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Experiences With
Host Families

Azo Hisidore

(Division of Environmental Science)
and Technology, Céte d’Ivoire

While opportunities to meet people from different
countries have increased, there is still a lack in our
understanding of their culture. I believe that a more com-
plete awareness of a country can only be reached through a
close contact with that country’s life and people and, in
most cases, a basic understanding of the language. In
Japan, foreign students’ life is quite demanding in a way
that the foreign students are more concerned about put-
ting their studies on “tracks”. The consequence is that lit-
tle time is left for learning more about the culture.

Interacting, everyday, with Japanese students in the
laboratory or with friends considerably help in reducing
the gap. However, the question remains how much that
can be sufficient for foreign students to overcome the
issue. I think there are numerous ways available to foreign
students to get a taste if not a deep knowledge of the
Japanese culture. Among other opportunities available to
foreign students, the Host Family program seems to me
the most suitable and, one of the prominent ways to unders-
tand Japanese culture. This contribution is not intended to
be a kind of slugging the praises of the Host Families.
Although, they do deserve praises for many reasons.
Rather, I intend this to be an invitation to join the ranks of

those interested in being at the forefront of educational
and cultural exchange. I would like to focus and share with
you one of my experiences with a host family, as well as
my opinion on the great work that host families have been
doing for foreign students.

I believe that cross—cultural exchange is fundamental
to creating understanding between people of different
culture, especially, when it comes to value system and
many other intangible forms of knowledge (family values,
for example). In Japan, how foreign students can suc-
cessfully combine studies with good memories of staying
in this country has been one of the main objectives of
Foreign Students Division at national universities and/or,
local Non-governmental organizations or Foundations.
With organized study trips or tours to temples and local
historical sites, the life of foreign students is made less
stressful. I believe that foreign students can extend more
their knowledge of Japanese culture by applying for the
host family program that aims to “simplify” their life.

There are a lot of Host Family programs available to
foreign scholars in Kyoto. All of these programs offer ex-
citing frameworks for interacting with Japanese people
and learning about their culture. I had a chance to join in
two of these programs. The first was in February 1997,
three days stay with a family in Nagano. The program was
designed to visit the Olympic venues for Winter Games
held in Nagano a year later and some historical sites. I can
not begin to tell you about the love, memories, bonds and
enjoyment I had had with my host family of Nagano. That
would take more room than the Newsletter could provide.
However, the contact made with my host family in their
own environment has provided me with an understanding
that will definitely remain with me for the rest of my life.
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In fact, my host family was what made the trip so over-
whelmingly memorable. We could have dinner for hours
and, every time, I was pushed to do my best to understand
what my host family told me. I had just completed six mon-
ths of Japanese language course and that was not good
enough to understand all I was told. I honestly felt that I
got a taste of the Japanese culture. I noticed that the
Japanese way of driving the devil out the house and driv-
ing happiness or success in the house (Sefsubun) looks
similar, in some ways, to the one people in the western
region of my country celebrate every year. Basically,
Japanese use pea (mamemaki) in the house, while (cooked
or uncooked) meat is used to achieve the same goal in my
country.

I came back to Kyoto with so good memories that five
months later I decided to go back to Nagano. This time,
with some materials (video, brochures, etc...) of my coun-
try. [ had a lot to tell about my own country, its culture and
people. I was eager to do so. I was challenged during my
first stay with my “family” that I felt the need to make the
move. Since then, I was twice honored with the visits of
my “family”. That was a priceless comfort for me and, I
believe that any foreign student needs such supports. My
second host family live in Kyoto and they provide me with

happiness, shoulders to count on and, the same opportuni-
ty to learn more about the Japanese culture. I learnt and
am still learning a great deal with the host families. Honest-
ly, I owe more what I learn about the Japanese culture, so
far, to my host families.

I had never asked my host families why they volunteer
themselves to open their heart and home to a foreign stu-
dent, although questions on the issue have crossed my
mind several times. But I do believe that the reason are
because they all are committed to the goal of fostering
goodwill, tolerance and understanding among people of
different culture. Foreign student definitely brings to the
host family positive personal experiences through which
they can learn a lot about the student’s home country. In
turn the student will also learn the Japanese way of living
and family values. I came down to the conclusion that by
accepting a student from a different country and culture,
the host family is not only taking an important step toward
understanding another culture, but understanding its own
culture and making a contribution to foreign student’s life
in Japan. I am grateful to their devotion and I suggest any
foreign student feels the need to have a “family” if not yet
the case. The host family may turn out to be so much bet-
ter than you ever expected.
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An unforgettable travel
in Japan

You Jenn Ming

(Division of Natural Resource)
Economics, Taiwan

I like traveling. I like to visit new place to taste local
food and talk to the residents. When I first arrived in Japan
two years ago, I spoke only little Japanese. As my first trip
in Japan, I thought to visit Prof. Nakamura in Tokyo.
Prof. Nakamura graduated Kyoto University, Faculty of
Agriculture and is now a professor of Nagoya Gakuin
University. I met him in Taiwan when he was a visiting
professor of Taiwan University in 1994. I bought tickets
and a guidebook, then planned a saving-money trip to
Tokyo.

I left Kyoto to Nagoya on the first day. I visited
Nagoya town and tasted speciality, then came to Hamana
Lake Y.H. That day was not a holiday. There were just
few guests. I was happy to know my first Japanese friend
outside school, Mr. Takeuchi, an Osaka resident who was
on his way from Hokkaido back to Osaka. At that night he
became my roommate.

The traveling process didn’t go well on the second
day. It became windy and rainy, and on noon the conduc-
tor claimed the area of Kantou would be attacked by
typhoon, and the trains would stop. After consulting the
guidebook, I decided to stay the Y.H. in the Simizu city.
No sooner had I arrived at the Y.H. and took a look at the
paper which said “Keep in order insides, and temporary

close.” I had a bad day. I walked around the Simizu city,
and when I worried about the problem of sleep at night,
something occurred into my mind. In Japanese drama on
TV, the husband on the duty had argue with wife, and then
the husband slept in the room with a large plastic bag
always like to see what the plastic bag look like and take
the chance. So, I made up my mind to stay at “Kapuseru”
Hotel. A room which is a little space can only accom-
modate one person to sleep. I can’t help admiring the
Japanese who invited the plastic bag which are equipped
with the TV, stereo and air condition.

I entered into the area of Kantou on my way to the
Yokohama. There is a Gaun-Di temple on the China Town
Street in Yokohama. I believe in Taoism and pray to all
Gods in the temples. As I was walking too much on the
China Town Street, I felt hungry and wanted to buy meat
dumplings to eat. When I looked at the price, one meat
dumpling would be sold by 250 yen. (Robbery! One meat
dumpling is sold by 40 yen in Taiwan) I can’t do anything
but chew my teeth and decide to buy a drink. Maybe since
I just had prayed, I put 200 yen coins into the automatic
machine. Suddenly, I found 280 yen changes on the ground
and one drink.

Prof. Nakamura’s house is a Japanese traditional
building, but Prof. Nakamura is an interesting person.
There are no TV, radio and so on there. Prof. Nakamura
feared that I can’t get used to living, so he arranged me to
live next to the door which is his mother’s house, but this is
the first time that I live at the Japanese home. Arriving at
Tokyo on that night, I was treated by Prof. Nakamura’s
mother and Miss Hung, a journalist who represented
Taiwan. They kindly prepared for an abundant dinner for
me. It was my first time to eat Nattou but it might be the
last time in my life.

During the period in Tokyo, I walked Harazyuku,
Sibuya, Asakusa and Kanda. I felt Tokyo is like Taipei ex-
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cept there is no vendors in Tokyo. It may be said that
Taipei looks like some corner in Tokyo, so I didn’t stay in
Tokyo for a long time. I bade farewell to Prof. Nakamura
on the third day, and then took the night train back to
Kyoto. I only took the slow train by the ticket, so I had to
turn my spot during the journey. I was surprised at the lob-
by, because lots of wanderers were sleeping at the station.
Is Japan an advanced welfare country? Why there are so
many wanderers at the station? While thinking about the
problem, I ended up this trip.

Textbook told us one and one equal two, but
realistically, one and one is not equal two. Why? I think
there are no answers except seeing and understanding by
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yourself. For me traveling is not only a kind of rest, but a
kind of learning for absorbing knowledge. I have been to
many places in Japan including Kyusyu, Hokkaido,
Okinawa and so on for this two years, but this trip of
Tokyo is the most unforgettable.
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