Reitaku Jowrnal
of Trterdineiplinary Studies
Vol. 18, Na. 2, September 2010

Five Keys to
Improving Assistant Language Teacher &
Japanese Teacher Relations on the JET Program

Adam Komisarof



Five Keys to
Improving Assistant Language Teacher &
Japanese Teacher Relations on the JET Program

Adam Komisarof
Key words: JET Program, intercultural communication, acculturalion

The Japan Exchange & Teaching (“JLT*) Program was started in 1987
by three Japancse government ministries (Le., the Ministry of Hducation,
Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology; the Ministry of Foreign Aflairs;
and the Ministry of Inlernal Affairs and Communications) in coordination
with the Council of Local Authorilies for Inlernational Relations (“CLAIR")
The purpose of the program is to increase mutual understanding botween
Japan and olher nations, promote internationalization in Japan’s local com-

munilies, and improve foreign language education by inviting people from
loreign countrics to work in Japanese government offices and schools.
Since its inception, over 52,000 participan(s have completed the JET
Program, and in 2009, 4,4% parlicipants were welcomed from 36 countries
{CLAIR, 2010). Therefore, the JET Program constitules a landmark opportu-
nity for Japanese and non-Japanese to engage in positive intercultural rela-
tioms, but also a challenge, as such contact can sometimes result in organiza-
lional problems and interpersonal friction,

Since 1997, | have been engaged in rescarch about the inlercultural
communication outcomes within the JET Program, namely in the relation-
ships between [oreign JOT Program participants and the Japanese leachers
with whom they work on a regular basis. The focus of this rescarch
(Komisarof, 2001, 2004, 2006), as well as the current papet, is upon one sub-
group amomg LT Program participani(s: Assistant language Teachers
{(“ALT%"), who constitute approximately 90% of the current participants
(CLAIR, 2010). ALTs charge is to work closely with Japancse Language
Teachers al lhe primary through secondary school levels in order Lo
improve foreign language instruction and fo parlicipate in events that will
create opportunitics for cullural exchange. Typically, AL'l's are employed
for one to three years on renewable annual conlracts, wilh exceptional AILTs




heing allowed to teach for up to five years,

First as an ALT on the JET Frogram (1990-1992) and later as a
researcher, I have spoken to many ALTs about both their struggles and sue-
cosees 0 Japan and often wondered, “Why do some people feel positively

about their relations with their Japanese colleagues while others do not? s
lhere some aspecl of Japanese cullure which, Il beller understood by JET
Program participanls, would help lhem o improve these relalionships? 1

shall attempt a rosponse fo these questions in this paper. Namely, T will

pinpoint five intercultural “hot spots,” or unwritten rules for building rela-
lions among Japanese coworkers, that pose greal challenges to ALTs. These

hot spots challenge AL Ts largely because the ways in which Japanese work-

ers build positive collegial relations differ from those in their heritage cul-
tures, Ilowever, if ALTs adapt well to these rules, positive relations with
coworkers ollen resull; furthermore, since ALTs spend many hours al work,

their overall experiences in Japan tend to imprave along with their coblegial
b

relations, This paper shall not only identify these intercultural hot spots,

but also include a bricf analysis of how ALTs tend to perceive and adapt to

thern based on interviews done in Komisarof Q00 Finally, recommenda-

tons will be proposed for ways in which ALTs can work to improve colle-

glal relations,

Tot Spot #1; Treatoent as d Forelgn Guest

Many ALTs are granted extra slalus as [oreign guests in Japan (Council
ol Local Aulhorilies [or Inlernational Relalions, 1990; McConnell, 20009,

which results in both positive and negative reactions among ALTs. Puring

my research (Komisarof, 2001), all of the Caucasian ALTs whom 1 inter-
viewed described recciving oxira allenlion and slalus as forcign pucsts.
ALTs of Asian heritage, such as Asian Americans, reported similar treat-

ment, but they said that compared to their Caucasian ALT colleagues, they

"blended in” more and received comparatively less special treatment,

Unfortunately, in this particular study, T was unable to locate any AlTs of

Afrivan heritage to be interviewed.  In future research, 1 hope to compare
their experiences to those of Luropean and Asian heritages.
Such breabtmoent as guests was viewoed vithor positivuly ar m_'.gntivuly hy

Al'Ts depending upon the comtext. In general, they felt closer to colleagues

when they received benefits or help which fulfilled needs that they highly
valued., Tor example, ALTs apprecialed when lheir workloads weee lighl-

ened by exemptions from mectings which they thought were superfluous.

TFurthermore, ALDs felt grateful if fapanese coworkers helped them when
they were uhable lo accomplish lasks alonc (c.g., lcachers helping ALTs
who couldn’l speak Japancse lo buy shinkansen tickels or ranslating docu-
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moents so the ALT could read (hem).

[f ALTs fell relatively self-sufficient and did not need such support,
which typically occurred after their initial periods of adjustment {o Japan,
then they usually felt excluded by lreatment that was either unusually posi-
live or negative based solely upon their nationality,  Instead, they wanted
to be treated similarly to their Japanese coworkers, As one ALT explained:

Basically [my colleagues| trealing me like anybody else makes me

feel included —not really freating me special or treating me nega-

fively. .. T think bolh kind of make you feel like an outsider. .. 50

the times thal they just treat me as another teacher . . are the besl.

This culturally-ingrained preference among ALTs for uniform treat-
ment stands in stark contrast lo the meaning in Japan behind such behavior
toward foreign guesls, which is frequently extended to convey respect, care,
and kindness, ‘The contrast between Japanese peoples” and ALTs imterpre-
{alions of the same behavior is a siriking example of inlercultural miscom-
mumnication.

Specilically, Al'Ts felt excluded in lwo lypes of situations: firsl, when
they were helped by colleagues in matters in which they perceived them-
selves as self-sudficienl, One common example occurred when Japanese
teachers spoke English to All's who were al the ime communicaling com-
petently in Japancse, as when this ALT was conversing wilh a group of
coworkers and was suddenly joined by an English teacher:

Someone told me in Japanese, “It's still raining out.” And lhe

English teacher said in English, “It's still raining out.” Think that's

offensive because T was actively engaging with another Japanese

teacher in Japanese, so I obviously understood, but she still made a

puint of translating,

Also, compliments by coworkers about ALTs" abilities {o perform
everyday functions In Japan, such as sitting in the {raditional Japanese posi-
tion of seiza, speaking Japanese, and using chopsticks often made ALTs feel
like oulsiders after they had acclimated to Japan (e.g., “Your seiza/Japanese
language/chopsticks ability is very good.”). As one ALT explained, “With
these comments, even lhough they'te small, they never let me forget that
T'm a foreigner and that their expectations for me are different.” In other
words, since Japanese would nol compliment each other on (heir ability to
use chopsticks, sit seiza, or speak |apanese, many ALTs interpreted these
comments negatively since they wanted to be treated similarly to Lhe

Japanese.

Recommendations for Improving Relations:
1. ALTs and Japancse would be wise {0 recognize the differenl mean-
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ings of special treatment {or guesls in their cultures. As previously
oxplained, such behavior oflen has 2 positive, respectful meaning
in Japan. Al lhe same fime, in many of the countries represenled
on the JHT Program, equal and similar reatment extended to all
poople s seen as a prerequisile to a truly multicultural, accepting
soclety. Therelore, Japanese teachers and ALTs should allempt to
accepl such differences.

2. ALTs need to recognize the positive side of special treatment as
guests, as they often depend upon such help to get important
needs mel.

3. Since the Japanese cannot always know when AlLTs want to be
treated as guests or the same as the Japanese, it is important thal
ALTs do not rush Lo judge Japanese colleagues negatively when
their expeclations are not fulfilled. '

4. When favors or other acts of kindness are porformed by fapanese
teachers for ALTs (for example, giving gifts, making invitalions lo
after school clubs, and translating docuwments inlo English), these
are attompts to build positive relalions, 1f AlTs reciprocate, they
can build relationships lhrough a common method in Japan: ihe
cycle of giving and receiving kindness and favors ("on”). ALTs
whom [ have interviewed, for example, practiced English conversia-
Hon with colleagues, volunleercd to assist coworkers to reduce
their workloads, and bought souvenirs for coworkers (cspecially
food) while traveling.

Hot Spot #2: Conflict Avoidance vs, Direct Expression of Feelings

Japanese are usually expected at work to communicale in a slyle that is
non-confrontational and conflict-avelding (Barnlund, T989; Hofstede, 1991;
Terka, 1992; Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994; Morisaki & Gudykunst, 1994;
Coldman, 1994; MeConnell, 2000). This pattem conflicts with the communi-
cation styles of many ALTs, who tend to express more direclly and openly
lheir opinions and feelings, Most of the ALTs interviewed thought that
daily commumnication was often incffective and frustrating due to their col-
leagues” indirecl, non-confrontational communication siyle. Onc AET
described:

I icll people, “If you don't like my idea, please tell me, it's really

OK,” but they won't tell me if they don't like it I'm always second

cuessing what they're thinking. .. [¥'s really tiring,

On the other hand, & small minority of e ALTS regularly employed a
comflict-aveiding communicalion style with colleagues and thought Lhis
helped them gain lrusl among Japanese colleagues. As one ALT slaled, “If |
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tricd to ... act more easygoing, accepting, and go along with the flow, then
| would be part of the group mare oflen.”

Recommendations for lmproving Relations:

1. Misunderstandings often occur wilth ALTs when Japanoese do not
direclly express their thoughts. | lowever, Japanese have their own
clearly defined ways of expressing disagreement; even il they do
not disagree explicitly, they may use nonverbal signals lo do so,
such as hesitating when being asked if they agree, or showing a
slighlly uncomfortable facial expression. If ALTs watch for these
sigms, they will understand Japanese communication betler,

2. Tf ALTs want to know a colleague’s true opinion, then an effective
strategy is lo ask an open-ended question, for example, “What do
you think of this topic?” This should be dome before ALTs offer their
own opinions; this will dreumvent colleagues who lypically adjust
their ideas to match thosc of the ALT in order to maintain harmo-
ny.

3. ALTs can adopt a non-confrontational, easygoing communication
style with coworkers, which may help Japanese teachers feel com-
fortable to express Lheir opinions more openly.

Hot Spot #3: Culturally-Approprinie Levels of Self-Disclosure

In lhe workplace, Japancse tend to speak in less depth about them-
sclves and about fower topics than many other Western peoples, such as
Americans (Bamlund, 1989). Among Japanese teachers, it is also common
to shift with the same person between a formal mode al school, in which lit-
tle personal information is shared, and more intimate, relaxed conversations
outsicde, for example at bars or restaurants (Lebra, 1976). Thesc patterns
prove confusing and even frustraling for many ALTs,

Most of the ALTs interviewed wanled to engage in self-disclosure with
colleagues by discussing a broad range of topics, including hobbies, teach-
ing philosophy, opinions about work-related issues, and family informa-
tion. Generally, they felt aéceptecl and included if they could do so regular-
ly and excluded if they couid not. One AL, however, felt that receiving
acts of kindness from colleagues was a satisfying substitule [or sclf-disclo-
ST

[The Japanese] might be more willing 1o give you something or do

something for you than Americans would. . . In the beginning,

mavybe the lack of open friendliness [among coworkers| made me
feel excluded and felt cold. . . Bul at the same Hme, before | came
they had donaled so many things to me. They might not be very
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friendly [ace to face, but then they did something like that. So | felt

included because they've taken care of me.

Another interosting pattern was (hat ALTs who frequently interacted
with coworkers outside of school (for example, at restaurants, leachers’
homes, and facully trips) lended Lo feel satistied with the level of informa-
lion shared with colleagues. Conversely, thosc who interacted with teach-
crs almost exclusively at work reported that lovels of self-disclosure were
unsatistying and causcd them to feel distanl, This is likely because Japanesc
tend mot 1o engage in much sell-disclosure at work —where personal mat-
lors are usnally considered private and unrelated to the job at hand.
‘Therefore, ALTs who went out with coworkers pul thermselves in situations
where such sharing became more socially acceptable and likely to occur,
while ALTs who encountered colleagues mostly at school found self-disclo-
sure limited and expetienced more difficulties developing salisfying human

relalions.

Recommendalions for Improving ALT-Japanese Teacher Relations:

1. ALTs are advised not to lake pecsonally a perceived lack of self-
disclosure by colleagues, as Japanese tend to be reserved in the
workplace aboul sharing, personal information.

3. Rathor than sharing personal information, Japancse may show
alfection through gencrosity and other kind, helpful acts.
Therefore, it is imporlant that ALTs recognize such substilute sig-
nals for canng.

3. |f more personal conversations are desired, ALTs shonld meet col-

[

leagues outside of school. In such conlexts, il is more likely that
Japancse coworkers will feel comfortable engaging in this type of

commudcation,

Hot Spol #4: Attendance and Social 1Jynarmics uf Socinl Events After Hours

Japanese workers are generally expected to atlend social events with
colleagues after work hours and on weekends with greater frequency than
in Western nations (Salo & Mclaughlin, 1998; Stewart & Bermett, 1991).
Invitalions to these events generally made AlLTs {eel included among col-
leagues, while the perceived lack thereof made them feel excluded. ALTs
described invitations to many types of social events, including {aculty par-
lies, trips with coworker friends, and meals at teachers” homes.

While invitations to social events were imporlant in ma king All's feel
included, they were only one of several important criterta, In order to fecl
comfortable, ALTs also indicated thal relaxed, informal communication

with collcagues was necessary. On the other hand, communication charac-
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: lerized by hesitation and social restraint made them feel excluded.

Recommendations for Improving Relations:

1. In order to demonstrate a commitment to building positive colle-
gial relations, ALTs should attend social events whenever possible.
! 2. Amonyg Japanese, hesitation (“enryo”) to express their needs or
opinions often has a posilive meaning of courlesy and respect
I (Cudykunst & Kim, 1992). Therefore, when ALTs see such self-
restraink among Japanese at soclal events (as opposed to informal,
relaxed, and spontaneous interactions thal make many Al Ts more
comlortable), they may be interpreting greater social distance than
their Japanese colleagues and niissj_ng the intended polite meaning
of such behavior, I ALTs recognize sell-restraint’s positive mean-
ing, then they can avoid unnecessary misundersiandings. .

Hol Spol #5: Colluborative Projects ' i

The organizational structure of Japanese schools is lremendously nter-
dependent, with leachers working together on many projecls to achieve
group goals concerned with school adminisiration and program planning
{While, 1987; 1.c'l'endre, 1998; Sato & Mclaughlin, 1998). All of the ALTs
interviewed recognized the importance of working in collaborative teams in
forming collegial relationships, for example, in planning team teaching
lessons and participating in English department meelings.

According to their interviews, ALTs could be calegorized into two
groups. A small minority of ALTs wanted only minimal involvement in
collaborative tasks with coworkers. However, all of the other ALTs wanted
to engage in such work wilh colleagues, hoping Lo contribute to projecls at
the levels of planning, decision-making, and execution, For example, one
ALT was invited to act as the assistant coach of a student sports keam under
the guidance of a Japanese teacher. Not only did he help the head coach at
daily practices, but he was also given the responsibility to supervise the
leam when the head coach could not allend. In this manner, lo the extent
thal their limited Japanese ability would permit, most of the ALTs inter-
viewod wanted to enact similar roles as Japanese teachers,

Conversely, ALTSs felt excluded when they lacked opportunities to par-
licipate in collaborative projects or were prevented from doing work for
which they perceived themselves as qualified. As one ALT described when

she and her colleagues were marking exams together:
Twas only allowed to do one small pocket of work, Aller that, they
were tallying the scores, and | said, “T can add this stack.” And they
were really adamant thal T eouldn’t. .. Ultimately the responsibilily
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rests on them il | make a mistake, bul iUs frustrating that I've got lo
sit al Lhis table and just watch. .. All of the teachers at thal lable
were doing it. . . So I'm abtways included, but not really.

Recommendations for lmproving Kelations:

1. Most AETs are unable (in lerms of Japanese linguislic ability
and /ur knowledge about the Japanese educalional systemy) to pet-
form all ol the duties that are required of Japanese teachers.
Therefore, il is not reasonable {or ALTs to expect all of the same
responsibifities as JTapanese leachers. Towever, ALTs interested in
muore collaboration and responsibility can inform colleagues about
the types of contributions that they would like to make and ask
permission to become more involved. When making proposals,
Alts can “sell” valuable potential contribulions that their status as
native non-Japanese speakers enhances {rather than seeking roles
thal end up in extra work for Lheir colleagues, which some
Japanese teachers fear), For example, one ALT was instrumental in
establishing a sister school program wilh his high school alma
maler, Furthermore, desire 10 become involved can be communi-
caled by showing “team spiril,” ¢.g., spending more lime at school,
attending more meelings, and participating in communal rites such
as school cleaning. If Japanese teachers observe AL'Ls engaging in
such activities, they are more likely to accept the ALTs proposals
to become more involved in other school aclivitics and programs.

Clonclusion

In this paper, insight has been gained into how ALTs perceive Japanese
social norms for building collegial relations, as well as how they can posi-
tively adapt 1o them. Prosumably, the next step in improving intercullural
relalions is for both ALTs and Lheir Japanese colleagues lo identify which
hot spols are affecting their interactions and make appropriate adjustments
lo their expectations and behaviors while engaging in intercultural commu-
mication.  Ideally, the effort to improve relations and work better with cach
other should he mutual. With bolh sides attempting to understand cach
other, communication belween All's and Japanese teachers should only
become stronger and ATy tenares in Japan more successtul,
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