest percentage of respondents, 43%, were first year JET participants, while 32.9% were in their second year, 14.8% third year, 6.3% fourth year, and 3.1% in their fifth year. The survey was distributed by e-mail, the social-networking site Facebook, ajet.net, prefectural JET websites and newsletters, and word of mouth. In addition, five ALTs and CIRs interviewed their supervisors to receive their opinions about this matter. 
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STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Clarification: The term ‘extra-contractual’ refers to any work fulfilled that goes outside of work duties outlined in JET contracts. The phrase ‘unoccupied time during working hours’ refers to the time at work when a JET has nothing assigned to him or her, particularly (for ALTs) during extended student holiday times, such as summer vacation. 
 

Of the JETs surveyed, 12.9% (73) experienced unoccupied working time at Elementary Schools; 42.1% (238), at Junior High Schools; 40.2% (227), at Senior High Schools; 19.1% (108), at Boards of Education. The remaining 5.8% (33) responded with ‘Other’, which included Prefectural Offices and City Offices. 

 

When asked specifically about what is done during extended student holidays and other unoccupied time 85.9% (501) of the 583 respondents said that they study Japanese, 71% (414) read and write emails, 55.4% (323) said they are involved in planning extra lessons for students, 45.1% (263) use vacation time to travel, 39.6% (231) read books and magazines in their native language, and 32.9% (192) spend time on social networking sites such as Facebook. Responses varied greatly. However, it is of interest to note that 17% (99) selected the response ‘nothing work related’.

 

Our survey clearly shows that a significant number of JETs are unoccupied at times and often do not spend this time productively on work-related tasks. A Nagasaki ALT wrote, “I feel like I spend so much time just sitting in the staffroom, when I could be doing more things to benefit the community”. A Kyoto ALT further noted: “this is my first year on the program, and I have decided not to re-contract partially due to the amount of idle time during working hours. I am often left with very few classes to teach during the day”.
 

These results are similar to those from a 2004 CLAIR survey of 2,724 JETs, which showed that 62% (59% in 2000) of respondents were required to attend work during extended holidays, but were given no specific work duty. This meant that 84.9% (91.1% in 2000) of JETs were completely unoccupied during this time. Only 3.9% (94) of the JETs surveyed were given specific duties (2.5% in 2000). Our survey found that 37.9% of JET respondents continue to be given no specific instruction. 

 

We asked what activities JETs would be interested in doing during unoccupied work hours, if given the chance. A large number of respondents, 71.1% (383), said that they would be interested in pursuing independent Japanese study. Other activities in which over half of all respondents expressed interest included:

 

· Taking Japanese language courses 68.8% (371) 

· Participating in or implementing cooking classes 64.2% (346) 

· Joining clubs or other activities with students 56.6% (305) 

· Visiting kindergarten classes or child care centres 53.1% (286) 

· Visiting orphanages 51.6% (278) 

· Developing sister city or other international relationships 51% (275) 

· Teaching English to colleagues 50.3% (271) 

· Charity work 50.1% (270)  

 

(See graph on next page)

Of the 17 total categories listed in this survey question, the lowest positive response rate was 33% (Community English Lessons). This suggests that JETs are very willing to participate in internationalisation activities. It is clear that, if given the opportunity, many participants would be more than willing to take advantage of the chance to use their unoccupied work time promoting internationalisation.

 

As one Hiroshima ALT who demonstrated such willingness explained, “I would LOVE to do any of these things. Unfortunately my school would require me to take vacation time to do them (even though I am sitting around for hours, weeks, and even a month at a time)”. Another ALT from Saga prefecture noted, 
If I thought this was a possible use of ‘unoccupied hours’, I would most certainly ask and seek out such opportunities! My understanding to date is that the BoE requires me to be at school or the BoE office during all unoccupied hours... if this changes, I would love to know!

 

The high percentage of respondents to this survey— 14% of all JETs and several JET supervisors— demonstrates that this subject is of great concern to JETs and their Japanese colleagues, and further attests to JETs’ enthusiasm for participating in internationalisation activities. A CLAIR survey of 4,216 JETs conducted in December 2006 ascertained that 33.3% (44.4% in 2004) of JETs needed to find their own work or had too much free time. In the same survey, 36.5% (comparable to 39.7% in 2004) of respondents claimed they were dissatisfied with the ‘sense of purpose’ in their work, while 25% (29.97% in 2004) stated that they were dissatisfied due to ‘boredom’. 

 

In response to the question addressing reasons why they would like to participate in the activities mentioned above, a striking 95.5% (504) of the respondents said that it would be for personal satisfaction. Moreover, 85.8% (453) stated that they were interested in gaining valuable or desirable experience, 63.3% (334) said that they were interested in occupying otherwise free time, and 59.8% (316) were looking to build their résumés or curriculum vitae. Additional written responses to this question included: making contributions to their communities, developing enhanced educational skills through experience, and alleviating boredom. 
 

An ALT from Chiba prefecture explained that
 

The biggest reason [to participate in more activities] is to be of service to others. I want to work in such a way that is beneficial to my students, co-workers, school, and community. It is then that I can take satisfaction in knowing that my time was not ill-spent. That's job satisfaction for me.
 

A common written response to this question was the desire to become a better educator. This correlates directly with the Teaching Credentials Report completed in January 2010, which illustrated that there exists both a need and desire amongst JETs to become better-qualified educators. This report also stated that a large percentage— 71% of Teaching Credentials survey repondents— had no educational credentials. Enhancing opportunities for credential fulfilment during unoccupied work hours would be a great approach to helping JETs become more knowledgeable and qualified in the field of education. Moreover, such an improvement to JETs’ skill base would promote the JET Programme as an organisation that encourages the enhancement of pedagogical knowledge.  

One ALT, who did not specify his or her city of residence, stated,
 

I joined JET to contribute to a school. As a lifelong teacher, teaching and developing international ties are their own reward. It's what I wanted to dedicate my life to.
  

To further illustrate the desire to enhance knowledge in the field of education, one ALT from Miyagi Prefecture expressed interest in “developing teaching resources with other ALTs,” and wants to further their “writing and editing skills, particularly by developing complementary reading material for students”. Another ALT from Oita Prefecture discussed a desire to “attend seminars/lectures on Japanese teaching methodologies and the structure of education” in Japan. Such aims, if allowed to be pursued during work hours, would be hugely beneficial to the JET Programme, as it would produce more teaching resources, and allow for a more satisfying work experience. 

 

The desire of JETs to better their credentials is consistent with the results of National AJET JTE surveys conducted in 2001 and 2005, which showed that approximately 70% of our JET colleagues felt their team teaching would improve with more training. This suggests there is a genuine need and desire to continue improving team teaching seminars, where both the JETs and their JTEs are present. 
 

A relatively large percentage, 37.9% (201), of JETs surveyed have attempted to implement various school, community outreach, and/or internationalisation activities, but were unsuccessful, due to various setbacks: 

 

· Lack of support from supervisors, JTEs, or BoEs (73%, or 134 respondents) 

· Failure to get permission from the necessary officials (52.8%, or 94) 

· Low-level Japanese language skills (33.1%, or 59) 

 

Other common setbacks include:

 

· Legal regulations and bureaucratic issues
· Lack of public/student/teacher interest 

· Lack of budget to help fund extra projects 

· Lack of free time for students or JTEs to participate in new activities

 

While discussing such setbacks, an ALT from Hiroshima Prefecture commented that “NO guidance is given whatsoever, and many initiatives I have tried to suggest are not taken up by the school”.
 

It is clear that a lack of communication between contracting organisations and JETs is largely to blame. A CIR in Akita Prefecture indicated that they experience a “lack of motivation” due to “no support or expectations”, and that there exists a very “I guess you could if you really want to” atmosphere at their place of employment.
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Survey responses to this question suggest that many JETs experience a sense of frustration due to the lack of freedom they have in regards to how they use extended unoccupied work time. As an example of an expression of such frustration, one Miyagi CIR said that “every effort to put forward new ideas has been shot down due to budgetary or other excuses”. Another ALT in Aomori added,
 

I have a lot of time that is spent in the teachers’ office that could be better spent in the community. I am at an academic high school where my teaching duties are limited due to testing. I would like to be involved with something purposeful during working hours... It can be frustrating and depressing sometimes to just exist in the school.
 

These feelings of discouragement were further illustrated when JETs were asked whom they would contact if they desired to perform such an activity during unoccupied work hours. An ALT from Hiroshima Prefecture explained that, 

 

“I honestly don't know who to contact. My supervisor rejects/dismisses all my requests to be more involved and do more”.
 

In fact, 30.6% (159) of respondents to this question answered that they were unsure of whom they would contact if they wanted to implement extra-contractual activities. In addition, 55.1% (286) of respondents replied that they would contact their supervisor, 26.6% (138) a Japanese Teacher of English, and 19.3% (100) a Prefectural Adviser. Only 1.9% (10) said they would contact a CLAIR PC. 

 

An ALT from Iwate Prefecture said simply, “I wouldn't contact anyone, as I don't think my ideas would be supported, unless the request for help came from someone else”.

 

Frustration from such lack of support was also evident when another Aomori ALT explained that

 

A lot of genuine systemic support is lacking for ALTs who are new to the JET program and are trying to find ways to occupy their time. At the high school level, my experience is that there are very few opportunities to expand past classroom teaching activities, and I am only in the classroom two periods a day (an hour and a half maximum out of eight hours). Coming from working at a school district for eight years in the U.S. and having many responsibilities, it is very disheartening to be so underused and have so little support to change my situation. 

 

Such frustrations are not only experienced by JETs. A CIR advisor from Mie Prefecture expressed both distaste with the lack of community outreach opportunities, as well as a positive perspective on JETs’ potential, by saying that

 

For a small town in which almost no foreigners live, the positive and lasting effect that one motivated individual can have on a community is astounding. It is a shame that more contracting organisations are not more encouraging of their JETs, as the possibilities for international relations are endless.
 

When respondents were asked why they would not want to participate in extra-contractual activities during unoccupied working hours, dissatisfaction with the lack of opportunities to perform internationalisation activities during extended unoccupied work time was again evident. In fact, 51.4% (239) said that they were unaware of how to approach the subject. Communication barriers were also mentioned as a reason, with 30.1% (140) of respondents saying that communicating in Japanese would be too difficult. Other reasons included financing — namely, not being reimbursed for language course fees (15.5%, 72) and transportation 14.8% (69). Some respondents explained that, if their community outreach activities extended beyond regular working hours, the fact that they would not receive time in exchange for this extra work would be problematic for them. 

 

There were also many written responses to this survey question. For example, one ALT from Aomori Prefecture mentioned that there are “very VERY few opportunities in my area for these activities. The BoE would rather [have] me in a school at all times if possible”. A Toyama ALT also stated that “my BoE probably wouldn't be interested in me doing such activities and the school would not understand”. Respondents often mentioned a perceived ‘lack of time’ supervisors have to assist JETs in extra-contractual endeavours was also often mentioned. An ALT from Fukuoka Prefecture remarked that:

 

Since my supervisor is very busy, I'm afraid that undertaking one of these projects would create even more work for her. Furthermore, I have found that it takes a long time for things to get approved in my office. I think this has to do with the hierarchy in Japanese offices.
 

Furthermore, an ALT in Shiga stated it is “too difficult to figure out everything necessary to establish a club, like finding an adviser, budget, time to meet, etc. All people involved are just too busy”.

 

This illustrates feelings of little or no support, as opposed to a lack of interest or time, as the major reason that JETs do not consider implementing extra-contractual activities. In fact, a total of 75.3% of survey respondents claimed they were impeded by lack of support from colleagues and supervisors while trying to implement extra-contractual activities. 

 

Additionally, only 0.8% (4) of all respondents said that they would not be interested in pursuing extra-contractual activities. This demonstrates that, if more opportunities were available, many more JETs would pursue implementing some form of internationalisation.

 

Despite the aforementioned setbacks and frustration hindering JET participation in extra-contractual projects, some JETs have succeeded in implementing various internationalisation activities. These activities are wide ranging, so we have classified the extra-contractual activities that JETs are currently involved in into three categories: school activities, community outreach activities, and personal growth activities.

 

School Activities
The most common school activities (outside of classroom instruction) that respondents have been involved in were: club activities, selected by 50.9% (291); starting or continuing an English board or English newspaper as 259 (45.3%); and teaching English to co-workers, chosen by 34.1% (195). Written responses suggest that most activities are either initiated individually or inherited from a predecessor, while some JETs are requested by superiors to initiate English clubs or projects. 
 

Although this shows that over half of respondents were involved in a club at school, written survey responses regarding the implementation of school activities, other than those assigned to a JET, hinted that such activities are often too difficult to implement. For example, an ALT from Hiroshima noted, “I have only been able to join in club activities in a very limited manner. The teachers and coaches have been unhelpful and discouraged me from joining”. 

 

Community Activities
The most common community activities JETs are involved in are: leading or joining internationalisation activities 27.3% (140), cultural activities (eg. tea ceremony, taiko) 27% (138), and community English lessons 25.8% (132). A disappointing 34.8% (178) of respondents reported not being involved in any community projects. Survey results suggest this is not due to a lack of willingness, but rather a lack of opportunity. In fact, an ALT from Hiroshima Prefecture explained that 

 

I requested permission from my supervisor to organise [school] activities and have been told it is too much work and not possible... even though I have offered to do ALL of the work myself. 
 

Personal Growth Activities
The most common activity performed for personal enrichment was taking personal time off, as 57.5% (300) responded. Additionally, 35.2% (184) of survey respondents have, at some point, assisted in JET orientations and/or conferences, 30.1% (157) joined various Japanese cultural activities, 23.6% (123) participated in intensive Japanese language courses, 19.7% (103) have joined various types of professional organisations or events and 19% (99) have implemented or participated in international relations programmes or events. However, 17.8% (93) of respondents have not performed any activities for their own personal enrichment during unoccupied working hours.

 

In addition, 15% of all survey respondents (93 individuals) wrote supplementary responses to this question. A large number of these written responses, 49.4% (46), cited independent Japanese-language study as a personal growth activity. Some of these responses mentioned frustration with the lack of flexibility on the part of their contracting organisations, in regards to further pursuit of independent study. 

One ALT from Ishikawa Prefecture explained that: “I requested leaving 30 minutes early once a week to pursue Japanese lessons, but it was denied”.  

 

Another ALT in Kumamoto Prefecture noted, “I have tried very hard to find a Japanese course in my area but there is none”. While the CLAIR course is very useful, many JETs desire additional Japanese language training with a teacher.
 

Due to so many factors inhibiting JET participation of extra-contractual activities during working hours, a large percentage of survey respondents replied that their particpation in such activities was performed outside of work. Of the JETs surveyed, 82.7% (325) answered that the extra-contractual activities they implemented were completed after hours or on weekends. A large number of people (70.2%, 221) were in no way compensated for this work, while 19% (60) were given equivalent time off. Only a few respondents indicated interest in these activities in order to make use of otherwise free time. In fact, the vast majority of activities that JETs are involved in are motivated from within, and this is exactly the kind of spirit AJET and the JET Programme tries to encourage and promote. 

   

Despite the wide ranging setbacks JETs face when attempting to implement extra-contractual activities, many JETs still participate in such activities outside of work. A small percentage of JETs have even successfully performed school/community outreach and personal growth activities during working hours. Such triumphs during working hours indicate that, while difficult to obtain, it is possible to gain permission from contracting organisations. This consent suggests that Japanese school and city officials understand the importance of, and can even support, extra-contractual activities at work.

 

One ALT from Gunma Prefecture described such support from school officials with the following explanation: 

  

I spent the entire summer in Tokyo for the JET Tokyo Orientations and an intensive Japanese study course. My Board of Education, who are usually really stingy when it comes to anything, were very supportive of the idea, allowing the use of special leave which meant I didn't need to take nenkyu. When two other ALTs found out, they applied and were also given permission. Hence, in my particular case, the city was quite encouraging. They didn't want us sitting on our hands anymore than we did.
 

This statement shows that JETs as well as Japanese school officials understand the importance of allowing a greater number of opportunities during working hours. To further underscore this point, one ALT supervisor from Toyama Prefecture who has worked with 12 different ALTs during her 21-year teaching career, said,

 

An ALT's job is not only to teach English. They come for promoting mutual, international understanding between themselves and Japanese people. Doing only instructional work just isn't enough... For summer vacation, I'm sorry that ALTs have to stay at school. It is a waste of time. They're only here for two or three years, so maybe they could mingle with the community, visit Japanese homes or some other sort of community involvement... As it is now, prefectural contracting organisations are so strict about working conditions. They should show more flexibility.
 

This quotation is one of many that were gathered from five JET supervisors who were interviewed about their opinions regarding the issue of using unoccupied time at work to perform community outreach and internationalisation activities. These interviews were performed to supplement this report with the valuable opinions of Japanese nationals who have worked with JETs throughout their professional careers. The idea is that, due to their experience with JETs, they understand the needs and goals of the JET Programme and its participants. Their ideas, therefore, should be taken into account.  
 

One CIR supervisor and four ALT supervisors were interviewed. Interviewees were asked four questions: 
 

· Have you ever worked with a JET who successfully implemented extra-contractual activities during working hours?
· Have you ever worked with a JET who tried unsuccessfully to implement extra-contractual activities during working hours?
· If yes, what inhibited his or her progress?
· Do you think that it would be beneficial to the workplace and/or to the community if JETs had more opportunities to implement extra-contractual activities during working hours?
 

The results of these interviews further demonstrated the desire of JET supervisors for JETs to be more active in their communities. Of the interviewees, three explained that JETs they have worked with have indeed successfully implemented extra-contractual activities, including English camps and clubs, participation in non-English-related after-school clubs and sports, as well as activities in the community, which included visits to nursing homes and orphanages.

 

In response to the question about if any unsuccessful extra-contractual activities were attempted, two of the five interviewees said that yes, attempts had, in fact been made. One of the interviewees, an ALT supervisor from Toyama Prefecture, explained that her current ALT had tried to start an English camp, but “there was too much red-tape in the bureaucratic structure of the Board of Education, coupled with my lack of free time to supervise the preparations of the camp”, which kept the English camp from being successfully implemented. 

 

A CIR supervisor from Mie Prefecture attested to the same problem: 

 

The CIR wanted to organise a homestay programme but the entire Board of Education was fiercely against this proposal. She ended up having to organise the entire event by herself in her own free time, from searching for host families to going to the schools by herself, explaining her ideas. Once everything was set up, her boss unwillingly agreed to help out and it was a massive success. However without the CIR’s motivation, it would never have taken place. 
 

All five interviewees agreed that JET participation in extra-contractual activities would be beneficial to the workplace and/or the community. The CIR supervisor from Mie Prefecture also said: “because the CIR has spent so much of her own free time volunteering and taking part in local community events, she can now use these contacts in return to help her with her own work-related events”. In this example, the CIR spent many of her non-contractual hours working in the community, and it shows that there was a positive outcome for the JET in return. 

 

DISCUSSION
 

As this report attempts to demonstrate, allowing JETs more opportunities to implement internationalisation activities would be beneficial to the JET Programme, as well as to its participants. Such benefits include, but are not limited to: increasing job satisfaction for JETs, publicising and promoting the JET Programme, broadening opportunities for participants to meet Japanese nationals, having Japanese nationals become better acquainted with foreigners, and expanding opportunities for JETs to gain enriching, curriculum vitae-building experiences that would make them more qualified teachers and promoters of internationalisation. 

 

Various JET Programme publications support the notion that JET implementation of extra-contractual internationalisation activities would be beneficial. Section 9 (‘workplace related’), subsection 5 (‘school summer break’) of the JET Programme Q&A book (4th edition) states “it is the responsibility of the contracting organisation to give clear work instructions when there is no class for the ALT to attend”. It even lists some encouraging examples of how JETs could be better utilised during this time, such as “participation and cooperation in international exchange events held by the contracting organisation”, and “international events, exchange programmes with the local community”. This illustrates that CLAIR understands, and attempts to promote, the importance of JET implementation of extra-contractual activities. Nevertheless, our results suggest that while this information exists, it is not readily available to JETs, their contracting organisations, supervisors, principals or JTEs. 

 

Furthermore, as the JET Programme website, www.jetprogramme.org, specifies in its ‘Goal’ section,

 

The Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) Programme aims to promote grass roots internationalisation at the local level. It seeks to foster ties between Japanese citizens (mainly youth) and JET participants at the person-to-person level.
 

This report, along with the previous reports mentioned above, has demonstrated that JETs are rarely given opportunities that would "foster ties" at the “person-to-person” level. JETs are often left entirely to make their own work during extended, unoccupied work hours. This leaves them sitting at their desks, and not going out into their communities to foster relationships with Japanese nationals.   

 

In fact, one motivated ALT from Miyagi Prefecture explained,

 

At my base school, I am not asked to do anything else other than come to class. Very little was given to me [to do] by my predecessor so, I started the English board, a pen pal campaign and an English post box. I guess what this boils down to is [that] being a self-starter is essential.
 

The notion that ‘self-motivation is required to complete internationalisation activities while at work’ is a recurring theme of this report. Survey respondents, when asked how they implemented successful projects, continually mentioned that their own persistence was the key to their success. In fact, 86 of the 239 respondents specifically stated that their extra-contractual activities were undertaken on their own initiative. An ALT from Fukui commented on the necessity of self-motivation in order to gain more extra-contractual opportunities with this explanation:

 

My school has a very positive attitude towards the ALTs role. I'll be honest, it wasn't so positive when I first started as I believe my predecessor had let them down occasionally, but as with anything, through commitment (turning up at school events such as baseball games, concerts I wasn't involved in, training for English camps, entrance exams or tests) I believe that they began to trust that I was committed to the students. I feel that if ALTs are willing to give up their free time occasionally, in holidays or at weekends, then the teachers will start to give them more responsibilities. From there, it is an easy step to gaining support for new activities.
 

Furthermore, a Nagasaki ALT noted that

 

During my first year, I had lots of unoccupied work time. I spent it cleaning out 10 years of unwanted paper from my desk and studying Japanese. As a result, I learned about my school and about the students needs, and over time became accepted as an equal member of the staff. Currently, I work a relative workload to my peers, and have very little down-time. All of this came out of my own personal motivation.
 

Another personally-motivated JET, Nagano ALT Alexander Brodie, implemented an international cooking class at both of his schools. This activity is featured in the June 2009 issue of JET Effect.  Alex structures this event in a unique manner, engaging the students in hands-on learning with “authentic texts, materials, and people”. Over the course of this unit, the students use English websites to research cooking terminology and international cuisine. Then they translate English recipes and make posters about international culture and food. On the cooking day, Alex invites other JETs (fellow ALTs and CIRs) to join the class as ‘guest chefs’. Alex explains that this classroom project

 

offers a chance to learn about foreign culture through the students’ own research and the use of guest JETs… as well as the cultural aspect, it’s also a great way of giving the students a practical situation in which they can use English – an opportunity that rarely arises in the classroom.

 

There are numerous examples of the successful implementation of internationalisation activities that were initiated by JETs outside of normal working hours. For instance, an ALT and his wife in Fukui, upon discovering that some of her students were from a nearby orphanage, decided to begin organising orphanage visits. A teacher at her elementary school set up a meeting between JETs and the orphanage, and the staff there were very encouraging. Although it took many months and several meetings, the first organised visit was initiated in May 2008. 
 

This endeavour gradually turned into a movement, known as Smile Kids Japan, and now there is even a website dedicated to these orphanage visits. In fact, the movement has been so successful, that they now have regular visits to three orphanages in Fukui Prefecture— and through dedication and advertising, the project has continued to grow. Currently 13 prefectures in Japan have set up (or are setting up) volunteer orphanage visits. The founder of Smile Kids Japan, Michael King (ALT, Fukui Prefecture) said: “It seemed like this was going to be really difficult when we first started, however it is not really difficult at all to set up visits, and there is nothing to stop you [from] doing this where you live”.  
 

The organisation’s website (www.smilekidsjapan.org) is full of hints, tips, and an overview of everything from setting up the first meeting to keeping up volunteer motivation. With this information at your fingertips, Michael said: 
 

There is nothing to stop every orphanage in Japan having regular visits, and there is nothing to stop you [from] being the one that makes that happen. This is by far the best thing that I have done with my time in Japan, and one of the best things that I have done in my life so far. To know that I am bringing some comfort and fun into kids’ lives, kids that need our love more than any others, is an amazing feeling. This is something that anyone can do, anyone can replicate and anyone can get and give as much from as I have. I came to Japan 3 1/2 years ago with zero Japanese and started this project before I took Level 3 Japanese, so don't give up because you are worried about your Japanese level. Find someone that can help, a JTE, CIR, fellow ALT, a friend, or even our Smile Kids Japan website, and try to help.
 
Local AJET chapters are also a great resource that ALTs can use to help them gain ideas and support for their initiatives. In the case of the Fukui orphanage visits, their local AJET chapter, FJET, meant that from the outset there was a base of volunteers and support, making this collaboration between the two organisations continuously strong, with year-round fundraising for the orphanages and presents for the orphans. 
 
Another example of a self-initiated, extra-contractual activity implemented during non-working hours involves an ALT in Kagawa Prefecture, who performs volunteer English conversation classes once a week. In return for this, his school gives him Friday afternoons off. Through a friend who worked at a senior day centre, he started to use this time off to volunteer there by playing the harp. After the first visit, the day centre wanted him to return and spend more time with the clients. He states this is because “it was the first time their clients didn't fall asleep or try to escape from the show to go sleep”. This enabled the JET to do something he enjoys, whilst making the most of his musical skills to help the community. He added that “for many of the clients, it's their first time to see or interact with a foreigner, as well their first time to see and listen to a harp”.
 
Through these visits, he was recommended to other senior day care centres, so he says “on Fridays if I'm not overwhelmed with work or busy, I like to go to a senior's day care to play the harp”. This shows once again that having contacts and friends who are willing to help is invaluable in starting up activities. Word of mouth also plays a large role, as we will see in the next example. 
 
In this case, an ALT in Mie Prefecture started Irish dance lessons in her community after an acquaintance had overheard that the ALT was proficient in Ceildh Dancing. There was already an Irish dance group in her area, but before the ALT had started teaching the lessons, the participants had been studying from YouTube videos. Now her class is successful, and her students are happy to have a teacher.
 

While self-initiated activities are not always easy to implement, one can overcome difficulties with determination and persistence.  In this particular instance, one problem the Irish dance class faced was finding a venue. The organising ALT explained that “Japan is rife with community centres, it just takes finding the right person to be talking to about booking”. Generating interest for her class as another of the problems she had to overcome. She has the following recommendation: “Think about the people you want to attract, and then go to events you think they will be at. Libraries, concerts, city festivals...”. 
  

This is yet another example of JETs making use of the unique skills that they possess. There are so many people who help JETs settle into their new environment, so giving something back to the community can be very rewarding. Whether a JET wants to spend time with orphans, can play the harp, or can dance Ceildhs, making the most of one’s time as a JET whilst doing something one personally enjoys is profitable for all involved. The ALT from Mie Prefecture noted that “sharing your skills with others will open doors and bring about a lot of rewarding experiences”. 
 

Internationalisation activities do not only benefit the Japanese community. JETs already have an advantage in the job market with their experiences in Japan; however, going that extra step to help others in their communities will not only engender greater internationalisation, it will also help those JETs in their job search upon completion of their JET experience. In today’s job market, applicants need to stand out from the crowd, and activities such as these give a positive view of individuals as well as on the JET Programme as a whole. Encouraging JETs to make the most of their time in Japan will create more satisfied JET participants whilst having a positive impact on communities in Japan.
    

CONCLUSION 

 

As this report demonstrates, a large percentage of JETs often experience unproductive free time in their daily work, especially during vacation periods. JETs and their supervisors have endorsed the benefits of allowing JETs more opportunities to participate in projects outside of workplaces, which has been illustrated in this report— as well as in past reports. Our survey shows that the most effective JETs are those who create work entirely of their own initiative.  It seems that while JETs generally lack support in creating extra work, once the work or project has been completed, it has a fair chance of being well-received by both the JET's school and community.
QUESTIONS
 

1. AJET recognises the commendable publications currently produced by CLAIR and the ministries with the aim of assisting JETs in their acclimation to Japanese society, foreign language instruction and foreign language acquisition. In March 2002, CLAIR produced a 30 page document called 「学校のか気球行長におけるALTのかつ活動事例集」(Gakko-no-Kakikyuu gyouchuu ni-okeru ALT-nokatsudou jireishuu), which provides specific information and instructions about activities JETs can do during their summer vacations. AJET is aware that a revised publication is now available online at http://www.jetprogramme.org/documents/tanto/2003%20alt%20jirei%20report_j.pdf. However we believe it is inaccessible to most COs, and this great resource remains unused.

 

· What (if any) future plans does CLAIR have to redistribute it in printed form? 

· Are there any plans to translate it or create a similar bilingual 
document? 

  

2. AJET is also aware of resources such as The JET Activity Report section of the JET Programme website, (http://www.jetprogramme.org/e/teach_res/katsuyo_jirei01.html), as well as the General Information Handbook, JET Effect, JET Journal and the Resource Materials and Teaching Handbook.These publications detail ideas, problems, and solutions for JETs who want to make the most of their time on the JET Programme. 

 

· Does CLAIR, or any of the ministries have any suggestions or ideas on how to better promote these valuable resources to JETs, COs, and supervisors? 

· Would it be possible for CLAIR or the ministries to provide AJET with the latest edition of the CLAIR Q&A Manual any other relevant resources they have produced over the past 20 years? 


Follow-up Question:
 

Would it be possible to send COs and supervisors a letter of explanation about the importance of the CLAIR Language Course, as well as other Japanese language instruction, in order to outline the numerous benefits for JETs to acquire Japanese language skills?

 
3. This report illustrated the importance of being a self-starter in order to successfully implement extra-contractual activities. However, many ALTs, due various setbacks, are discouraged from doing so, and some are not even aware that self-starting is a possibility. While the aforementioned resources all have suggestions for assisting JETs with initiating grassroots international exchange and extracurricular school activities, a high percentage (37.6%) of survey respondents claimed they were given no direction regarding the use of unoccupied work time, particularly during extended student holidays. This suggests that current information, while available, is not easily accessible. 

 

National AJET would like to compile this information into a bilingual document which would list activities that JETs have successfully implemented, and explain how each activity was initiated and performed. With the help of CLAIR, this could be distributed to JETs, schools, supervisors, and COs; and would be a potentially valuable and accessible resource in overcoming initial apprehension and inexperience in dealing with project management. It would also give COs, supervisors, and all other Japanese officials concerned, better insight into potential activities for JETs during extended unoccupied work time.


· What do CLAIR and the ministries think about this idea, and do they have any suggestions?

 

· In regards to this, can CLAIR or any of the ministries suggest new strategies to help AJET overcome communication problems and bureaucratic setbacks to better implement innovative new internationalisation projects? 


4. In order to bring expectations of JETs, CLAIR, the ministries and the contracting organisations closer together, AJET recommends that more flexibility be given to contracting organisations in using JETs outside of the classroom. 

 

· What do CLAIR and the ministries think about adding "assisting in grass roots international projects" to the duty section for ALTs in the JETs model contract? 

· Does MEXT believe ALTs should remain in the school environment, even during extended holiday periods? 

 
5. Do CLAIR or any of the ministries have plans to conduct a survey this fiscal year? If so, would it be possible to include questions regarding JET activities outside of teaching?

6. At present, NAJET conducts a number of workshops at Tokyo Orientation. These workshops focus primarily on social and cultural issues. However these topics are now also covered during pre-departure and prefectural orientations. AJET would like to add a new topic to address the structure of the Japanese education/work system, gradually shifting the focus of these workshops in the coming years to concentrate more on those topics. This would help JETs to understand bureaucratic protocol, which in turn could help JETs fill unoccupied time through internationalisation projects in a manner that is sensitive to the needs and requirements of the Japanese educational system. Would CLAIR and the ministries be supportive of such a shift? 
 

7. During an interview, one Toyama ALT supervisor explained that
 
We can't only blame the school systems for the difficulties in performing [internationalisation] activities. Japanese teachers used to be able to stay at home or leave the school during summer vacation, but [Japanese] people thought the teachers were just playing around if they left the school. So, the government changed the rules, which is why JETs today, and all teachers, don't have so much freedom to leave their workplaces.
 
This suggests that another reason for the lack of opportunities for JETs to implement extra-contractual activities involves a lack of understanding in regard to the numerous benefits of educators implementing internationalisation and community outreach activities. Therefore, Japanese communities are rarely exposed to the wide-ranging talents and skills of teachers— including JETs.

· How do the ministries or CLAIR think AJET can best promote the importance of teacher participation in internationalisation activities, as well as enhance public awareness of JETs’ skills within the public sector and the community in general? 

· Can CLAIR include in the next JET General Handbook etc., ideas on how to get media coverage to promote events so that proactive JET participants can access this valuable information?
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