Reflections on 10 Years in Tottori

ERTHEHILE1 0EREZIEY IR->T

Shirley LEANE

vy—U—- U=

I started my teaching career in a small rural
town (population 200) near the edge of the
desert in Australia. The nearest city,
Adelaide, was 600km away. There was no
public transport and I soon became
accustomed to driving very long distances.
The school had one class, of 15 ~ 20
students, at each year level. Some students
travelled 50km to get to school.

I will never forget my first year in the town.
It was a drought. They had had almost no
rain in the previous two years and there was
nothing green growing anywhere. Dust and
sand were everywhere. When the wind
blew, the roads became covered in sand.
After a few months the local council was
unable to keep the roads clear of sand so
many smaller roads were blocked off.
When the rain came, the roads turned to
mud and — although I didn’t know it at the
time — this became good practice for
driving in snow.

I thought I was lucky when the rain came
because green grass popped up everywhere.
Unfortunately, it also encouraged mice to
breed and soon we had thousands and
thousands of mice everywhere. It was
impossible to keep the mice out of houses,
offices, the local restaurant and the school.
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When mice got inside, they ate every piece
of food they could find. If it was in a plastic
container, they ate the plastic. They ate
clothes, they ate papers, they ate official
documents. They left tooth marks on
wooden containers and on shoes. The stink
of mice was everywhere.

That was the beginning of my career. A
small town near the desert; no rain, and
roads buried in sand.

In April 2011, I came to Tottori.

In Japan, Tottori is considered to be a small
rural city but it is a huge metropolis
compared to where I lived before I came to
Japan. Tottori has been a complete contrast
to my experiences in Australia. In
Australia, we had drought. In my first year
in Tottori, with 3.5 metres of snow and 2.6
metres of rain, it felt like something fell out
of the sky every day of the year. Rather than
being covered in sand, the roads in winter
are covered in snow. Lucky for me, driving
in snow is easier than driving in thick mud,
plus the car stays much cleaner.

My work in Tottori has also had extreme
contrasts. From Monday to Wednesday
every week, ’ve taught in the Fuzoku
junior high school. Thursday and Friday, I
teach university students. Two very
different workplaces, with very different
students.

Teaching contrasts

Teaching both junior high and university
students has been a great experience. The
students are very different but both places
are a lot of fun.
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Fuzoku-chu:

- Students are excited about having
classes all in English. They don’t hide
their excitement and they have
tremendous enthusiasm for learning.

- I am impressed by the dedication of the
teachers. They work extremely long
hours but are focused on helping and
supporting the students.

University:

- Students are so well behaved. Even if
they stay up playing computer games
until 3 am they are not grumpy or tired
in class. They rarely forget their
homework and there is no need to
discipline them in class because they
are so focused on learning.

2020
The year of coronavirus has highlighted
extreme differences in my two workplaces.

Fuzoku-chu:

- Apart from a 6-day break before
Golden Week I have continued to
teach more than 400 students every
week, face-to-face in the classroom.

- 25 teachers work in a small office, with
no social distancing. There is no Wi-
Fi in the school so teachers cannot go
to a different room to work.
Everyone must work in the same
room. The next teacher sits 60 cm
from me.

University:

- Even with a large room where students
can be socially distanced from each
other, and from the teacher, face-to-
face lessons are not allowed.

- I have my own office. A large room
with only me working in it.
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Surprising differences

Even though both of my workplaces are
part of the same university, there are
surprising differences between them.

Fuzoku-chu:

- There is a constant turnover of
teachers. By my 8th year in the school
there had been a 100% changeover in
staff. With such a large turnover, there
is no institutional memory. No one
remembers what happened in the past.

University:

- New staff are rare. Few teachers have
recent experience outside of Tottori
University. When new people come,
they usually stay until they retire.

Changes I’ve noticed over the 10 years

I have always enjoyed seeing how much the
junior high students progress in three years.
They can’t communicate much in first
grade but, amazingly, they still find ways to
make jokes in English. By the end of third
grade they confidently communicate their
ideas in English and they can write short
essays.

Fuzoku-chu:

- Students’ English ability has increased
markedly in the past 10 years. The first
grade students in 2020 have much
higher English skills that those I taught
in 2011.

University:

- Students’ English ability has also
increased. They are more confident to
speak and their writing skills are better
than 10 years ago.
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A pleasant similarity in both work
places

In contrast to schools and universities in
Australia, both Fuzoku-chu and the
university have delicious and healthy
lunches. Unlike Australia, it’s rare to see
students eating junk food.

Non-work-related comments

Tottori has been a great place to live. I love
the mountains. I love winter in Tottori. I
love waking up and seeing the city covered
in snow. I love driving in the snow.

The sea is beautiful all year round and it’s
particularly refreshing to walk on the beach
on a hot summer evening.

Finally

I have really enjoyed my work in Tottori.
Teaching children is so much fun and
teaching university students is a pleasure.
Many thanks to all of you who have helped
make my time in Tottori such a wonderful
experience.
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Many thanks to Mika Yoshida and Miyuki Miyachika for doing the translation.



