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When I chose Pacific and Asian Studies as my major, I only had a vague idea about what I wanted to do with the degree. I knew that I loved Japan and wanted to somehow make it my career. I found my studies to be even more interesting than I had anticipated, and I left UVic four years later with the single-minded purpose of becoming a professor.

Weighed down by student loan debt, I decided to combine my need to start paying the bank back with my intense desire to get to Japan as quickly as possible. In order to facilitate this, I applied for and was accepted onto the JET Programme where I was made an Assistant Language Teacher and posted to a small city in Nara Prefecture. This was with the understanding that I would return to Canada immediately after working on JET to do my master’s degree. 

Being an ALT was not a difficult job. It mostly involved spending time with the students, and teaching them a little bit of conversational English. Because I could speak Japanese, I was also often invited to make presentations to elementary school students on Canada. Looking back now, I think my PACI education helped me a lot with this job. Because of what I learned, I was a lot more sensitive to the thoughts and actions of my Japanese colleagues and students. I believe that this made my time as an ALT a lot easier and helped me avoid any difficult culture-related experiences.

After completing my three years on the JET Programme, I found I didn’t want to return to Canada. I also realized I had lost interest in a career in academics, and I had in fact developed a strong interest in an international business career. I started looking for a job in business and was eventually hired to work for a medium-sized life jacket manufacturer in Osaka as a seishain, one of my most valuable learning experiences about Japan. I believe that I was hired for this position – without any prior business experience – because of my background in Japan and my ability to not only speak Japanese but also to read and write it as well. 

From a Japan studies point of view working at this company was a great learning experience as it was very much a traditional Japanese company. Every morning we would start work by cleaning the office, performing calisthenics to NHK’s rajio taiso and have a long morning meeting with plenty of  “motivational” speeches that changed little from day to day. Like any Japanese company we were expected to work long hours, sacrifice our weekends and to put the company above all else. 

I started out working in the procurement department, something of which I had no knowledge. I was expected to purchase all components necessary for manufacturing life jackets from around the world, negotiate pricing, arrange delivery to the factory in Shanghai, and make sure they arrived on time in order to avoid delays in production.

The job could be quite stressful, but it also had a lot of perks. For example, I went on a number of overseas business trips to China and Taiwan. Because I was in purchasing, I went to meet with our suppliers and was treated very well. I toured a number of factories in Shanghai and Taipei, met a lot of interesting people who have become friends, and I was extremely fortunate to have had time to do some sightseeing as well.

After about a year and a half in this position, I started to become very clear to me that I wanted to be back in Canada. As I was not willing to commit to this company any longer, I decided to quit and took a temporary job as a translator in Kyoto for one year.

In Kyoto I worked for a Japanese – American joint venture. It was a manufacturer of power transmission products for export all over the world. Most of my job involved working with a supervisor translating highly technical documents from Japanese to English. I had absolutely no knowledge of engineering and had no idea what power transmission products were, but by this point I was considering becoming a translator, so I hung in there and slowly developed an understanding of the complex products they manufactured.

I returned to Canada last month after 6 years in Japan with my Japanese wife and a baby on the way. I came back because my wife and I decided we wanted to raise our son in Canada. Of course, we will be going back and forth to Japan for the rest of our lives. I am very happy to be back and have taken a job working in a local hotel for the summer. As for a career, I have once again changed my mind and am seriously considering doing the master’s degree I originally intended to do to someday become a professor. I feel that with my experiences there are a number of potential avenues of study I could pursue.

For current PACI students who are concerned about what to do with their degree when they graduate, I can say that there are unlimited opportunities out there. The PACI degree teaches the necessary skills to be successful in Japan such as the ability to speak, read and write Japanese, as well as an in-depth knowledge of Japanese culture. In Japan I found careers suitable for PACI students such as translating, interpreting, purchasing, sales, NGOs, Foreign Service, investing, etc. I also met DJs, actors, models, bar owners and other business owners, all who were non-Japanese.
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