
My flight had just landed at Kumamoto airport. It was the summer before my senior year of high school, and my first time overseas. I was spending six weeks living with a Japanese family and attending Japanese high school. My host family was switched at the last minute, so I knew very little about the family I would be staying with. I was nervous, excited, and everything in between. I had no idea what to expect, which turned out to be a good thing.


“Do you mind the smell of pigs?” my host sister asked me, in perfect English. I didn't know if this was serious or a joke. She was older than me. She had already graduated from college. So she seemed like someone I could trust. 


 I didn't know how to answer, but I managed to get out a “No...?”


“Good!” she replied, “We have 1,000 of them.” 


And so the adventure began. 


I had studied Japanese in junior high and high school, which is what brought me to Kumamoto that summer. While the language had always fascinated me (way more interesting that boring old Spanish and French, which were my other study options), this homestay sparked an interest in Japanese culture. It shattered all my preconceived notions that I picked up in pop culture and the media. Before, I didn't even know pig farms existed in the land of robots and vending machines. Come to think of it, I didn't see even one robot while I was there. 


Unfortunately, during college, I was unable to continue my Japanese studies. It was upsetting, since my recent trip there had brought out such a passion in me. Whenever I heard Japanese, say, on the street or in a movie, I would feel a pang of regret. Years passed, and I went about my life, living and working in in the United States, thinking I was too old to return to Japan and study the language again.


Time passed, but my desire stayed the same. I realized I wasn't going to shake this feeling. I thought, “Why not just do it? Why not move to Japan?” So I did. 


In August of 2012, a dozen years after my summer in Kumamoto, I moved to Hirado, Nagasaki to teach English with the JET Programme. The program was a great opportunity—a good job, while affording me chances to study as well as practice Japanese in the real world. Even though ten year had passed, my language skills would surely come right back, right? 


Painfully wrong. Speaking Japanese is markedly not like riding a bike. While the basics came back quickly, the conversational stuff couldn't be revived. It needs to be relearned. Even though my job is great and everyone here is extremely nice, I get fewer opportunities to practice my Japanese than I had imagined. I am an English teacher, so my job is in English. Additionally, despite overwhelming kindness and patience from those around me, my skills are still too low to have anything resembling a meaningful conversation, or build a real relationship. 


Despite my problems with conversation, I have discovered the Japanese have an amazing sense of kindness and community that I find refreshing, especially as a person from a largely individualistic society. Members from every level of Japanese society are treated with care and concern. It is inspiring. Everyone has health care, and there is a generally high standard of living. I personally have felt this kindness in countless ways. For example, shortly after arriving here I mentioned to a new friend that in order to enhance my Japanese experience, there was a certain type of acupuncture I was interested in trying. She tracked down a practitioner, scheduled me an appointment, drove me 45 minutes to the office, and translated for me. I was overwhelmed by her thoughtfulness and generosity with her time.


I also appreciate Japan's emphasis on trying one's best, and how that is often more important than winning or being the best. I have a dreadful singing voice, which initially made me cautious and embarrassed in this karaoke culture. In America, I would surely get booed for my tone-deaf stylings. Here, even though somehow nearly all Japanese have an amazing ability to sing on key (years of practice? Innate? I still haven't figured it out yet), my earache-inducing performance is met with applause and cheers. Even though I am abysmal, I tried my best, and that's what counts. 


Along these same lines, I have wholly embraced the Japanese concept of kaizen, or continuous improvement. What originated as a Japanese business term describing the effort to better every aspect of a company has spread to numerous other areas, such as healthcare, lifestyle improvement, government, etc. A teacher here at my school embodies this principle. Where other teachers might use their vacation time to visit friends or go someplace they have always wanted to see, he uses his time and his own money to travel around the country going to conferences, events, or anything that will make him a better teacher. Most Japanese people seem to have something they are good at, a hobby they have spent hundreds of hours working on until they have become proficient, and they do this in their spare time. I look at my Japanese study from this same perspective and want to keep working at it and improving until I am fully proficient. 


Related to my interest in kaizen, I would like to work in business. Regardless of the area, knowledge of the Japanese language is highly beneficial to anyone entering the business world. It is more pertinent to me, as I want to engage in foreign trade between Japan and the West. So, naturally, studying at Genki Japanese Language School would not only be extremely fun for me, but also help me immensely to achieve my career goals. 
