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Interaction with the local community: a foreign students’
point of view

Kagoshima University, Faculty of Fisheries Gregory N. Nishihara

I first arrived in Kagoshima in October 1998
as a Monbukagakusho Scholar from the USA
(Hawaii). After enrolling in the Kagoshima
University, Faculty of Fisheries as a graduate
student, I was soon asked to speak and interact
with schools in many parts of Kagoshima,

Up until 2001, the majority of the invitations
were via the Foreign Student Office (FS0) of the
university. Therefore, only a few foreign
students were aware of any exchange or
cultural programs with local schools. The reason
for this was because at that time, the FSO would
only contact students that were easy or

convenient to get in touch with. However, since

email is the main method of communication in
the foreign student community, almost all of the
information about these programs is electronic
and everyone has a chance of participating.
Intercultural programs, especially those with
local students, -are very popular in the foreign
student community.

After being involved in some of these
programs and through discussions with other,
foreign students, a number of problems were
identified. I will identify some of these in this
manuscript; concentrating on expectations,
communication, and representation.

The expectations of the foreign students
and the schools aim often did not match. This
was because of many reasons. Often times, there
would be email posted that detailed the school,
place, date, and number of people needed in a
particular program. However, the majority of
these would. not clearly state the purpose of the
program besides the typical, "to promote culture
understanding”. I think this statement is too
broad. Some posts were more exact, for example,
"to teach Japanese children about your ethnic
food" or "o learn how to play ethnic games'.
Such statements were much clearer, and
therefore foreign students who could make food
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or knew many ethnic games would have a larger
chance of participating. This way, the organizers
could get their specific needs met. If someone
asked me to dance the hula or play an ukulele, it
would be a disaster, since my upbringing was
very Japanese-style,

Another problem that was common was one
of miscommunication or language handicaps.
Within the foreign student community, Japanese
language ability is extremely varied. Some

foreign students sound almost like native

speakers after only a few years; on the other
hand, some still had problems with Japanese
after 5 years. However, a lack of Japanese ability
does not usually prevent foreign students from -
participating. Rather, those with less ability
appear (personal observation) to participate
more often. Regardless, once at the organizing
school, the first problem is communication. I
remermber one foreign student said to me that he
couldn't understand some of the questions from
the students and wish that someone was there to
help with the Japanese. Of course, you could
always limit yourself to foreign students with
good Japanese ability or have translators helping
out, but that would lead to the next problem of
over- and under-_representation. '

When I first volunteered to participate in a
program, the organizing school was looking for
an "American". Ok, so I am an American so I felt
that I would be a good choice for the school
When they saw me, they were probably

“disappointed, because I am a Japanese-

American, with black hair, brown eyes, with a
good command of Japanese. Apparently they
wanted a "blue-eyed blond". In Japan, since the
majority of the schools teach English as a foreign-
language, cultural interaction meant using
English. However, in reality the foreign student
populaton in Kagoshima University is Asian.
Half are from China and a quarter are from




Soﬁth East Asia and South West Asia. Most of

the students from China speak Japanese better
than English and students from SE Asia speak
their localized version of English. A majority of
students from SW Asia participate in these
programs, however little Chinese students do.
Apparently, from 1999 to 2001, most schools
but
presently I do not think this is much of a

expected non-Asian foreign students,

problem. Currently, a lot of non-Chinese Asian
students are participating in these programs.
However, it is unfortunate that students from
Korea or Ching rarely do. I have been told from
many Chinese students that they would be
happy to participate; however since many of
them do not have scholarships and must work to
support themselves, they do not have the luxury
to participate. It is unfortunate since there are so
many Chinese students in Kagoshima University.

In short, intercultural exchange at the
primary school and junior high school level is
rapidly evolving. It appears that the organizing
schools are getting better at finding the right
foreign student to fill their program. However,
there is some over-representation in these
programs that should be addressed.
Additionally, English should not be the omly
means of culture interaction. I am aware that
JICA in Kagoshima concentrates their activity
to SE Asian countries, however by doing so I
think that a larger segment of the foreign
student population is overlooked. T hope that my
observations reflect the foreign student
community as a whole, and that these remarks
will improve communication in Kagoshima
between the Japanese and Foreign Student

communites.
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