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Living as foreign student in Japan

by S. Stoyanoff, graduate student, Kyoto University

I came from Bulgaria in 1988. My previous occupation was a researcher and an assistant teacher
in Sofia University for 7 years. Initially, I was accepted as researcher in the International Course
of Kyoto University and in 1991, in doctor course program at the Graduate School of Engineering,
Department of Civil Engineering.

In this short pamphlet I will save the compliments because it will be quite long to describe
all the good things being a student in Japan. Rather that, I am expressing briefly my critical review
based on my own experience and gathering opinions from many other foreign students and scholars
I was able to contact for these almost 4 years here. These people came all over the world and
I dare to state they were not always happy to work here. Some were quite negative, other on the
contrary positive about their experience in Kyoto University.

Besides the hard work as a student in Kyoto University and the business, in fact I did not
have the sufficient time to get close with commoner Japanese. It is particularly my fold because
I’m not an easy going person and might be to much devoted to my work.

The biggest obstacle which any foreigner faces is of course the cultural and language barrier
and I have been always missing the good language background. In my opinion, for western people
it is not possible to master the language alone while having huge work commitments. For a long
term stay in Japan, it is necessary to devote at least 6 months of intensive study to lay the language
basis and slowly to build it up while continuing the regular education or studies. That is exactly
the way it was in Bulgarian Universities. All, without exceptions foreign students at the beginning
master the language at a special language school for 6 months and after that, they go fort in the
University. From this year such a language program exists in Kyoto University and I am a bit
jealous for it is to late for me to attend the course!




I will touch some matters which in my opinion cause always troubles to foreigners of western
origin and their hosts. Even I came from eastern European country since we have the same origin,
I presume that there is no significant difference between as an people from West Europe or North
America. Thus, all my statements could be more or less restricted to foreign students with that
cultural background.

To begin with, we have to describe what kind of personalities are these who come to Japan.
As a rule, people who go abroad are a bit more independent than those who prefer to stay safely
home. If you wish, a bit more active and tough to deal with. Often reason for problems is exactly
in the basis of the too high independence which such a people show to their superiors. Such a
behavior is highly unacceptable in Japan. The conflict comes very fast, almost instantly and it
takes a lot of time to get along both for the student and the teacher. Sometimes the good harmony
never comes. Such an examples are quite regrettable because these people back home, will never
recommend to their friends to come to Japan for study or work and the that professor will be nighter
eager to have students from abroad.

Other consideration is about the overall student behavior. It has been always surprising
me that we, foreigners are expected to try to be Japanese as much as possible. That kind of demand
is some times other reason foreign people get frustrated. It should be clear that a person of age
20-30 is already culturally and mentally completed and any rough try to change his/hers personality
is impossible.

The lack of sports activities is quite an other problem but in general the recreation is a matter
which is not in fashion at Kyoto University. I can not agree with the very short holidays and overworking
time which everyone is expected to give here. These is not the way science is ought to be. One
creates good ideas and a high quality work only with clear mind and good mood. A friend of
mine, distinguished scholar from USA, use to say that "making science should be a fun, not a
fight!"

The housing problem. Everyone knows that in Japan that is problem number one and it
is unreal or even unfair to expect any better treatment for a foreigner here. But the point is that
Japanese people are home and "home even the walls are helping". Being alone in a poor house
is something which very few people from west can get along. For such a big school as Kyoto
University I think should be builded a student village or dormitory complex both for foreigners
and Japanese. Also, it will promote the mutual understanding and friendship.

An other problem is the lack of equipment and western orientetl computers in the Laboratories.
It is always pity to see that companies have much better equipment than the University. I think
that students can get much better training and to serve better to their future companies if they can
master advance experimental and computational equipments at the University. That is a key point
for many visiting scholars and an extensive support for them is more than necessary. The overall
research level will also be improved significantly.

There is proverb "See the problem and only than, try to solve-it!". These obstacles, the
language and culture, the personal independence and the demand to melt into the group are to
be recognized from both sides, host and foreigner and to try work on to improve the relations
and as result to achieve better results in the study and work in Japan. The problem of equipment
is particularly difficult for me to discus but I think an effort to improve the present conditions
is more than imperative.

My study field is not a sociology and human relations but civil engineering and I do not
dare to give any demanding recipes for all these problems. I want just to light up the matters
which in my opinion are of importance.

Otherwise, it has been quite profound and fortunate for me to be student in Kyoto University.
I would like my critical remarks to be accepted from their positive side because in any circumstances
which I had to face here, I have been trying to be constructive and do my best in resolving the
problem appeared. Finally, I should express my best thanks to my own professors in Bridge Engineering
Laboratory, Prof. N. Shiraishi, Ass. Prof. M. Matsumoto and Inst. H. Shirato for being supportive
in my work here, to all the colleagues and friends from the same laboratory and the Department
of Civil Engineering. The scholarship given from the Monbusho makes possible for me to stay
and work in Japan and I am deeply thankful for that.
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