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        “Anyone want to go to Japan and teach English for a half a year?”

        

      

      That’s pretty much how it started. I was sitting in class, letting my attention wander between the clock and my notebook, when the professor, Dr. Barr, asked this question to the class. The English department had given him a flyer to show to anyone interested. No one showed any interest, so he set it aside and returned to whatever he had been lecturing on.

      I was 38 years old, and a returning student. I had run my own retail store for about fifteen years before a combination of boredom and changing markets led me to give it up in favor of Internet sales. I had returned to school primarily for something to do while I ran my online storefront. I was making, well, enough money selling online, but it only took me a few hours a day, and I was bored to death. I figured a good way to spend my time was to go back to school to get my degree. That way, I could at least start applying to jobs that listed “Degree” as a generic requirement, although I had nothing more specific than that in mind. I finished my Bachelor’s Degree in Region Studies 2006, and was more than halfway through my Master’s Degree in English Composition and Rhetoric in the spring of 2007.

      When the professor mentioned going to Japan, I flashed back about fifteen years. I remembered when all the business books were obsessed with the Japanese way of doing things. The cry was “The Japanese are coming!” Well, the Japanese never did conquer the business world, but I remember looking into learning Japanese back in the early 90s. I had bought a few books and thought the culture was interesting. After class ended, I wandered up to the front of the class and looked at his flyer, reading it closely. I have no idea now what it said, but I set it back down, thinking I could never afford to do it. That was that. I went home for the day.

      Not long after, I got an email from Dr. MacDonald, the head of the TESOL (Teaching English as a Second or Other Language) program, who had designed that flier. Apparently, my professor noticed that I was the only one who looked at the flier and passed on the tip that I might be interested. I told her that I had never really considered teaching. I was mostly doing the Master’s program in English because I wanted to be a writer. She pointed me to a few websites that explained more about what TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language) was, and how easy it was to get started. I looked up airfare prices for students, and I was sold.

      The bulk of this book is a daily journal/blog of my adventures while getting TEFL certified and my trip to Japan, where I taught English to kindergarteners, junior and high schoolers, college students, and senior citizens. The original blog was primarily written to keep my family, friends, and online acquaintances up-to-date on what I was up to. It was not intended as a how-to guide or anything like that, but in retrospect there are a lot of good tips in here.

      I did a lot of things right, and I also did a lot of things in the most difficult way imaginable. I’d never traveled outside the USA before, and spoke nearly no Japanese when I started. This book has it all, exciting adventures traveling to far-off cities, misadventures on mountaintops, and even the occasional stretch where I sat in the apartment and read for a solid week. There’s good and bad, but it’s all real. I’ve kept the journal entries largely unedited except for typos. That means there are even some places where it gets a little monotonous at times. This is the point: To accurately show what it was like. There were some things that were quite easily accomplished, other things that you take for granted are absurdly complex over there.

      If you’ve ever considered going overseas to teach, this book is for you. I went to Japan, but many of the problems and situations I came across would be the same anywhere. I discuss the stresses of getting trained in a university-level TEFL course, getting over there and learning my way around my new world. I discuss what’s happened, what I think it meant, and the people I encountered while doing it. I don’t go into a lot of detail about lesson plans, but there’s plenty here about what went on in the classrooms, and what it’s like teaching all ages and levels of schools.

      Thinking about going overseas? Read this first, and you’ll have a pretty good idea what it’s like. If you’re curious about what life in Japan is like, now’s your chance to read a first hand account.

      Note:  I use a lot of names of people and places. If you get confused or forget who’s who, there is a glossary at the back of the book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part II

          

          
            TEFL Training

          

        

      

    

    
      May 28, 2007

      In the Beginning…

      

      Let me explain the point of this blog. I recently decided to pursue a career in TEFL. TEFL is short for “Teaching English as a Foreign Language.” That means that I, an American who speaks English natively, will travel to places where English is a foreign language and teach them to speak it. For obvious reasons, English is in growing demand and there are many teaching positions available (or so I’m told). I want to be a teacher. I want to travel. What better combination could there be?

      But you can’t just fly “over there,” wherever that may be and start teaching. Actually, I have heard that it is possible to do just that, but I want to do it right and get certified first. I am going to take the various TEFL training courses offered by my local university this summer before I go to Japan in the fall. There are other, cheaper, faster ways to get TEFL certified out there, but I figure that this is the more prestigious way to do it, so I’m hoping that will put me ahead of other applicants.

      I plan on documenting the whole thing in this blog. The boring paperwork, the various classes and training, the preparation, the actual flight, the Japan experience, what goes in on Japanese schools, and whatever happens after I come back.

      Stick around, subscribe to the blog and come back. This project is basically going to be my life for the next ten months or so.

      

      June 1, 2007

      The Drama Begins

      

      Let’s start in the beginning. My TEFL training doesn’t begin for another week, so I guess this is a good time to bring you guys up to speed on the story so far:

      This all began about three weeks ago when one of my professors (who doesn’t even teach English) showed me a flier about teaching English in Japan. I did a little research and found out how it works. My university has an arrangement with a university in Japan and twice a year they send over two students to teach English. No one had shown any interest yet this year, and I was told that if I wanted in, no problem. I had always assumed these things were very competitive. I mean who wouldn’t want to teach overseas? Well, I guess a lot of people weren’t interested, since they were having trouble finding someone this time.

      I thought about it for all of five minutes and fell in love with the idea. I’ve always been a bit of a Japan-o-phile, and I even took a conversational Japanese course way back in community college. I like to play Go. I even don’t hate anime too badly, although I do draw the line at martial-arts films. I had considered visiting Japan about twenty years ago, but gave it up as a dream that was too expensive to ever really happen. Well, here was my big chance, not just to visit but also to live and work there for half a year. It could be the ultimate working vacation.

      Besides, I spend most of my time on the Internet, most of my friends are on the Internet, and I can train my family to be on the Internet, so what’s the big deal? No problem, right? Wrong. I quickly found out that the Internet is not everywhere, and that net access is notoriously difficult to get in Japan. I’m still not sure that I absolutely believe it, but I have to assume that it will at least be inconvenient. Strike one.

      

      June 3, 2007

      The Passport Blues

      

      So anyway, the day after talking to the professor in charge of the program, Dr. MacDonald, I rushed right out and applied for my Passport. I’ve never traveled overseas, so I never bothered getting one before. That was on May 18th. The clerk at the post office said that passports usually take about 2-3 weeks if I paid extra to have it expedited (another $60) and 4-6 weeks without the expediting. Since I am not leaving till September, I figured why waste the extra money and went with the slower, cheaper option. Strike Two!

      Well, that may have been a big mistake. Unbeknownst to me at the time, the Japan folks need my passport information to get me a visa. That can take up to TEN weeks. So here I am three months away from the trip itself, and I’m already in a time crunch. I learned this the day AFTER applying for the passport. So I immediately called the passport agency and they say there isn’t anything they can do until the paperwork gets entered into their system, which could take up to three weeks. Finally, this Friday (June 1st), the online tracking system showed me that they finally have entered the paperwork. That was only two weeks to the day since I applied, and they predicted three, so I can’t complain too much about that. Next, I spent the entire weekend trying to get through their incredibly backed-up phone support hotline. Today, Sunday, I finally got through and was able to “upgrade” the application to expedited. Yes, I ended up paying the $60 anyway.

      Overall, it looks like I lost two weeks, probably less really, since it would have taken some time to process the thing even if I had chosen expedited from the beginning. The extra two weeks probably won’t hurt anything in the long run, but it would have been worth the $60 several times over not to have to worry about it. They tell me I should have it in about another two weeks. My professor won’t be happy to hear that, but at this point, I think I’ve done about all that there is that can be done. It’s wait-and-see time. Oh joy.

      Bottom line: if you don’t have a passport, just go with the expedited option regardless of what the clerks tell you or what you think you need. Just do it.

      

      June 6, 2007

      The Paperwork Continues

      

      Don’t get me wrong; this has not been a complicated procedure, except for the begging, pleading, and outright lying to the Passport people.

      Overall, everything has gone smoothly and easily. Today’s adventure is a little more paperwork related, but since that’s part of the process, I’m going to include it here. Since my Passport still might not arrive in time to get a visa, the Professor, Dr. MacDonald, asked me for some things to forward to her contact person in Japan. Hopefully this will shave off some of the time for the visa. There really isn’t anything unexpected here, so I assume everyone has to submit the same things. I guess I am just doing it a little early.

      
        	500 Word essay on “Why I want to participate in the Japan TESOL Internship Program.”

        	A resume including all the usual stuff, focusing on my academic and teaching experiences.

        	University transcripts

        	A “Statement of Understanding” containing lots of disclaimers, but nothing unusual or oppressive.

        	Personal information sheet with lots of questions, including medical history, next of kin, etc.

        	4 Photographs of me.

      

      OK, this is all pretty straightforward stuff. The four photos were a little inconvenient, since the post office took my passport photos and kept everything. Basically I did this batch of photos myself with my digital camera and had them developed at Walgreens. They look acceptable in my opinion, and not a bad shot of me if I do say so myself.

      Actually the hardest thing for me was the essay on why I want to do this. I will paraphrase: “I’ve always been fascinated with Japan and this is the perfect opportunity to go for an extended time as well as gain valuable working experience for a potential career as an overseas English teacher.” Which I then extended into a 500-word essay. Ouch.

      

      June 11, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Day One

      

      Finally, the TEFL training classes have begun! My schedule is pretty packed, but I have it easier than some. At my University, TEFL courses start at 8:00 a.m. and continue until 4:00 p.m. with an hour off for lunch and 10 minute breaks in-between classes. That’s a lot of class time. There are four classes in the program, each one running about an hour and forty minutes every day: TEFL Practices & Materials, Workshop in TEFL, TEFL Theory & Culture, and Linguistics. The classes meet every day for five weeks, so it’s a tough load, but it’s over pretty fast.

      Fortunately for me, I took the course in Linguistics last quarter, so I can skip the last class and leave at 2:00 p.m. It’s a lucky break, because the Linguistics class from last quarter was not a requirement, and I had no idea that I would be needing it for this program. It just sounded interesting at the time, so I took it. I didn’t realize it would make my life easier so soon. More time to work on the mountain of reading involved with the other classes!

      

      Now, on to Details About Today’s Classes:

      

      The TEFL Practice & Materials and the TEFL Workshop are both taught by a new character in our story called, Dr. Crusan. Since all the same students are in both of these classes and both classes are taught by the same professor, much of these classes appear to overlap and blur together. I suspect that in the future, I’ll be referring to Dr. Crusan’s and Dr. MacDonald’s classes as if there were only two. We didn’t do much in the way of heavy “learning” today, but did all the usual introductory talking about what we would be doing in the future, and the requirements for the classes, and so forth. Already starting tomorrow we will be meeting with ESL (English as a Second Language) students that we will be tutoring on a (mostly) one-on-one basis. I have done some of this in the past, so I’m not too worried about it; it’ll be fun.

      The Theory & Culture class is taught by Dr. MacDonald, who we’ve encountered in previous posts. Basically today was a fairly standard introductory session; there was an activity to get to know each other, and then we discussed the syllabus and requirements for the class. About the only non-administrative thing today was a discussion about the differences between ESL (English as a Second Language) vs. EFL (English as a Foreign Language). That is, ESL is all about teaching English in America (or other English-speaking country) to foreign students, while EFL is what I will be doing– going to a far-off non-English-speaking country to teach English. There are some important differences between the two.

      Overall, today was mostly syllabuses and administrative stuff; no great excitement here yet. But there is a ton of reading to do, so I’m sure we’ll be getting into it pretty heavily tomorrow. I know the ESL students will be fun. Overall everything went well, and both professors seem very nice and knowledgeable, so I think it’ll be fun overall, even if the workload looks insane.

      More tomorrow!

      

      June 12, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Day Two

      

      Today was interesting. A few twists threw the schedule out of whack, but we adapted. That seems to be one of the key elements with TEFL; things are going to get messed up and you have to be able to adapt. Flexibility is the key.

      We met the LEAP students as promised. LEAP is an acronym for “Learning English for Academic and Professional Purposes.” These are international students who are taking an intensive English course in order to be admitted to the University. There are eleven people in our TEFL class, and eleven LEAP students showed up for tutoring, so each tutor and teacher got matched up perfectly. This was purely coincidental. Apparently, getting the LEAP people to show up regularly is problematic, and you just cannot predict who will show up and who won’t. It’s one of the problems when dealing with people from multiple cultures; some groups treat time differently than we do.

      From now on I will refer to two groups: LEAPers and TEFLers. The LEAPers are the non-English-speaking students and the TEFLers are my peers, the teachers-in-training. These are goofy-looking terms, but they are the most accurate way to identify the two groups.

      Today was fun. Everyone introduced themselves and then we paired off. After that, we simply talked about why they were here, places they had visited, and very generic conversation. I was paired up with a girl from China who has been here since November, but many of the students are more recent. One girl came into the class for tutoring who had only been here for FOUR DAYS. That’s gotta be scary. Dr. Crusan assigned the LEAPers to make a brief one-minute audiotape of a paragraph they are supposed to read. When they bring in the tape (the day after tomorrow), we TEFLers will listen to the tape and judge it for pronunciation, fluency and comprehensibility. We’ll be repeating this exercise several times during the course. The LEAP program emphasizes these three factors heavily.

      

      June 15, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Week One Summary

      

      Wow. That was a busy week.

      Wednesday and Thursday were essentially repeats of Monday and Tuesday as far as events went. Lots of explanation, discussion and theory on Wednesday, and lots of interacting with LEAP students on Thursday. Sure, there was more to it than that, but I’m going to go light on the details so I can talk about Friday.

      

      Fridays are the Practicum Days. 

      

      Every Friday, I will be assigned to observe some LEAP class and see how the class is taught and managed. Essentially it is learning by watching. Each week, I will be observing two 2-hour classes taught by two different teachers, for a total of ten classes by the end of the program. This week I watched a LEAP level 2 (intermediate on a scale of 1-3) class on Speaking and Listening and another on Reading. It was both fun and useful, and I can definitely understand why it’s a requirement. Things were not exactly what I was expecting (a great deal more chaotic than I had imagined), but educational because of that.

      The first class was on Speaking and Listening. The teacher broke the class into several groups and had every student pick a fable/fairy tale from a list. The list was comprised of fables from around the world, so there should be at least a couple of stories that each student would know. Each student was to pick a fable from the list and tell it to the other group members. After this was done, they reported the stories to the entire class. It sounds pretty simple, but it was very involved, and the students seemed to have a lot of fun doing it.

      The second class was also level 2, so many of the same students were in the class. This time it was a Reading class. They did vocabulary and read passages from their book, and so forth. There was nothing unexpected, and it was all pretty standard stuff. The teacher did assign me and the other observer to groups to help out, which made it much more interesting for me, but I probably confused the heck out of the students, since I hadn’t heard the teacher’s previous lessons. Ah well.

      Overall, I did learn several new teaching tricks, and if the other Practicum days go like this one, I will learn a lot of good material.

      

      June 21, 2007

      Passport: CHECK!

      

      It finally arrived. That wasn’t too bad, although it took several phone calls and quite a bit of begging. Now the visa process begins. This is handled by the school, so I don’t know any of the details other than it takes about ten weeks to process, which is still cutting it dangerously close.

      So there’s one worry out of the way. Whew!

      But now there’s a whole new worry. The classmate who is going with me has a very low GPA. Lower than I even knew was possible. Dr. MacDonald says there is a good chance that the people in Japan may reject him. This stinks because no one ever mentioned a GPA requirement before, or discussed the idea that rejection was even possible. We both thought it was a done deal. Probably no one mentioned it to me because mine is very high, but still, it would have been good to know.

      I’ll almost certainly go without him if necessary, but life would be a lot easier on me if he could go too. This whole thing stinks for him because it may be several weeks before he even knows one way or the other. That could be a lot of wasted class time if he’s not allowed to go.

      

      June 23, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Bitch & Moan

      

      I was planning on writing in this blog on a daily basis. I really was. But two factors have come up that changes that.

      

      No Credit? Wah!

      

      One of the reasons I had in mind by starting this blog was that I was hoping to use this blog as an “Independent Project” toward my degree, and that’s not going to happen. It’s not “academic enough” to qualify. That’s certainly true, but you’d think that since the school could use it for “advertising” for years to come they’d find a way to make it work. Oh well, there are still other options for the credits I need. I’m still going to do the blog, primarily because I want to do it, but I’m not going to stress out over it if I don’t have to. Which brings me to the second point:

      

      This Workload is Killing Me! 

      

      Four classes and a Practicum doesn’t sound like much. It really doesn’t; I have always taken three or even four classes a quarter in the past without any difficulty. The problem here is that they compress the classes in the summertime down to five weeks instead of ten. Does that mean they cut out a bunch of stuff? No! It means you have to do the same workload twice as fast. Instead of taking four classes, it’s more like taking EIGHT. My time management skills are being put to the test like never before. On top of all that, since I am taking it at the Master’s Degree level, I will have several additional papers and projects that I have not even begun yet.

      The written assignments have been no problem, but where I run into trouble is all the reading. My problem is that in my previous courses I got into the habit of actually doing all the assigned readings. I diligently read every word and actually try to understand the material. This is teaching, not nuclear physics, so it’s not especially complicated or difficult material, but I am a very careful reader. I would actually feel guilty if I skipped a chapter or skimmed too quickly. I would strongly recommend that if you are thinking about doing something like taking the TEFL program at a university, try to take it in a regular session, not a compressed one.

      On the bright side, two weeks down, three to go. Or even better: two more school days until the halfway point. I’m starting to think that going to Japan and actually doing teaching will probably feel like a break compared to the intensive training program.

      

      June 24, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Week Two Summary

      

      In the last post, I did nothing but whine and complain about things. It’s not all bad, it’s just a lot to deal with. In all honesty, the classes themselves have been loads of fun, and I actually have learned quite a bit. We covered a lot of material this week, as you can probably imagine:

      
        	Textbook Evaluations

        	Evaluating and adapting materials and lesson plans

        	Teacher’s beliefs and training

        	And of course a lot of theory concerning international culture

      

      And that’s mostly just the book learning and classroom stuff. We have a great deal of student contact as well. I was surprised to find that so much time is actually spent with real students, not just learning from books and lectures. That’s what I want to really talk about this time.

      Monday: Breakfast tutoring in our ”Workshop” class, LEAP students (again, they are the people here to learn English) come in for tutoring, help with homework, or just to talk. The teacher brings in breakfast, bagels and such, and they can eat and talk. This past Monday was the first time, and the turnout was poor, but I think it will pick up next time.

      Tuesday: During the workshop class, from 8:30-10:00, the LEAPers come in as a full class and work on whatever our teacher has planned. This is a regular class for them, and we are there to help them through the assignments and just talk to them.

      Wednesday: We don’t do students on Wednesday, that’s just our time for uninterrupted classroom stuff.

      Thursday: Much like Tuesday, but this time we do the teaching. The TEFLers (teachers in training) work in groups to develop lesson plans and do little ten minute mini-lessons. We are videotaped, and can watch ourselves on tape to improve. Everyone also evaluates everyone else, so there are lots of opinions on our lesson and teaching style. We’ve only done this once so far, but it will be a regular thing on Thursdays from now on. This time my partner and I did an activity concerning difficulties talking on the telephone. We acted out scripted phone calls and involved the students in talking about problems they have had with the phone. Since you cannot see the other person’s mouth or body language on the phone, many people learning English have trouble with phone calls. It was fun, and I think we did pretty well for our first time.

      Friday: This is our Practicum day, where we sit in on the LEAP classes and watch their regular teachers and how they deal with the classes. I watched two different writing classes this week. I’m not going to go into details, but it was interesting to see how these students are both quite advanced and very crude in their writing. It’s an interesting combination. At lunchtime on Fridays, we have “Lunch with the LEAPers,” where the TEFLers gather in the lobby of one building and meet unofficially with LEAPers needing help. There was some kind of big test in one of the classes this Friday, and several of the students wanted some clarification and help on test material.

      

      July 7, 2007

      TEFL Training Classes: Week Four Summary

      

      Crunch Time!

      You’ll notice I skipped posting last week. I almost decided to skip this week as well. My schedule is just insane. It’s tough for the other students as well, but as a Graduate student, I have more work to do than the rest of them. In addition to the regular TEFL assignments, I need to do a book report, two research papers, a journal article presentation, a multi-journal-article special report, and probably something else that I’ve forgotten. Plus, I usually wind up in charge and organizing all the collaborative projects in which I’m involved because I’m “the experienced one.” It’s been a long and busy four weeks, and I’m getting worn down, I’ll admit it. The bright side is that there is only one more week to go, but the bad part is that there is just a TON of stuff left to do this week.

      Let’s see, what have I done the past two weeks? I’ve done more lesson plans than I can remember; some were done only on paper and some were actually done in front of a real class of LEAPers. Syllabus design, lesson planning for reading, writing, speaking, listening, pronunciation, and integrated skills (basically a mix of all the others). It’s all good stuff, but once again, I will whine about the schedule. PLEASE take my advice; if you are going to do some form of TEFL training, take it in a ten-week format, not an intensive one. “Intensive” is an extreme understatement. Two weeks of classes is too much to summarize here, let’s just say it was lots of good and practical teaching knowledge.

      

      Ticket Trouble

      

      As far as the non-training side of it goes, I bought my plane tickets Wednesday night. A one-way ticket to Japan costs about $700 with a student discount. It has to be a one-way ticket because they don’t know the exact date I’ll be finished yet.

      Then on Friday I found out that they shifted arrival dates on me, and the tickets might not be acceptable. Oh joy! So right now I’m waiting to find out if the tickets I have are going to be acceptable or not. I suspect they could be good enough if I got insistent about not wanting to change them, but I don’t want to make a bad first impression by being uncooperative. If I hear back fairly quickly, this change will only cost me another $300.

      

      I’m Teaching WHAT!?!?

      

      The email from Japan informing me about the date change also mentioned that I will be teaching kindergarten. There will be other types of classes in addition to the kindergarten, but this is something I now know for a fact. Kindergarten. Yow. That’s some scary stuff there. Me, surrounded by thirty little screaming children who don’t speak ANY English. Yup, it’ll be an experience. I’d better read up on children’s activities. I had been told from the beginning that I might have to teach very young children, but it didn’t really sink in as a real possibility. This is not a bad thing, I’ll have fun with it, but it’s way out there from what I had in my mental picture of the future. At least they didn’t spring this on me at the last minute, and I do have some time to look into children’s stuff more closely.

      

      Some Fun in the Future

      

      I spoke this morning with a student who made the trip last year, and she said the kindergarten class she did was in Hiroshima. Hiroshima is about a hundred miles from where I’ll be staying. That sounds like a really long daily commute, doesn’t it? Maybe not: she says I’ll need to ride the Shinkasen there and back every day. The Shinkasen is the famous “bullet-train” that everyone has heard about. Here’s a quote from Wikipedia about this:

      
        
        The Shinkansen (新幹線, Shinkansen?) is a network of high-speed railway lines in Japan operated by Japan Railways. Since the initial Tōkaidō Shinkansen opened in 1964 running at 210 km/h (130 mph), the network (2,459 km or 1,528 miles) has expanded to link most major cities on the islands of Honshū and Kyūshū with running speeds of up to 300 km/h (186 mph), in an earthquake and typhoon prone environment. Test run speeds have been 443 km/h (275 mph) for conventional rail in 1996, and up to a world record of 581 km/h (361 mph) for maglev trainsets, in 2003.

        

      

      OK, I have to admit it. THIS sounds like fun! It’s possible that I might end up with a different kindergarten or school than she had, but I’m thinking (hoping?) it’ll be the same one.

      

      July 8, 2007

      Kindergarten & Ticket Update

      

      This Just In, Straight From Japan:

      Yes, my existing ticket is fine. At least unless there is a problem with my visa, which is still completely possible.

      But that’s not all!

      
        
        We have classes set up for you at a kindergarten and nursery school besides the universities/culture center/ junior or senior high schools (schedule is currently being planned). You will be going to the kindergarten in Hiroshima…

        

      

      OK, so the Hiroshima/bullet-train thing was dead-on accurate and actually going to happen. Cool.

      But... preschool? AIYEE!

      From the context of the letter, I suspect it will only be once a week, so that’s not so bad. Yep, it’s going to be an experience all right.

      

      July 16, 2007

      Classes Are Done, Time For More Work!

      

      Friday was the last day of TEFL classes. Five weeks down, just as promised. Well, not exactly. You see, they realize that the workload in that five weeks is crazy, so they give additional time for some of the work. I have two research papers, a cultural project and a huge collaborative project to work on. They generously give us all month to do these things. The problem is, I have another tough class starting on the 23rd, so I only have a week to get as much of this stuff done as I can.

      Today I went to school for a meeting with my collaborators on the collaborative project. One of them didn’t show up, the other had nothing done. I had my syllabus all typed up and ready to fill in with their lesson plans. No dice. I don’t know why this was set up as a collaborative project, those things are nothing but a pain in the butt. I’ll probably NEVER collaborate on something like that in real life. I set a “due date” of Thursday for the lesson plans, let’s see if they listen to me. If not… Well, I can always turn in the collaborative project missing a name or two, right? Since it’s 50% of their grade, they ought to be motivated. OK, so I’m a slave-driving taskmaster. I can live with that.

      Still, the six-hour-a-day classes are over, and things are on the downhill slope now. I’ve got a few more hurdles to get through this summer, and you’ll be hearing about them shortly!

      

      July 22, 2007

      “Week Off” Update

      

      I’d like to call this a week off, but that’s not completely accurate. True, there were no classes this week, but as I previously mentioned, there is still a lot of written work to do. To make a long story short, I have finished two research papers for the TEFL classes, and a large portion of my final Independent Paper for my Master’s degree. I still also have a culture project for one class that I haven’t given much thought to yet.

      The real problem is the collaborative course project. I’m “collaborating” with two other students from the TEFL class, one of whom is my Japan traveling partner, and the other is just a girl from class who has been to Japan in the past. We had an “organizational meeting” for this project about two weeks ago, and we split up assignments. I was eager to take on the role of “leader” and do the organizational work since I know what I want done and I know what grade I want- I don’t want those decisions made for me by some slacker. Well, to sum up the problem, the girl from class has sent me her share of the work, and it’s a little weak. She knows this and promises revisions soon, so I can’t complain too much there (yet). My Japan partner, on the other hand, has done nothing but contacted me to let me know he couldn’t attend a meeting last week. ZERO work on the project.

      This thing is 50% of the grade in one course. I already have a pretty good idea how this thing is going to play out. Two of us are going to have this thing finished next weekend. Someone will be emailing me a few days before it is due wanting to know how the project is going. One of the three of us is probably going to fail the course. I am NOT nice enough to sign his name to the paper without a significant contribution. I do not tolerate “slackassiness” (a new word!). Will this keep him from going to Japan? No, not by itself, if he gets dropped from the program, it won’t be my fault. I’m patient; there is still time before this thing is due. Oh, how I hate collaborative projects!

      Actually thinking about this whole project… How or when will I EVER collaborate on designing lesson plans in the future? My understanding is that I’ll be very much on my own when teaching overseas, so it seems worthless to assign us to collaborate now.

      

      July 25, 2007

      All About ME!

      

      You might wonder what I’m doing now that TEFL courses are done, but it’s not time to leave yet. Well, I still have a couple of those TEFL projects to work on, but those are on the back burner at least until the weekend. As of Monday, I started a course on Memoir Writing. Before I can graduate, I still need credit for one more course, and this class was the only one available in the time I have available to me. The whole thing is very intensive, with very long classes every day. The upshot is that the whole thing is done in just two weeks! The fact that it just might be useful in documenting my future travel stories is purely coincidental, but nice nevertheless.

      So anyway, I have to write a memoir piece every night, and a few special essays over the weekend. I also have to submit stuff to magazines and contests, but I won’t know all the specific details about that until next week. To be honest, Monday night I didn’t have a clue about what to write, but by tonight, I already have a list of stuff that could make good topics. The real trick is just getting started. Once I got past the hurdle of not having a topic, the rest is fun. I’ve found that even the stupidest little incidents can be retold in an entertaining light.

      I still have to squeeze in the last two TEFL projects somewhere and finish my Independent Paper and Learn Japanese and prepare for my trip and buy suitcases and a whole mess of other stuff in the next two weeks, but I’m getting there.

      

      August 5, 2007

      A Light at the End of the Tunnel!

      

      Ah. Free at last!

      Friday was the last day of classes for me. The memoir class was way more fun than I expected, and is definitely in the top two or three classes I’ve ever taken. I wish there had been more creative writing classes available during my time as a student.

      When I last wrote here, I had four TEFL projects that needed to be done, and as of now three of them are completed and only one remains, which is the project for today (and tomorrow if I have a bad day). After that, I have several Memoir Class stories to clean up and turn in, followed by my Master’s Independent Paper to finish up, and I’m done with school, maybe forever. That’s scary. I had originally planned to go for another year and then apply to some PhD schools, but this TEFL thing came up and I’m going that route instead. I guess I could still do the PhD later, but I have my doubts. Anything is possible, so we’ll just have to see.

      Although I have until the 16th or 17th to get all these assignments done, I really need to do as much as I can before Wednesday. I have another big project starting then that I’ll describe further in another posting. It’s very heavily related to the Japan trip, so I’ll be posting lots of details about that, probably daily. So stay turned, things are about to heat up around here in the final weeks before I leave.

      

      July 7, 2007

      TEFL is Done. Life Continues. Film at Eleven.

      

      I finished the Culture Project last night. That was the last project for the TEFL class, or so I thought. I had completely forgotten something called the “TEFL Portfolio.” The portfolio is basically a collection of all the major assignments and papers I did during the course, along with a very short essay about my experiences.

      I did the essay pretty quickly. After all the writing I’ve done recently, there wasn’t much to that one. Then comes the work of assembling the portfolio. Finding the right kind of “baggie” to put a videotape in, printing off dividers to go between pages, creating a table of contents and title page, and so forth. Nothing difficult, but it just ate up two hours. I’ll turn it in later this week, and then I will finally, actually be done with all the TEFL stuff. I don’t know if they will keep this portfolio or return it to me. I’d kinda like to keep it.

      And a follow up to my “Week Off” posting a while back. My predictions about my Japan partner were 100% accurate. He wanted to get together Sunday and work on it. The thing was due Monday, and even if it wasn’t already finished (the third partner and I did it the previous weekend), I couldn’t have done anything with his material that near to the deadline anyway! I hate to be a hardass about it, but he knew the deadlines, he knew the timetable, he knew what he was supposed to be doing, and he even used the phrase “We’ll bang it out this week and get this sucker done!” before he vanished. I don’t know if he thought I’d just stick his name on it or if I had really waited that long after telling him I couldn’t. The last I heard, he was going to try doing the whole thing by himself this weekend. Not my problem.

      And now, the next big project begins, which I will discuss in tomorrow’s posting!

      

      August 8, 2007

      Exchange Students: Sixteen Days in America!

      

      I promised to explain my next project today. As of today I am a teacher!

      Our university has an exchange program with a big school in Japan, and every year they exchange some students; some of our students visit there, and theirs visit here. This year, we have nine students from all around Japan coming to our school here in the Dayton, Ohio area. They’re staying in a dorm, having breakfast in the cafeteria, and one weekend they will each be staying in some volunteer’s home to experience American life.

      They’ll be here for sixteen days, and with the exception of their two-day homestay, they have a pretty busy schedule. Every morning, they have a 2-1/2 hour English & Culture lesson, followed by some field trip that takes most of the afternoon and evening.

      There are two teachers, Cat and me! Cat will be handling most of the classroom lessons, since she’s done this before, but I will be teaching in the classroom a couple of times. Most of the time, however, I will be handling the field trips, acting as teacher, tour guide and “cultural expert.” There’s a long list of places we’ll be going like the Ohio State Fair, King’s Island, Art Institute, Air Force Museum, and lots of shopping trips. It’ll be fun for everyone, I hope.

      Most of them know a little English, but I don’t know how much yet; some probably know very little. I’m hoping some of them will be able to help translate; unfortunately with my crazy class load this summer, practicing Japanese language was usually pretty far down on the priority list. I’m hoping to learn as much from them as they will from me.

      The classes and field trips start tomorrow. Tonight I have to meet them at the airport and help them get everything loaded and unloaded from the bus from the airport to the dorm. There is some kind of “box lunch” planned for them tonight, and then I assume they’ll want to get to sleep as soon as they can. It’s a long flight. I just checked the weather report. It’ll be 97 when they arrive tonight, and a high of 95 tomorrow for our first field trip with high humidity both days. I’ve heard it can get pretty warm in Japan, but I bet they’re going to be a little surprised.

      I hope they all make it without any problems. One teacher told me the story of a student who got bumped from his flight in Detroit last year. One of the teachers (that’d be me if it happened this year) had to drive to Detroit in the middle of the night to pick the student up. I’ll do it if I have to, but I’d really rather not.

      Tomorrow’s schedule for the students:

      
        
        
        8:00-9:00: Breakfast

        9:00-11:30 English class

        12:00-4:00 Carillon Park picnic and tour

        4:00-6:00 Preparation for dinner

        6:00-8:00 Big, dressy dinner with the University President

        8:00- Free time

      

        

      

      It’s not a lot, but it’s their first day after a long flight in a strange place. We’re keeping it easy on them. Carillon Park is a big place with a bell tower and a few small exhibits. Or at least it was the last time I was there, which was years ago. Not a huge sensory overload, but there are things to see there. The dinner is a fancy deal, and I have to wear a tie, which is always bad news. Still, that’s going to be expected in Japan, so I’d better get used to it. I expect this will be the main time for the university big wigs’ “photo ops” with the exchange students.

      On the days where I’m not actually teaching in the classroom, I’m supposed to show up about a half-hour before the English class ends, and handle the field trips till the end of the day. Since tomorrow is the first day, I’ll be there for everything, since I want to know what’s going on as much as everyone else. Although I have been in the loop for most of the planning for this thing, I have never really done anything like this before, so I don’t want to miss anything.

      I might post something tomorrow about how it all went. Then again, it’s a pretty long day, and maybe I won’t. I’ll just leave you with the suspense!

      

      August 11, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Two

      

      On day one, we went to the Carillon Park, a historic place with many artifacts and exhibits related to Dayton history. I didn’t take my camera, so I don’t have any pictures, but other than the 97 degree heat, all went well.

      Here’s a picture of the whole group. I’m the “giant” second from right:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Day two was more interesting. The day started with an English class. During the class time today, a Blues player came in and explained “The Blues,” a uniquely American form of music. He’s a teacher here at the university, and he was actually very good; much better than I was expecting.

      He played and spoke for about an hour, but it really flew by.

      

      Here’s the whole group again, posing with him:
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      Of course that alone wouldn’t be much of a day. After lunch, we took a tour of the campus, and everyone was able to see the various facilities that they can use while they are here. During the tour, I caught this picture [Photo] of the group’s advisor who is along to watch out for the others as well as pick up a little English for himself. In this one, he’s standing on a downtown Dayton street corner getting ready to take a picture. One of the funny things that keeps repeating is that whenever any one of them sees something interesting, someone gets handed ten cameras to take a picture for everyone. You can see the cameras dangling from his arm here:
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      And here is the shot he took. I’m not in it because I was busy taking the shot above.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      And that was day two.

      Tomorrow, we’re going to the Ohio State Fair, which is huge and hot. I am not going to lug my camera around all day, so I won’t have any pictures. I’ll probably take the camera along on tomorrow’s trip, so there will be more to come.

      

      August 12, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Three

      

      Quick Third Day Report:

      I didn’t go with the students on their trip to the 2nd Street Market this morning, but from what I gather, they got bored very quickly. I’ve never been there myself, so I don’t know what went wrong. Something there turned them off pretty quickly. After that, they went shopping at the local mall for just a few minutes. Next up, they stopped for a break and I joined them for the rest of the day.

      We immediately learned that the school cafeteria is closed in the summer on Saturday, so it was off to Wendy’s across the street. That was an experience! There was no problem, but it took close to 20 minutes to get everyone’s order sorted out, and that was with an interpreter along!

      Then we drove to Columbus. Columbus is the biggest city in Ohio, or so I was told by someone who lives there and led us all around. We drove through the downtown area with the big buildings, and everyone was puzzled why such a big city was nearly deserted. We explained about business districts on Saturday, but things must be very different in Japan, they didn’t really seem to understand. We stopped at the Ohio State University stadium for pictures, and they were pretty impressed at the size of the place.

      The big event of the day was the Ohio State Fair. We arrived around 5 p.m., so we weren’t able to stay for a great deal of time, but I think they got a good feel for what a Midwestern state fair is all about. We saw the “Butter Cow” and had ice cream. Everyone tried some “fair food:” funnel cakes, lemonade, roasted corn, popcorn, and the rest. Nobody tried any of the rides due to the prices and the fact that we are scheduled to visit a large amusement park later in the trip. One student stepped in cow poop, and everyone but him got a kick out of that. We saw a prize-winning cow and a few horses. Everyone seemed to have a great time. Surprisingly, one of the most popular things they liked were these little chair things with foot-vibrators on them (foot massage chairs) that cost a quarter. They all tried it, and everyone bounced as they walked for the next half hour. We parked about a thousand miles from the entranceway, and then almost lost the van, but we all survived and arrived home safely, late and ready for sleep.

      

      August 12, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Four

      

      This was my morning off. I was able to work a little more on my final Master’s paper, and it’s coming along nicely. I can say I’m finally back on schedule with it.

      The plan for the day was for the other teacher to take them to the Dayton Blues Fest, then to lunch, and then I would take them to the Dayton German Fest. They got bored with the Blues Fest, although they seemed to like the performance in class the other day. I guess it was too much of a strange thing. Anyway, they left the Blues early and went to the German Fest without me. That really depressed me because I really, REALLY wanted to get a picture of them doing the “Chicken Dance Polka.” Heh-heh.

      When they finished the German Fest, I met up with them and they all decided they wanted to go bowling. They flew 7000 miles to visit here and they wanted to go bowling. That was easy enough to work out, so we all went bowling. Neither the other American English teacher nor I had bowled in years, so the students kicked our butts easily. Out of twelve players, she and I were both in the bottom three scores in both games. They must bowl a lot over there.

      Here’s a picture of “my” team:
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      Afterwards, we went to one of those hot-wings places. I have to admit it was so loud that I had very hard time understanding what was being said, which was doubly frustrating considering the usual language problems. But as usual, we survived.

      They all had a lot of fun, and it is clear they are starting to relax and get into it a little more. They were all over the place in the restaurant, and everyone had a great time all around tonight.

      Tomorrow, more interesting Ohio landmarks. Report to follow!

      

      July 13, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Five

      

      Today after English class, we all went to the Ohio Caverns, about an hour drive from here. It was something like 70 feet underground at the deepest part, and the tour took about 45 minutes. The students thought it was cool. It was in fact literally very cool; it’s a constant 54 degrees year-round down there. They all picked up a few items in the gift shop, which I have to say was the most economically-priced gift shop I ever remember seeing. They have some really nice things very inexpensively priced. Before we left, we all took a break outside. The caverns are located near the top of a very scenic hill, and they got plenty of pictures of American farms. This was also the first day we have had cool, breezy weather, and everyone just wanted to sit under the trees outside for a while in the American countryside. They thought it was nice, and a few of them even rolled down the hill like much younger children do.

      Afterwards, it was Pizza Hut and shopping at The Greene, a new upscale shopping area. It’s a really safe area, so everyone split up and went off on their own for the first time. The girls went off to buy jewelry while the guys spent a small fortune on what I would consider dirty, worn-out pants at American Eagle Outfitters. That’s just my opinion, they seemed to like it and knew the name from home, so they wanted to try it. We finished and returned home around 9 p.m. and called it a night.

      

      August 14, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Six

      

      I didn’t go on any of the field trips today; I did something even scarier. I taught in the classroom while the regular classroom teacher went on the field trip.

      If you’ve been reading here long, you are familiar with what training I have. I’ve done plenty of classroom presentations and done plenty of lesson plans, but this was my first time in a classroom alone and in charge. I was pretty freaked out this morning.

      You know what? It went flawlessly!

      I used a couple of the lessons I had developed earlier in the summer related to Hollywood movies, and they had no trouble doing them. We talked about movies and our preferences and the differences in theaters between here and Japan. I was concerned about having enough for them to do for two and a half hours, and in fact we did come in about ten minutes short, but it was close enough.

      OK, now I can call myself a teacher without any “buts” because now I’ve really actually done it for real.

      

      August 15, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Seven

      

      Today after class we went to the Underground Railroad museum, also called the Freedom Center.

      I’ll be honest; I really thought that the history of slavery in America would bore them half to death, but they really surprised me. At one point in the afternoon one of the girls said it “makes my heart hurt” and another said it made her feel sad. I guess they understood it pretty well after all. They don’t allow flashbulbs inside, so my indoor pictures were somewhat limited. Here’s one that I was able to get that I thought was interesting:
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      One of the students just didn’t understand it until I explained that slaves were sold in a market “just like a cow or a chicken.” He understood that just fine.

      Despite all the hurting hearts, sadness, and depressing mood, they had a great time. So did I. Check this out: I’m not sure, but I think they made me an honorary slave-trader!
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      The view from the outside balcony is an excellent overlook of the Ohio River and nearby Kentucky.

      And here’s the whole gang in front of the best view:
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      August 16, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Eight

      

      Today we went to the Dayton Peace Museum. This is situated inside a 19th century house located on Monument Ave. in Dayton. The house was moved to this location in 1977, and their website has pictures of the house being moved along the downtown city streets. Pretty neat!

      They had little exhibits with signs & placards with pictures of Nobel Prize winners and displays about various peace efforts and things of that nature. For the most part, the students did not seem very interested, as there was little to actually do there, just lots of stuff to read. Most of the people with signs and pictures were unknown to the students. One of them pointed to a picture of the Dalai Lama and they asked who he was. I realize the Dalai Lama is from Tibet, but Buddhism is big in Japan, so I had just assumed they would recognize him. Several of the students read the display about Martin Luther King Jr. and I think several of them did in fact recognize him, but for the most part, the displays were not of much interest to the students.

      Except for one. They had a set of rooms devoted to Hiroshima & Nagasaki, and the students spent the majority of their time studying these displays. One of the students is from Hiroshima and he was able to point out on a huge display of devastated Hiroshima where his house is today. They have rebuilt the entire city over the old one with the exception of one building which is now a memorial. Just for this part of the museum, I’d say the trip was worth it.

      Afterwards, we all went to see a movie in an American movie theater, which was something they were all looking forward to doing. We saw Rush Hour 3, with Jackie Chan, and they all seemed to have a good time. I’m not sure that anything surprised them or if they actually learned anything new at the theater, but it was a nice break for them.

      After the film, we went back to the university and met up with a group of American students just to talk and eat pizza. Up until this point, the Japanese had really only been exposed to a handful of people associated with the exchange program, and they wanted to talk to “regular” American students. They got their chance tonight, and they really enjoyed it, too. Eventually the building closed and the cleaning crew threw us out, but I bet if they hadn’t we all would have gone on for another hour or two.

      Here’s a photo from this evening:
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      August 17, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Nine

      

      Today was about as easy for me as it’s going to get.

      I arrived after the English class and lunch and took the students to the nearby shopping mall. They were buying whatever they needed for their weekend homestays. Each student is going to spend the weekend with some volunteer and stay in their homes and go places and do things with that volunteer. Some are people who have been to Japan in the past, and most of them are either faculty or people related to faculty, so they are familiar with the program. The bottom line is that all the homestay volunteers were a good match for the individual student that they were assigned. It’s a Japanese tradition that they must buy a gift for their hosts, so it was an absolute necessity that we go shopping before they left.

      After the mall, the students returned to their dormitory to pack up whatever they would need for the weekend, and at 6 p.m., everyone got to meet their homestay people for the first time. In most cases, the students had not previously met the person they would be staying with, so they had to be a little nervous. It all seemed to go very smoothly, and I really think they’ll all be happy with their matches. Day Ten and Eleven will happen with their host families, so I won’t be reporting on those.

      So what about me? I get the weekend off…more or less. I still have to clean up and finish my Master’s paper this weekend, as well as prepare my classroom lesson for next Tuesday. It’s nothing especially difficult, but I find that I’m procrastinating more than I should. I still have some shopping to do for my own upcoming trip, and need to fit in some family time as well before things get too much crazier. From Monday till early Friday, I’ll be doing the Japanese students again just like last week, so it really cuts down on my preparation time.

      

      August 19, 2007

      Japan Paperwork update

      

      The Japanese students are still with their host families, so for today I will give an update on just about all the other behind-the-scenes stuff.

      I’ve been busy for a while with the exchange students, but in the background things are still moving forward on my trip. The visa is ready in Japan, so I had to fill out an application to get that and supply yet another picture. If you ever try teaching overseas, plan on getting at least six copies of your passport photo just to save time later. I hope they hurry up and get it sent over here soon. I’m not especially worried, but I see no reason to cut it too close. I also had to provide proof of insurance for the time I’d be there too. If you are under 30, the insurance is $7.50 a week, which isn’t bad. For a 40-year-old geezer like me, it’s closer to $21 a week. Still not bad, but paying in advance in a lump sum was not fun. The insurance is also only good for a six-month maximum trip. That’s fine for this trip, but I wonder how it would work for a longer-term assignment?

      The last I heard my Japan partner had not signed his paperwork, so his visa wasn’t being processed yet, nor had he turned in anything for insurance. He wasn’t answering the teacher’s emails either. I am just not sure what to think about him at this point. I know that he really, really wanted to go, but he’s just not making any real effort. I know he bought a ticket on the same flight as me, but I’m starting to plan on going alone. For a long time I thought it would be good to have an American go along, especially one that I know, but I have gotten to the stage where I am completely ambivalent about going alone or not. Whatever happens, happens.

      Grades for the summer are mostly in. I got three A’s for sure (two from TEFL classes and one from the Memoir class) but two more classes are still waiting for grades. One of those two (the practicum) I won’t actually get a grade in until November.

      As far as my own preparation goes, I finally bought some suitcases, two big 26″ wheeled monstrosities and a carry-on bag. They’re nice, but I probably paid too much. Maybe not- safety is important, and they do have a long way to go. I was able to find my baggage requirements at the United Airlines site. I also found this neat site, seatguru.com, which shows “maps” of various styles of airplanes. I can look at my e-ticket to read my seat numbers and see on the map where I am going to be seated.

      My laptop’s wireless functions are extremely flaky and I think the internal wireless card is wearing out. I’m told the apartment in Japan does have a weak wireless signal, so I want to be able to use it. After a week or two of worrying and indecision, I just ordered a new laptop. I had a hard time deciding whether to go with a sub-$500 “cheapie” laptop that I wouldn’t have to worry about much, or get a good reliable laptop that I really wanted, but would have to watch like a hawk over there. I went with the latter, and my new Apple Macbook should be here later in the week. I’ve used Apple before, and I know their service, even worldwide, is excellent. Plus I got a student discount and a free iPod (it’s still expensive though).

      Laptop. Plane Tickets. Luggage. Insurance. Ouch! This affordable educational trip has snowballed into quite an expensive little move, but I wanted a new laptop anyway and the luggage should last practically forever. Without the laptop, what I’m getting paid for working with the exchange students this month would have covered it all, but the laptop put it over the top. Argh!

      On the small side, I bought a bunch of clothes, and a couple of neat books. The Survival book is a tiny little phrasebook that I can easily carry in my pocket. I had hoped to learn enough Japanese over the summer that it wouldn’t be necessary, but that hasn’t happened. As far as describing the “Dirty Japanese” book, I’ll let you research that one yourself. Heh-heh. Actually the book has some very simple grammar instructions, so it will be useful.

      I still have to verify my mailing address over there and print up mailing labels for the folks back here. I have to figure out what to do about my prescriptions. I still need to pick up some supplies. I have to verify my return date and buy a return ticket. I’m sure there are plenty of other things to do, but it’s all coming together so quickly I’m getting lost. The Japanese students are going home next Friday morning so that leaves me half a day on Friday, plus 5 days after that to get everything together and tie up all my loose ends.

      

      August 20, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Twelve

      

      Wow! Things had been going so well until today. Oh well, if this is as bad as it gets, everyone will still leave happy.

      The original plan was simple enough; after English class we would go to the Dayton Art Institute for a few hours and then go see the local baseball team, the Dayton Dragons, play this evening. It didn’t quite work out that way.

      We found out this morning that the Art museum is closed on Mondays. Fortunately, we learned it before driving all the way there, but it was still pretty late to think of alternatives. We gave them a choice of what to do until the ballgame. Some chose to go back to their apartment and sleep (they had been up till SEVEN IN THE MORNING playing cards), some chose to go to the local Barnes & Noble bookstore, and others wanted to go back to the mall. My group went to the mall. While we were shopping, it started raining. Then it started pouring. I learned a new Japanese word today. Za-Za, which means “heavy downpour.” It’s now nine-thirty in the evening and it’s still za-za’ing outside.

      After the unexpected shopping trip, we all gathered together to eat at Chipotle, a place a few of the students had requested. That went well, and everyone left very full.

      While we were eating, we called ahead to check whether or not the baseball game had been canceled. They told us it had been delayed an hour. To kill an hour, we went to the local Dollar Tree store (where everything costs $1) and they went berserk in there. If they have exchange students next year, the dollar store should be on the list for the very first day. After another call to the stadium, and another hour delay, we went to Wal-Mart. They liked it and bought a few things, but seemed “shopped out” for the day. Finally, we called one more time and they said the game might start at nine. At that point, enough was enough, and we said just forget it and took them back to their apartments. They were planning on having a little birthday party for two of the girls tonight, and they were perfectly happy to go home and prepare for that.

      Overall not much went as planned today, but no one got upset. Tomorrow we’re doing another indoor activity, and maybe go to the ballgame afterward (we have the tickets from tonight after all). It’ll be a very long day for me, since I’m classroom teaching tomorrow too. Let me be blunt; I am not a baseball fan. I’m somewhat hoping for rain tomorrow night too.

      

      August 21, 2007

      Exchange Students: Day Thirteen

      

      It’s amazing how easy it is to let blog postings get behind when you’re busy!

      Tuesday was once again my turn to teach in the classroom. We worked on pronunciation for the letters “R” and “L,” two sounds that are notoriously difficult for Asians.

      We started off with
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