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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Here are some lifehacks and unwritten rules according to the 
Ibaraki JETs. Stuff that you might not think about before coming. 
 
II. ADVICE FROM IBARAKI JETS 
 

Our names have been replaced with numbers for privacy reasons, 
but many of us will still be here next year. Welcome to the Ibaraki JET 
Community! 
 
1. 
 

● When you first get to orientation it will be very chaotic. For Tokyo 
orientation, make sure to bring the folder you receive when you 
first get to the hotel, it has a lot of important documents you will 
need. 

 
● In the beginning, you will be preparing for your first lesson, which 

will be an introduction lesson talking about yourself and your 
country. Despite having no classes, the first few days will be 
incredibly disorientating and you'll be extremely busy. Since it's 
summer you may or may not be required to wear a suit to work. I 
think it makes a favorable first impression on your coworkers, but 
it's okay to ask them before you start work. 

 
● You'll most likely be expected to give a speech in front of the entire 

school and you may not be given a warning for that, so be prepared 
for that. If you do have to make a speech in front of your school, 
don't stress too much. However, be prepared to introduce yourself 
a lot whether in small gatherings or larger groups. You'll have to do 
a lot of them. Even if Japanese isn't required or even expected, I 
think that putting in a little bit of effort goes a long way in terms of 



 

good work relationships. 
 
2. 
 

● Since I've only been here for a year, there are still a lot of things 
that I don't really know about or understand. But the good part is 
that the vast majority of the teachers are really nice! So if you have 
a question, don't feel bad about asking them. :) That said, here are 
the things that took a lot of figuring out because no one will out and 
out say it. 

 
1. Technically, your JTEs are responsible for planning and leading 
lessons. However, the extent to which JTEs participate in lesson 
planning and delivery has varied widely in the past. With the new 
changes occurring to the team-teaching relationship in September, 
hopefully your JTEs will be willing to work closely with you in 
respect to TT lessons. However, the transition will likely still be 
incomplete when you arrive, so please be prepared for the 
possibility that lessons may still be expected to be largely your own 
responsibility. Make sure you always have (several) backup 
lessons in mind to present to your JTE, And above all, keep a 
positive attitude!" 

 
2. Professionalism. A lot of ALTs complain about not being treated 
as real teachers, not being respected, etc. But a lot of the same 
people are openly using their work computers and internet to go 
on facebook and play games on their phone during all of their 
downtime. If you want to be respected, show your co-workers 
respect first. Do you see them doing that? There are a TON of 
things you could be doing in your downtime at work that isn't 
facebook -- study Japanese, work on a personal project, write 
poetry, I don't know. Just be aware of how your actions come 
across to others. 

 
3. 
 

● I'm sure you've done a good deal of research or at least heard 
rumors about various Japanese social customs and/or do's and 
dont's. I'll try not to repeat the obvious here too much. Do be aware 



 

of the kinds of conventional conversation rules like hinting and 
talking around a subject. You'll find those very alive and well in 
your schools and communities.  

 
4. 
 

● Do your best (put in the effort) and people will see you as a hard 
worker even if you fail. 

 
5. 
 

● Every situation is different so experiences will vary, but this is a 
full time job so please treat it as one from the time you step off the 
plane.  In Japan that includes getting involved in staff parties and 
other social events.  You don't need to go to every one and you will 
not be expected to drink alcohol, but do make the effort to be part of 
the team and work culture.  You will find that it helps you integrate 
much faster.  Secondly, in your first month be around 30 minutes 
early to everything, it will not go unnoticed and it will stand you in 
good stead for the future.  Lastly observe others around you and do 
as they do, be sure to find out who the senpai are in the office and 
be friendly and open to everyone 

 
6. 
 

● There are probably a lot of these, but if you have a positive attitude 
and really want to be here and learn about life in Japan, the 
students and teachers will be able to tell and will cut you a lot of 
slack.  

 
7. 
 

● Being on time is very, very important. Well, being early is the 
unwritten rule. 

 
● There are a lot of unwritten rules about number of hours worked 

and length of time stayed at work among the full-time Japanese 
teachers. Most of them feel obligated to stay at work at least until 
the vice-principal and the head teacher has left, even if they might 



 

not have work to do to keep them at school. I, however, did not 
follow this unwritten rule and left everyday at 4:15pm when my 
work day was officially over. I think the teachers respect other 
teachers more for staying long and showing how dedicated they 
are to their work, but I never had anything that kept me past 
4:15pm and am not really seen as a regular teacher that needs to 
follow this standard. 

 
NB: ALTs are contracted to work 35 hours per week, so you should not 
feel obligated to stay overtime or work weekends unless you are 
receiving time off in lieu. However, many ALTs choose to stay after 
school to help with English Clubs, speech contests, or other activities, and 
do not take time off in lieu. 
 
8. 
 

● Mainly just be polite and open-minded.  If you do those two things 
then you should not have any trouble! Besides that just remember 
that you are a public servant and representative of your school, 
your home country, as well as yourself. Your students will live all 
over Ibaraki so be sure to conduct yourself in an appropriate 
manner even outside of work! 

 
9. 
 

● Shoes come off inside buildings. That's a really obvious thing to say 
about Japan, but I visit four different schools and I hadn't thought 
about the fact that that meant I needed to buy a pair of "inside 
shoes" for each of them! 

  
● If you want to chat with a coworker, "Wow, it's hot out today!" is a 

much better conversation starter than "How was your weekend?". 
Many people here don't like to talk about their private lives at work. 
But if you make a comment about the weather (or offer them a 
snack!) they'll understand that you're doing it because you want to 
chat with them.  

● Getting daikyuu for working late on weekends is a bit of a 
contractual grey area. You should never feel obligated to stay past 
4:15, but a lot of schools have English Clubs that run until 5pm or 



 

later in which you may be expected to participate. Technically, you 
can ask for time off in lieu for staying late, but it's uncommon and 
kind of frowned upon to ask for it for things like English Club or 
staying late if you have to plan lessons.  (If you work on a weekend, 
however, it's fairly common to get daikyuu, so you should 
definitely ask.) At my schools, I wouldn't ask for daikyuu for 
English club, but if I had something I needed to do after school (a 
doctor's appointment, or needed to go to the post office before five, 
or something), I'd be comfortable asking my co-English club 
teacher if they could cover for me, or if we could skip club for that 
day. I don't do it unless I really have to, but when I first came, my 
schools presented English club to me as something they'd like me 
to do "If you have time." They also let me leave a little early during 
the summer vacation, and when the students aren't at school, so 
that's how it sort of balances out in my case. 

 
10. 
 

● The role of an assistant language teacher (ALT) can be entirely 
what you make of it. There is, as with any job, a minimum level of 
responsibility you will be expected to take on, but if you are 
motivated to learn and willing to try out new things - and expand 
those responsibilities - the job becomes a lot more interesting and 
rewarding. 

  
● During your time as an ALT you will have the opportunity to help 

with additional events outside of school, such as presentations at 
the International Association in Mito and the training of students 
for English speech/debate contests. Give everything your best shot 
and you should grow considerably in confidence as a teacher and 
have achievements look back on and be proud of. 

 
● Communication is the important thing to remember with regards 

to team-teaching. I recommend getting to to know the other 
teachers well. Discuss what you plan to do before each class so you 
can be clear on your roles, and don't be afraid of asking for help 
when you need it. Ask if there's anything you can help them with 
too - I'm sure they would appreciate that. Sometimes when there's 
a lot going on at school, or when everyone's busy with club 



 

activities, leaving a little note on the other teacher's desk can be 
enough to make sure you're both up to speed and prepared for the 
following day's lessons. 

 
● The weekends are a good opportunity to go out and meet new 

people. If you drink while you're out, please be aware that there are 
strict rules regarding drunk driving (a zero-tolerance policy, which 
also applies to cyclists) and that as a teacher and public servant 
there are certain expectations for the way you conduct yourself in 
public. (Remain professional, and don't get involved in any trouble 
that could affect the reputation of your school or the JET 
Programme.) 

 
11. 
 

● In Japanese culture, humility goes a long way. So it is always best 
to present yourself in a humble and self-effacing manner.  

 
● Regarding your expectations, keep them realistic and achievable. 

Everything around you will be a learning process and so don't 
expect to understand everything right away. You will have a 
supportive network of people who will be able to help you when 
you need it. But in the meantime, just take everything one day at a 
time. Be patient in handling adversity (as there will be a lot of it 
thrown your way) and allow yourself to grow and learn more about 
yourself and what you are capable of! 

 
12. 
 

● Remember that this is a job: arrive early, dress appropriately (i.e. 
like a teacher), show that you're dedicated, and get to know your 
fellow JTEs 

● Try to make friends with your supervisor (I did, and it made my life 
much easier) 

 
13. 
 

● Japan loves a system. Follow the system to the best of your ability 
and you'll get along fine.  



 

  
● People will be happy if you make an effort, even if it doesn't 

generate results. 
 
14. 
 

● Punctuality. Japanese people are VERY punctual. Try your best to 
do the same. 

 
● Formality. Some Japanese school events are very formal - suit and 

tie events. Others are much more casual - sports days, school 
festivals. Ask about what would be appropriate for each one. 

 
● Ties. Don't wear a black suit and white shirt with a black tie to 

Japanese events/meetings. That's the dress code for funerals. Many 
teachers wear a white tie to graduation. 

 
● Be polite. It goes a long way to help build office relationships. 

 
● Be prepared. For classes - always have a back-up. Always make 

sure you have some lesson or activity you can scrape together very 
quickly as the class schedules at schools can change at very short 
notice. 

 
● Have time-fillers. As you become more comfortable with the job, 

you'll be able to complete things quicker, but this means you'll have 
even more time on your hands. So, have something (productive) 
you can spend those free hours on. It sounds boring, but it's much, 
much better than doing nothing. You might want to spend it 
learning Japanese, or working on a English board or making 
decorations for the English club. Some people blog about their 
Japan experiences, others take the time to refine more fictional 
writing. As long as your work is done, just try to look busy. 

 
15. 
 

● There is so much i could write about this that it’s best just to tell 
you to go online and look up some basic manners on your own. 
You probably have some knowledge of Japan, but if you have a 



 

source you can go to to refresh your knowledge I recommend you 
do while you have time. 

  
● I will write the easiest greeting form here for you because you will 

have to say it to many teachers, so it’s good to get it down now. 
  

Greetings, my name is (           ). it is nice to meet you (please treat 
me well) 
初めまして、私は（　Name　）です。よろしくお願いします。 
hajimemashite, watashiwa (Your Name) desu. Yoroshiku 
onegaishimasu. 

 
16. 
 

● Read up on Japanese work etiquette. Not all of it will apply to you 
as a foreigner (and they will explain the ins and outs when you 
arrive), but it's still good to know. 

 
17. 
 

● I strongly recommend making an effort to learn or improve 
Japanese. It is my belief that the amount of Japanese you 
understand has a direct correlation with the quality of your life in 
Japan. I have noticed that many people who are unsatisfied with 
their life in Japan are usually frustrated with the language barrier. 

 
● Speaking from personal experience, being an ALT is reasonably 

simple. In order to enjoy the most out of your school life, try to 
integrate yourself as much as possible into the school. If possible, I 
strongly recommend doing a club activity; it is perhaps the best 
way to connect with students which has a direct correlation with 
how much you will enjoy the job. 

 
● Try to strike up conversations with the teachers. You may find that 

many teachers will not approach you at first. This is not because 
they don’t want to talk to you, but perhaps due to their lack of 
confidence in their English ability. 

 
18. 



 

 
● You are in a different country that has different social rules, norms, 

and expectations. I would highly HIGHLY suggest adopting the 
"when in Rome, do as the Romans do" attitude. Attempting to fight 
or change the system will only lead to unnecessary stress and an 
overall dislike for the culture. Of course, it does depend on what it 
is but I can guarantee that Japan does not have any outrageous 
social norms that would cause someone physical or emotional 
harm. Many people can speak English but are apprehensive to 
practice because they do not want to be wrong. Rather than get 
frustrated about the lack of communication, take up Japanese. It is 
not fair to expect others to speak English to you, even if you are an 
English teacher and that is why you were sent here (I apologize if it 
sounds mean, but I have seen too many a JET get frustrated or end 
up hating the gig because they caused themselves unnecessary 
stress). 

 
● A go with the flow attitude will help you immensely in the 

beginning and then you can think about what makes you 
comfortable or not comfortable and attempt to change it. But just 
know that the system was like this before you got here and it will 
continue to exist before you leave. 

 
19. 
 

● They wouldn't be unwritten rules any more if I put them down 
here now would they? 

  
● Remember that you are here to teach English and share your 

culture with the students.  That is your main duty.  JET isn't just an 
easy way for you to get to Japan and then just mess around.  The 
job is important and the students deserve your best.  

  
● Don't underestimate the power of first impressions.  Putting in the 

extra effort and staying later than you have to at work (or getting 
there extra early) during your first few months will give you a very 
positive reputation at your school and will make things like taking 
vacation days much easier later on.  It is possible that you will have 
an abundance of free time at school.  Try to avoid just watching TV 



 

shows on your computer or sitting down and putting on 
headphones.  Use this time to meet the other teachers you work 
with or to work on something else, like studying Japanese.  As long 
as it looks like you are busy with something and not just messing 
around on Facebook your co-workers will respect you.  

  
● Some of the most rewarding and memorable experiences you can 

have with your students will not be during class time.  Instead it is 
during club activities and school events that you will see how fun it 
can really be. 

 
● Go to the enkais, even if you don't know many of the other 

teachers.  
 

● Make an honest and serious effort to learn Japanese, it makes 
EVERYTHING easier.  

  
● Avoid relationships with other JETs.  Unless you feel like you have 

a very deep personal connection with someone, it is probably best 
for everyone if you just avoid doing it.  

 
20. 
 

● People will not always tell you what to do, so ask how you can help 
or what you can do. 

 
● Don't take it too personally when students fall asleep. 

 
21. 
 

● While you can technically get hourly daikyuu (time off in lieu) for 
staying overtime for clubs or extracurricular activities it is really 
looked down upon and no teachers take it. They consider it a kind 
of volunteer time.  

 
● If people mention something in passing like your long hair or shiny 

jewelry its probably a sign that you should get a haircut or wear 
less jewelry.  

 



 

● Even if you have a free period before lunch don't eat lunch until the 
designated lunch time. 

 
●  You are expected to be very knowledgeable with English grammar 

in pretty extensive detail. Try to brush up a bit on your grammar 
and terminology before arriving. 

 
 
22. 
 

● Learn Japanese manners/etiquette and respect them. Whether it 
is patiently standing in queue for the train or bathing correctly at 
the onsen... be mindful there are some customs simply to be 
followed in Japan.  

 
● You will have to figure out things on your own. Information isn't 

always translated for you. At work, there may be times when you 
find yourself sitting alone in the teachers’ room because there is a 
school assembly or you arrive to school on sports day with no gym 
clothes. To avoid this, talk with teachers, be interested with what is 
going at school and write things down. 

 
● Learn and use your Japanese. If you haven't already started 

studying, hopefully it becomes a part of your journey. A Japanese 
friend once confided saying "many foreigners come here and 
experience culture which is great, but if they really want to 
understand Japan, they should try and learn the language too." 

 
● Japan can be kind of racist. Be aware you might encounter 

conversations/comments which surprise you. Even if JET has been 
around for the past 20 years, there is still room for improvement 
with a general understanding of how others are and live outside of 
the country. Don't get upset when you find yourself in a "teachable 
moment". Pick your battles, it's not worth the energy. 

 
● Some may argue, Japan is not necessarily a culture which 

practices safe sex. Get acquainted and/or refresh your knowledge 
of common STDS and HIV. Recent studies have shown, Japan is 
one of the few countries outside of Africa where HIV carriers are 



 

increasing. 
 
23. 
 

● Be on time for work. Try to prepare an introduction for yourself in 
Japanese, because your schools will expect you to introduce 
yourself many times. You will have multiple schools, each of which 
will have you formally introduce yourself to the teachers and to the 
students. You will also introduce yourself to the Board of 
Education. If you don't speak any Japanese, try to find someone to 
help you translate a basic introduction.  It should say something 
like 

 
● Good morning. 
● My name is _________________________. 
● I am from ___________________________. 
● (I studied ___________________ in school.) 
● I am looking forward to working with you. 
● Douzo Yoroshiku onegaishimasu.  <--(This is a phrase you will hear 

and use a lot. It's something you use for introductions and many 
formal situations.) 

 
24. 
 

● Don't wear a black tie, they are only used for funerals and such. 
 
25. 
 

● Try to be at work at least 5-10 minutes before the morning meeting. 
Be aware that at some schools the meeting may start at 8:20, not 
8:30. 

● If you travel to another part of Japan, it's polite to bring back 
omiyage (souvenirs) for your co-workers. They will do the same 
for you, and you will find a steady supply of crackers and cakes on 
your desk! 

 
26. 
 

● There are plenty of areas of Japanese culture which you will be 



 

unfamiliar with, so just play things a little more carefully and 
people will be tolerant and helpful about things that you don't 
know. Most of the major slip ups will be covered in your 
orientation. You'll become a representative part of your community 
and will be expected to set a good example as someone who 
educates many of their children. But don't worry too much. You'll 
be welcomed warmly and I'm sure you'll have fun. 

 
27. 
 

● People who live in the bigger cities can get away with doing some 
crazy and fun things,  but in a small town you will have to be 
careful, because news travels fast. You will no longer be 
autonomous, but instead a reflection of your schools and the 
people you work with, which can be a bit difficult to get used to at 
first. 

 
● Basically, you will be expected to act like a teacher even when 

you're off the clock. so when you see students and their parents 
around town you have to be respectful and really polite. 

  
● No one will expect you to act Japanese...at first. However, as time 

goes on, people in this area will expect you to conform more and 
more with each passing month. I advise you to pick and choose 
which parts of the culture you're willing to emulate, and then be 
consistent with your actions. 

  
● When you are given a gift, ALWAYS GIVE A GIFT IN RETURN. 

People can get upset if you don't return the favor, even if they don't 
show it. This will be important for you when you first come here, 
because you will be getting some welcome gifts. 

 
28. 
  

● Bring indoor shoes for school. 
  

● Bring them on your first day... you don't want to wear the guest 
slippers they provide - trust me. 

 



 

29. 
 

● Half the fun is figuring this stuff out on your own.  But I will say 
this about leaving work, if you have nothing else to do at home and 
are staying busy at work, stick around. Staying later in the 
beginning will buy you good grace for when you come in late or 
those days when you need to bail a little early. 


