




All the clocks in my life are out of  sync.

TThe cheap plastic clock that hangs in my kitchen is five 
minutes slow. This often causes a panic in the mornings 
when I realize that the time is not the time I thought it was. 
No matter how many times I fix it or how many batteries I 
replace, the cheap black frame continues to encompass my 
tardy demise.

The clock in my car is two minutes fast. It may surprise you to hear the amount of  
relief  I feel with this knowledge; that the cheap, plastic demon hasn’t made me as late 
as I thought I was, becausae I have these two precious minutes. I have not attempted 
to change the clock in my car. It’s a glowing green beacon of  hope when thoughts of  
my punctual record being shattered creep in.

After a, sometimeAfter a, sometimes, panicked drive to work, I arrive at school only to find that the 
clocks there are somewhat stuck in the past along with my plastic, hyaku-en one. 
Relief  washes over me. I have been delivered by the hands of  time.

TThe standard for all of  these time displacements has always been the one displayed on 
my phone. If  you asked me why, I probably couldn’t tell you. Maybe it’s because I 
have no control over this clock; my lack of  control causing me to view it as the hands 
of  fate. Maybe it’s because there is the thought that someone somewhere is in charge 
of  ensuring it’s always correct. I imagine the predecessor of  this job begging for for-
giveness when everyone lost two minutes. The currently employed time-keeper takes 
great pains to make no such mistake. My timeliness is assured. I must never be without 
mmy phone else I’ll be without reality.

My phone tells me I have made it to work on-time.

But consider this: through all this panic and confusion, my parents are calmly driving 
home from work; my brother is most likely already home, sitting at his computer; and 
my soul mate is preparing for her evening shift at the restaurant. My internal clock 
that keeps them in mind is on a completely different day.

This fracturing of  realities causes the most confusion. It’s as the splitting of  ice from a 
glacier, a loud crack signaling its removal from part of  a whole. Sent off  to drift alone 
on the ocean, its stable surface decreases rapidly as it drifts further and further away.

All the clocks in my life are out of  sync and I’m adrift on an ocean.



It’s January, which means that it’s the last minute. 

Sure, for some people, signing the contract to stay or 

leave is easy; we’ll talk about those people another day. 

Today I want to talk about the people for whom leav-

ing or staying in Japan is an I-don’t-want-to-look-at-it, 

why-are-you-making-me-do-this sort of  decision. It ab-

solutely was like that for me

At the end of  last year, with the deadline approaching, I took stock of  my experi-

ences in Japan so far. I’d met many wonderful and unique people, eaten with Jap-

anese families, seen many fascinating temples and festivals, and had the opportu-

nity to show my friends and family around this place I now call home. I’d become 

involved in local little groups like Eisa (Okinawan taiko), a lovely board game 

club, some study groups about education and teaching, Buddhist meditation, and 

even a particularly nerdy dream of  mine to learn the ocarina! So many chances 

of  a lifetime, all in a short year and a half. Why would I want anything but to 

stay?

As I walked this path through my garden of  memories, I noticed something in 

common: the way I had been looking at all them was very passive. These memo-

ries were beautiful to look at, sure, but they were all the sights of  Japan, all the 

things that had happened to me, all the things from outside. If  I continued to look 

so passively, then they would be like flowers that, once I’d stopped to smell them, 

I’d left behind. I didn’t want to leave those memories as pretty landscapes in the 

past, but that was the way I was thinking.

This helped me look more deeply into the choice to stay or go, and understand 

what about my time here has affected me the most. More important than going 

to study groups for education, I’ve become more proactive about working with 

my teachers and even gave a presentation with one. More meaningful than 

having some fun classes, I’ve gained a passion for education. More significant 

than the chance to learn ocarina or meditation for a short time in Japan, I have 

the desire to bring them with me for the rest of  my life. The areas inside myself  

ththat I have pruned or watered and allowed to bloom and the relationships that I 

will not let wither… that is the essence of  my time here.



The story of  my time here in Japan truly is one of  growing up. Through being 

thrown into a job with essentially no description of  expectations, I had to choose 

between being a turtle and surrounding myself  with the shell of  old habits and ex-

cuses, or actively seeking improvement. Through having a small and spread out 

group of  people who could speak my language, I had to be more proactive with 

nurturing relationships. Through meeting amazing people that I knew were going 

to leave and in leaving wonderful people behind, I came to understand much 

momore about what it means to treasure a relationship through distance. There were 

so many times in which the choice was between working hard to make the most of  

my time, or accepting an easy pre-made path.

Making the most of  the short time that we have, that is so crucial. One of  my fa-

vorite Japanese words captures this: 活かす (ikasu). This active verb means, 

roughly, to make the best use of  an opportunity or skill. The kanji is also used to 

talk about daily life, and this really is something to think about every day. Every 

season that we have, every journey, every encounter, is limited. To make the best 

of  them means not just remembering them fondly or trying to recapture them, 

but to really let your experiences take root in you and become better than you 

wwere before. And, deeply important is making the most of  those experiences and 

opportunities to become something you work for. My time in Japan has helped me 

clearly see the gulf  between just doing something on paper, passively, and just 

taking a picture, versus genuinely engaging with an event, passionately being pres-

ent, by going to a place and bringing it home with you.

In the end it was a hard decision, but I did decide to leave. For me, I think that 

leaving makes the best use of  the ways in which I have matured, and will  help me 

to continue to become a better person. I know that Japan has changed me, and 

helped me grow myself, and I will never truly leave it behind. Many of  you have 

chosen to stay, and I think that’s wonderful and I wish you the best! I hope that if  

you’ve read this far, you have the desire to go out and make the most of  your pre-

cious time, wherever you may be headed!



Nicole asked me to write up my presentation from the Skill Development Conference, 

which I’m really pleased to do.

Introduction
I started out I started out my talk by noting that I was a JET on the first year of  the program and was 

an ALT for 5 years in Miyagi prefecture, Tohoku, with my last 2 years being in a proto 

PA position, but one thing that I should have mentioned and didn’t was that I really feel 

that being a JET now is a lot harder now than it was in those starting years. While there 

were two small-scale programs before us, our predecessors were few and far between, so 

we were not bound by what our sempai had done, but had a relatively clear field. Further-

more, Japan itself  was a hot commodity and it seemed like we were all hitching a ride on 

a luxua luxury train. 

However, 25 years later, you don’t get the kind of  support and expressions of  envy from 

your friends at home. Rather than getting on the luxury train, you are more on a rickety 

local train that has a quaint charm, but isn’t going to get you to where you are going very 

fast.

Sunk Costs
In my talk, I spoke about the fact that Japan is crawling with ex-JETs and thinking about 

what that meant. While it could mean that Japan is such a wonderful place that once 

someone gets here, they don’t want to leave, I posited an alternative explanation, which 

is that the amount of  investment in terms of  time and effort means that it becomes in-

creasingly more and more difficult to leave. Economists call this the “sunk cost fallacy,” 

though fallacy might be putting it a bit strongly.



I don’t claim any moral superiority in the fact that after I finished my JET stint, I re-

turned to the States and ended up coming back. I like Japan and have any number 

of  reasons to be here, but that investment in learning not just Japanese, but all of  the 

social behaviors and customs was a big factor in having me decide to come back. 

How could it not be? In fact, there was probably more than a bit of  laziness, in that I 

wanted to live overseas, and imagining that I had to put a similar amount of  effort 

into learning another culture and language was probably a disincentive to say the 

least.least.

However, a good part of  that is premised on the way Japanese society works. I’ve 

travelled to Vietnam for research since I’ve started working at the university level and 

since my research trips usually revolve around my stomach, during my first couple of  

trips, I was constantly asking “how do I eat this?” until a Vietnamese person who had 

spent time in Japan said, “This isn’t Japan, we don’t worry about that, you just eat it 

the way that makes sense to you.” If  you’ve had to go to a Japanese wedding or a fu-

neral, you’ve probably spent time googling what kind of  envelope you need to put 

yyour money in, what sort of  clothes you wear, or what the proper form on congratu-

lations is. If  you think of  the time and effort you may have spent trying to “fit in” 

here, it can feel like studying some highly technical field, with a huge buy-in cost of  

tools and equipment and then, after gotten to a level of  proficiency, leaving is like 

turning your back on it and never doing it again. Economists call this a “fallacy”, but 

in truth, it’s not like investing in stocks or betting on roulette.  These are real skills 

you have developed, but it is important to be willing to reexamine them and repur

pose them for your future.

Taking Stock
Every job hunting advice book asks job hunters to take stock of  their skills and abili-

ties, which is always good advice. But I would suggest adding a wrinkle to that. Try 

to write up a list of  your skills and abilities without mentioning Japan, or Japanese. What 

have you learned to do in your time on the JET programme that you could take to 

another country, another culture and utilize? And while I’m not asking you to pre-

tend that you have never been to Japan, the exercise is a good one to help you focus 

on communicating what you have learned, especially if  you are leaving Japan.

Should I Stay or Should I Leave
Coupled with this mountain of  linguistic and cultural information that you are trying 

to make sense of, it is important to acknowledge that this can lead to a situation 

where you feel like you need to stay. I don’t know what the percentage of  single year 

JETs are, but I suspect that it is rather low. It often feels that you are letting people



down when you return after only a year or two and it is amazing how that Japanese 

concept of  giri (obligation) gets taken on by JET participants.  I am sure that people 

will be disappointed, and would have like for you to have stayed. But I do recom-

mend a good dose of  looking out for yourself.  Sadly, no one else is going to do it!

Another thing about staying is that if  you do want to stay in Japan, the pressure will 

be to stay in Kumamoto or at least in Kyushu. There are lots of  good reasons for 

that, you’ve built up your network, you don’t have to start from scratch, you have 

connections. But if  you move to another place in Japan, it’s a great opportunity to 

recast your knowledge, to leverage what you know and be able to start afresh.

In the next section, I’ll try to present some observations and ideas about moving on 

by sectors.

Back to SchoolBack to School
GraduGraduate school has always been a port in the storm where one could weather out 

the recession. Unfortunately, this worked a lot better when economies actually had 

cycles. But going to grad school has several advantages. Even if  you are not going to 

go into Japan studies or Japanese language or literature, bringing the insights you 

have acquired in your time in Japan can be very helpful. If  anything, your time in 

Japan will provide you with a wealth of  counter-examples for almost any theory. In 

addition, it’s probably a lot easier to deal with the transition back to your home coun-

ttry in a university setting than anywhere else.

A growing number of  JETs are doing degrees as they work. These generally come in 

two flavors and what you want to do with the degree is an important consideration. 

Distance degrees, generally from Australia or the UK, are a possibility. While Austra-

lian universities have a longer tradition of  distance education, UK universities are 

making a big push into this area. One challenge is that you are at the mercy of  the 

exchange rate, and the degree that seemed affordable can turn extortionate with a 

dropping yen. As an example, say you started a degree in mid 2013 when the pound 

was was at 143 yen. Well today, it’s 177 yen, so your tuition just went up by 20%! Ouch.

The alternative is to get a degree at a Japanese university. Unfortunately, these aren’t 

going to be well recognized overseas, so getting your MA here is more helpful if  you 

wish to stay in Japan rather than return home. Japanese tuition is not really a bargain 

by any means and it will be an education to deal with the paperwork requirements, 

but it is definitely possible.



Another thing that you can do is to write with the aim of  trying to publish. There are 
a large number of  EFL peer reviewed publication outlets here in Japan, and if  you are 
not going into language teaching, if  you can link your topic with EFL and publish it, it 
would give you a step up before going to graduate school. I recommend joining JALT 
and signing up for a Special Interest Group that is related to what you are going to 
pursue in grad school. A list can be found at <http://jalt.org/main/groups>. While is 
it a little expensive, there are a ton of  publishing outlets within JALT as well as people 
inteinterested in research.

Teaching
The absolute minimum requirements for a university teaching position, part time or 
full, is an MA and 3 publications, for most places, peer-reviewed. The JET program is 
set up to make it difficult to move from JET to university teaching. You finish in July or 
August, 6 months away from getting any positions, JET experience is generally not 
taken as something considered in the process and with demographics, school are 
avoiding downsizing right and left. Visa sponsorship is also highly unlikely, so unless 
you have a spouse visa, it would probably be difficult if  not impossible. However, some 
people hpeople have made it, usually by finding some work until April, getting one or two 
classes and then parlaying that into a relatively full schedule. Most of  the people who 
do this have moved to Tokyo or Osaka, where there are a lot of  schools. In the big 
cities, there is also the possibility of  dispatch teaching, where you work for a company 
that organizes the teaching at a university and you are ‘dispatched’ there and the com-
pany pays you. There are people who have done well with that, but it’s tough. How-
ever, if  you have the qualifications, you may want to take a look at 
<https://jrecin.jst.go.jp/seek/SeekTop> where Japanese university jobs, both part 
time and full time, are advertised.

Local ALT positions are also possible, but they are rare and it is difficult to depend on 
them appearing when you need to work. A more plausible option is to get work at a 
conversation school and be ready to take an ALT position if  it opens up. 

I mentioned that one possibility is to look at going to a place like Vietnam or other 
countries that are developing. The hunger for English teaching in places like that is 
huge and you can often find work. I mentioned that one of  my students, after graduat-
ing, went to Vietnam on a tourist visa and worked there for a year teaching English 
and Japanese conversation. The one problem is that you are not going to save a lot of  
money and the situation is much more fluid. However, I should also put a plug in here 
for a group that I work with, THT (Teachers Helping Teachers), which does confer-
ences in Laos (Feb and Mar) Vietnam (Aug), Bangladesh and Kyrgyzstan (both in



Sept). At these conferences, people present on practical teaching ideas and if  you 

wanted a vacation, or if  you were thinking of  doing this and wanted to make con-

tacts, it would be great. The address for the group is thtjalt@gmail.com.

Non-Teaching
As some of  the SDC feedback comments observed, I did concentrate more on teach-

ing with very little information about non-teaching opportunities. That plugs into an 

observation Nicole made that this workshop might have been better for people when 

they first arrive, which is very true. There are a number of  ex-JETs who have gone 

into some non-teaching job. However, what seems to separate these people is that 

they find something that actually grabs them and they take their time on JET to 

learn all about it and then move to a job doing that. Trying to find a non-teaching 

job in job in Japan after you’ve worked really hard to develop yourself  as a teacher is diffi-

cult, not because you’ve got the wrong skills, but because you have built up the wrong 

network and that network of  teachers (who can often be rather clueless about hunt-

ing around for work) isn’t really the best in to a non-teaching job.

But that requires a certain amount of  chutzpah when you are on a teaching program 

and you’ve been hired to teach. However, I think the principle is a good one, in that 

if  you build your life around the relationships you make at your school, you’ve really 

only experienced a small slice of  life in Japan. I always encourage people to try and 

find an outside interest, something they can be passionate about outside of  their 

teaching because it will bring a sense of  balance to your time here.

TThe best of  luck to everyone as they stay, go, leave and come back. Please feel free to 

contact me at tomeiter@gmail.com if  you’d like to follow up on anything I said.



Located in northern Kumamoto City, about 30 minutes 
from downtown, is Tabaruzaka Park. For most people, 
their only exposure to Tabaruzaka is the big sign in Japa-
nese inviting people to come visit, found on the road be-
tween Kumamoto City and Tamana.  While at first 
glance it just appears to be a regular beautiful park, a 
short bit of  exploration will reveal its past as a famous 
battlefield from the Satsuma Rebellion, the last major civil 
war in Japanese history.

Background: The Satsuma Rebellion

TThe Battle of  Tabaruzaka was one of  the major battles during the Satsuma Rebel-
lion (also known as the Seinan War), which was a revolt by former samurai against 
the new Japanese government created after the Meiji Restoration. The Meiji Resto-
ration in 1868 brought an end to the rule of  the shogunate and restored the Emperor 
to power. In an effort to catch up with western nations, Japan was now focused on in-
dustrialization and modernization. However, this also meant the Imperial govern-
ment now endeavored to become the most powerful group in Japan, at the expense 
of  the traditionally powerful samurai. Along those lines, one of  the biggest changes 
brought by the Restoration was abolishing the samurai class. Samurai were now sub-
ject to government taxes, were no longer the only people allowed to bear arms, and 
found the societal gap between them and the peasant class lessened.

Saigo Takamori, a former samurai based in the Satsuma Domain (current day Ka-
goshima), became disillusioned with the Imperial government and built up arms 
and support in Satsuma from 1874 to 1876. Support for Saigo and his beliefs was 
so strong in Satsuma that some people considered the area technically independent 
from the Tokyo based Imperial government. The government would send warships 
in early 1877 to try and keep the feelings of  rebellion in check, but it would 
prove to be too late. Small-scale raids on 
Imperial forces would turn into a full re-
bellion by February 14, when Saigo 
Takamori and his supporters crossed into 
Kumamoto Prefecture. Ostensibly, he 
wanted to march to Tokyo and ask ques-
tions to the government, but he would 
quickly find himself  fighting against the 
Imperial Army.



The Battle of  Tabaruzaka

KKumamoto Castle was on the way to Tokyo and served as a primary garrison for Im-

perial troops in Kyushu. The Imperial government also believed that if  Kumamoto 

Castle fell, the rest of  Kyushu could easily fall to the Satsuma forces and rebellions 

could possibly breakout in other parts of  the country. However, only about 4,400 Im-

perial troops were on hand to defend the castle, as opposed to the 20,000 supporters 

that Saigo had on hand.

Located about 16 kilometers from Kumamoto Castle, Tabaruzaka was an important 

position as it was the only access road towards Kumamoto Castle from the north where 

artillery could be transported. The Imperial Army in Kumamoto Castle decided to 

take a defensive posture and wait for reinforcements coming from outside Kumamoto. 

With the Imperial Army stuck in Kumamoto Castle, Saigo Takamori decided to place 

around 15,000 of  his troops in the hills of  Tabaruzaka to engage and repel the Impe-

rial reinforcements, which numbered around 90,000. The battle would begin in earnest 

on Maon March 3, 1877. At its height, the battle would spread across a 6.5 mile line from 

Tabaruzaka west to the Ariake sea. However, it would not be an easy battle for either 

side. Temperatures below freezing and rain were common. As the battlefields turned 

into deep mud, horses could not be used and much of  the fighting developed to skir-

mishes on foot. Research of  the battlefield has found that an average of  320,000 bullets 

would be fired each day.           

The poor weather conditions would put the Satsuma rebels at a disadvantage, as the 

rain delayed resupplies from the south and water damage forced them to abandon 

their malfunctioning rifles for swords, a poor choice against the Imperial Army 

equipped with more modern weaponry. While the rebels dealt with dwindling num-

bers and supplies, the Imperial numbers continued to grow as more troops arrived to 

the battlefield from the 

north. The Imperial 

Army would make a 

large push on March 15, 

and then one final large 

attack on March 20, 

where the demoralized 

and under supplied and under supplied 

rebels would retreat to-

wards Ueki.



Records say the rebels faced a 15,000 to 90,000 numbers disadvantage and final losses 

for the Battle of  Tabaruzaka would be at least 4,000 dead and wounded on each side. 

However, this loss would be much greater for the rebels, as the Imperial Army would 

eventually be able to reach Kumamoto Castle with fresh troops and enable them to 

break the siege on April 12. Although Saigo Takamori would be able to mount a few 

more battles against the Imperial Army, the Battle of  Tabaruzaka proved that the 

rebels lacked the numbers and supplies to mount a serious challenge to the govern-

ment. ment. The Satsuma Rebellion would end with the death of  Saigo Takamori at Shi-

royama in Kagoshima on September 24, 1877.

Current Day – A Beautiful Park with a Little Spookiness

While While Tabaruzaka does not commonly appear on lists for sightseeing spots in Kuma-

moto, the battle has made it one of  the most historically significant spots in Japan and 

Tabaruzaka was designated a national historical landmark in March 2013. A local folk 

song was written after the Satsuma Rebellion to honor the dead, which is still sung at 

junior high school graduations in the Tabaruzaka area to this day. In addition, the cli-

mactic battle scene in The Last Samurai, the plot for which was inspired by the Sat-

suma Rebellion, is said to have been based on the Battle of  Tabaruzaka.

Nowadays, Tabaruzaka Park is famous for its azaleas and cherry blossom trees. Many 

visitors come for hanami parties during the peak cherry blossom season. You can soon 

also find signs of  Tabaruzaka’s battlefield history. A longer look around the Tabaru-

zaka grounds will bring you across a small museum housing all sorts of  military arti-

facts. There is also a warehouse still bearing battlefield scars, as a sign to the intense 

battle that took place. More intrepid visitors will also find monuments and graves ded-

icated to soldiers fallen in battle.                         



The museum at Tabaruzaka is open from 9am to 4:30pm (closed Mondays, Decem-

ber 29 to January 3) and admission costs 210 yen. However, the park itself  is open 24 

hours. Why would you want to visit the park at night? Local legends say that ghosts 

from the battle still haunt the battlefield to this day. While no one says the ghosts are 

actively malicious, some swear that ghosts still do appear. Those looking for a ghost 

hunt may want to try the bronze statue of  the mounted soldier and the aforemen-

tioned gravesites, where some people have reported strange smells and ghost sight

ings. Those especially brave may want to venture into the phone booth in front of  the 

museum at night.

The quietness of  the park today stands 

in stark contrast to its past as a fierce 

battlefield. Featuring an informative 

museum for Japanese history buffs, a 

nice park to spend time for those looking 

for a fun day out, and local legends of  

ghost sightings for those hunting ghosts 

at night, at night, Tabaruzaka is definitely worth 

the visit.

Ueki-cho Tabaruzaka Museum
Toyooka, Ueki-machi, Kita-ku, Kumamoto-shi 862

TEL: 096-272-4982

http://www.manyou-kumamoto.jp/contents.cfm?type=A&id=216








