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Omotenashi with Simple English
Hirano Riho (National Institute of Technology, Japan College)
As you may know, Japan was selected to be the host of the 2020 Olympic Games.  During the nomination procedure, Japan made a bid to be a host country. Do you remember the word Ms. Takigawa Christel used in her speech? “Omotenashi,”, yes,  “Omotenashi”. This word roughly means, hospitality. But what does this word mean to you in relation to foreigners at the Olympic games? How can we help them? I would like to talk to you about what we can do to foster omotenashi and help Japan by making some simple suggestions.
But first, I want to tell you a story.  Last summer, I went on a two-week exchange trip to Taiwan through my Kosen with 20 other students.  During that trip, we had a free day and separated into smaller groups.  My group got lost several times.  Although we had a map, we did not know the area.  We often did not even know where we were on the map or how to get to our destination, an old temple in a rather remote area.  So we had to ask people on the street for help, but as we were still very poor at Chinese, we had to try asking for help in English.  But we were refused many times.  Some of the people were tourists themselves, and others perhaps could not speak English well either, and many maybe just didn't know the location of such an obscure temple.  We felt sad and shocked by their sudden refusals.  However, when we asked an elderly woman, she replied, “What’s wrong?”  So I asked, “Can you speak English?”  She said, “No, I cannot…  A little bit.”  Even though her English was weak, she tried her best to help us.  When we showed her the map, she still was not sure about our destination, but she agreed to help us anyway.  We were relieved and glad she was willing to help. She was friendly and kind hearted.  She tried hard to talk to us, to help us relax as she helped find our destination.  We used simple English and managed to communicate well enough to find our way to the temple.  Because the woman was so helpful, it left a good impression of Taiwan.
As I said, in 2020, Japan will host the Olympics.  There will be many foreign visitors to our country.  They will often need help because Japan is very difficult to navigate when compared to most other countries.  Japanese streets usually don’t have names and seldom go straight.  And even if a street does have a name, we often do not know it.  As a result, many visitors will need help with directions while in Japan.
So I wonder, if when foreigners are lost in Japan, will Japanese people be willing to use their weak English to help them?  We Japanese want to be perfect, but our English is generally not perfect, so we are often afraid to use it.  This reluctance to help might make a bad impression on visitors to Japan. 
So even though our English may not be perfect, we should try to use what little we know to help others.  Typical Japanese feel they have to speak perfect English, but foreigners only need very simple English to receive help. They don’t expect or need perfect English, just functional English. We don’t need to be so afraid of mistakes. 
We Japanese, should not hesitate to help these people. But first, we must overcome our fear of speaking English.  We should display the Japanese spirit of “Omotenashi” and think of others and try our best to help them.  Many Japanese probably want to be helpful, but they are too afraid or nervous to try. We must overcome this fear and nervousness and show our real Japanese spirit, Omotenashi.
Most Japanese have studied English for many years, at least 6, sometimes many more.  We know a lot of English grammar and vocabulary but it still takes time to communicate our thoughts.  However, now we must try our best to use what English we know. We don’t have to be perfect, just brave and have a good heart.  We must try our best to communicate in simple English.
Of course we want to communicate well…but even if we make mistakes, it is still better than no communication.  Many of the visitors to Japan will be non-native English speakers as well and thus using English as a foreign language too.  They will also struggle to use their English.  Mistakes will happen, but with a good heart and good intent.  We can muddle through and do a good enough job, so that we can help our special guests during the Olympics.
When I was in Taiwan, I learned the importance of using simple English to communicate.  Even if it was just one word, it opened the door to greater understanding and encouraged more communication to come.
Through simple English we can better serve our foreign guests during their stay here in Japan, the land of Omotenashi.
