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“In Japan, everything is in Japanese” everyone told me before I came
here. I was afraid of Japanese learning a little bit before because it has
three different writing scripts.

Hiragana is not very difficult, but for a foreigner who is also a sec-
ond-language speaker of English, katakana is easily confused with Eng-
lish and easier to forget. Kanji is the most difficult for foreigners who
are not Korean and Chinese. However, even for them apparently, Japa-
nese is fairly difficult. But fortunately, since Kyoto University has a lot
of foreign and Japanese students who can speak English and my course
is conducted in English, I have more opportunity to speak English than
before and have been able to improve my ability in that language.

I have made a lot of friends from many countries through my classes.
I have also been able to learn many different accents of English from
them. Through friendship, we have learned many things from one an-
other and exchanged a lot of ideas.

We have also had the opportunity to try one each other’s traditional
foods as well. Fortunately, sometimes I met more than one person from
the same country and could learn about differences between various
people from the same countries. Although differing in color, language,
living standards, and nationality, we are all part of one humanity.

Cultural difference is sometimes a problem between us. At a party, 1
once introduced one friend to another. One was from a country which al-
lowed polygamy and the other from one which did not. The first friend
asked the second whether he was married or not and whether he could
marry more than one wife. The second friend seemed surprised because
it seemed a rather impolite question to him. He was smart enough to re-
spond in a diplomatic way though. Then, as a third party, I tried to ex-
plain the situation to the first friend on the second friend's behalf. Ac-
tually the first friend was simply unaware and had just asked an
innocent question. He is really a decent person. It is also funny to know
that he didn’t even have a girlfriend at the time and was still able to ask
such a question!

Misunderstanding is the biggest problem everywhere. Likewise, cul-
tural difference may lead to misunderstandings sometimes and so we
need to be patient and try to understand each other.

Generally speaking, Japanese people are quite silent. This has its good
side, but sometimes it may lead to misunderstandings with foreigners.
To make friendships we need to talk. However, we shouldn’'t waste time
talking nonsense. We should engage in team work instead. For that pur-
pose, seminar classes such as CME (Complex Mechanical Engineering)
classes play a vital role. From the CME classes I attended, I could learn
a lot of things at the same time such as culture, technology, manage-
ment, humanity, and so on. Such learning is useful not only for the par-
ticipants but also for society because of its merit in serving as a focal
point for different ideas. I was in that class for two years from 2008.

In the CME class, students had to group together to perform a pro-
ject they were interested in. Actually I had long dreamed being in-
volved in advanced engineering projects. In reality, it was very difficult
to even choose a topic since there were many students from very differ-
ent backgrounds. Of course, most of us were engineers but our speciali-
zations are quite different.

Having formed groups of five persons, we started the meetings. 1
could only join from the second meeting since I was at a conference
when the first meeting was scheduled. So I decided to listen to the oth-
ers and spoke much less than some of the other students there. The
question “What do we do?” stirred a lot of interest in the meeting. Dur-
ing the discussion, I discovered that we differed not only in specializa-
tion but also in age, experience, and character, because some of us were
employees in companies or in public service. As for the chairperson, I
realized how difficult it was to lead a group. In the end, he ending up
compiling the presentation file alone and took responsibility for the pre-
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sentation as well. Regarding the topic titled “Multidisplinary Discus-
sions,” it seems the chairperson initiated that name, although I am not
actually sure if he coined it or if it already existed. Besides, I don’t know
exactly if someone else also helped him with the format we had of “aski-
ng four questions each another” or if he decided in it alone, because I
was trying to follow silently and did not ask him about it.

In the second semester, the chairperson of the first semester and one
other person who had participated actively in the meetings left the class
and a new person, a physicist, joined us. So the rest of us had a hard
time at the beginning of the class because we all had been very silent
during the first semester meetings. It was also very difficult to develop
the model because none of us were social scientists. On the other hand,
we all agreed it was very important to develop the model because of our
experience in the first semester. Somehow, we were able to do so, add-
ing “positive and negative questions to create a consensus between the
members.”

In the third semester, two persons who had continued since the first
semester stopped attending, and four more new members joined us.
Having found that using positive and negative questions alone was not
enough, we adapted the model by adding positive and negative aspects
which we believed might make it easier for the others to ask questions.
The two of us who formed the remainder of the second semester group
wanted the newcomers to feel free to discuss, and tried to follow them
by asking them to choose a chairperson from among themselves, but as
it turned out they were very new to the topic and could not fit in so
easily. It was also our mistake and, fortunately, we were able to learn
some positive and negative points from that mistake.

In the final semester for this model, we all continued and decided to
finish up with the model. In the previous presentations, we had been
asked many times to develop a common topic using our model and so
we tried to do so. Only at the final discussion did we discover that the
method of finding connections was very important, and so developed our
method along with an example topic.

Personally and frankly speaking, I continued the class for two years
because of the encouragement from the organizers regarding our group
work. On the other hand, I felt that it was also my responsibility to get
through to the finishing stage realizing that, for many newcomers, it
was very hard to follow since not all of them are social scientists. Be-
cause I was the only person who had stayed in our group from begin-
ning to end over the two years, I was allowed to revise the model to its
current format. Based on my experience in the group and the social life
mentioned above, I tried my best to organize the model.

Because some have asked us what kind of books we read to develop
the class model, let me state here that we did not read any books but
simply relied on our experience. Honestly speaking, we didn't even
know what kind of books we ought to read for it.

From some of the organizers we learned that no similar model had
yet been published. Some said it was similar to brainstorming. But we
never referred to brainstorming during the design stage. Having learnt
the framework of brainstorming, I found that our model was much more
practical and quite different. It could be used in many areas and so I
cannot imagine how far it could be spread. Also, it may produce good
and bad results depending on in which situations it is used, such as in
peace building or generating ideas for weapons production. On behalf of
our group, I would like to say that we want it to be used for generating
new ideas and as the best focal point for different opinions for the soci-
ety around us. We would be very sad if it were to be used as part of a
system that would generate ideas harmful to innocent people.

Finally, it can be said that all of the problems mentioned above most-
ly contributed to the development of the model and all of the questions
and comments from the then CME participants each played a vital role
as considerations at the design stage. In another words, it can be also
said that we, all the participants, built up this model together regardless
of who did more or less.

As the only one who was with the model from the beginning and the
end, it can be said that I am the most responsible for any feedback.

In conclusion, I was able to improve my English, made a lot of friends
from all over the world without travelling, learnt a lot of things as men-
tioned above, and had a chance to contribute to society with our model.
One thing I cannot stay silent on is the fact that I am very impressed
with the organizers who really knew the value of what most people
thought was such a small thing, and supported us throughout. Thus, I
believe international exchange benefits us all greatly.
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Field trip for international students
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I'm one of those people in this world who are crazy about Japa-
nese culture and in love with it. I'm crazy enough about it that I
intend to come and stay in Japan. When I got the opportunity to
apply for the Monbukagakusho scholarship, of course I didn't pass
it up. So now here I am, at Kyoto University. As a first year PhD
student, sometimes I feel so stressed out catching up with my
studies as well as adapting to the new environment surrounding
me. But when I learned about this field trip for international stu-
dents, I got so excited and now can’t wait to join the trip!l As a
lover of Japanese culture of course I wouldn't easily let this oppor-
tunity to go to Omsen and visit Japanese historical places pass
without a fight.

For me, the most important thing in this world is building human
relationships with each other because it is not easy to develop per-
fect relationships between any people, let alone between people of
different cultures, countries, religions and languages. In my opin-
ion, this trip for foreign students is one of the best efforts to build
relationships not just between the foreign students themselves but
also with the administrative staff. Honesty and pure communica-
tion started from when we were waiting for the bus at the begin-
ning of the trip and continued until our arrival back at Kyoto Uni-
versity.

Our trip started from Lake Biwa. I found that most of Japanese
culture is not too different to our Malay culture. Some of the an-
cient tools that were used by the Japanese back in the old days
are pretty much the same as those that have been used in our cul-
ture. The similarity makes me feel so close to the Japanese people.
For me, the most important thing here is not what we see or
touch. Rather, it's the memory of being with and getting to know
each other. At first, everyone seemed distant and slightly cold to
each other. Then, suddenly the atmosphere greatly changed when
we arrived at the Hotel. Everybody was so excited and wanted to
jump into the Onsen! From here, we began to get to know each
other and started to build our friendship. As we walked and took
pictures together, it was such an amazing and wonderful time and
quite unforgettablel!!

Another unforgettable experience was the Japanese food that I
ate at the Onsen. This was the first time for me eat a Japanese
meal properly prepared by friendly obasan. Actually I had never
eaten sashimi before. So, at that time in my mind I thought, “It's
not too bad, nell” I couldn't believe that I could eat such food. I
also ate other Japanese food from the morning market. I don't
really remember what it was called but it was really delicious.
Want to try it? Please join the next trip!

I believe the others who joined the trip also felt as I felt: refreshed
and reinvigorated at being able to escape for a while from hectic
city life to enjoy such wonderful and beautiful scenery as Shiraka-
wa Go and the view from the top of the Onsen. I will never forget
how unique and antique the houses are in Shirakawa Go. It's
amazing to see the way the Japanese protect their culture and the
natural environment. This synergism impresses me greatly and I
admire the Shirakawa Go communities for their dedication. Even
until now I still remember every single moment that happened
there. I feel my spirits lift when such memories from the trip play
in my mind!




