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School Introduction

Yamagata University’s Kojirakawa Campus is located in the Tohoku region of Japan.
In winter, temperatures can drop to around -4°C, while in summer they can rise to about
35°C. Since the campus is inland and surrounded by many mountains, the climate is

dry in winter and humid in summer.

The Kojirakawa Campus houses the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
the Faculty of Regional Education and Culture, and the Faculty of Science, making it
the university’s main campus. In addition, Yamagata University has three other
campuses: Yonezawa, Tsuruoka, and lida. Many undergraduate students spend their
first year at Kojirakawa, but from the second year onward, they move to other campuses
depending on their faculty. This is quite different from the system in Taiwan. Short-

term exchange students, however, are mainly based at the Kojirakawa Campus.

Recommended Courses

1. Japanese Language Courses
Before the semester begins, the university conducts a placement test to determine
Japanese proficiency. Students are divided into levels: “Beginner 1/2,”
“Intermediate 1/2,” and “Advanced.” Each level is assigned different courses. In
terms of credits and weekly hours, beginner and intermediate levels have more,
while advanced has fewer. However, advanced courses demand significantly more
time and effort outside class.

During orientation, students receive a chart indicating their placement and the
courses corresponding to that level. Although these courses are not mandatory, I
strongly recommend taking all of them. First, the quality of Yamagata University’s
Japanese courses is excellent, with teachers who are highly dedicated. Second,
unlike private language schools, exchange students do not need to pay tuition for
these classes, making them an invaluable resource. Some students with JLPT N2
proficiency can even take regular undergraduate courses, which is a rare
opportunity.

It is also advisable to check with the International Exchange Office about course

registration, as there are credit requirements for international students set by both



the university and the government.

2. Foundation Courses

In addition to Japanese language courses, JSP (Japan Studies Program) offers
foundation courses related to Japanese society and culture, similar to general
education classes. One required course is “Japanese Cultural Experiences,” taught
by Professor You, who is originally from Taiwan. Activities include tea ceremony,
kimono wearing, and pottery making, as well as occasional small study trips. The
kimono experience was particularly impressive, as a local expert was invited to help
with proper dressing and simple hairstyling, allowing everyone to take memorable
photos together.

Among other foundation courses, I recommend “Board Games.” The professor
is passionate about mahjong and various Japanese board and card games. Each week,
we played a different game, such as shogi, hanafuda, Japanese mahjong, and go.
The course was both enjoyable and educational, providing insight into Japanese

traditional games.

Extracurricular Learning

1. Part-time Work
Before arriving in Japan, I had already decided to take up part-time work. First, my
budget was tight, and second, I wanted to experience the local working environment,
rules, and workplace Japanese.

Originally, I applied for a half-year program, but later extended it to a full year
after completing several administrative procedures. To cover the additional costs
(mainly tuition for the extension and living expenses), I worked three part-time jobs,
spending almost the entire winter vacation working. In the end, I realized that my
part-time income covered about one-fourth of my total study abroad expenses.

I.  First Job: Zao Central Ropeway
This job was introduced by Professor You. My tasks included guiding visitors,
assisting at the ticket counter or souvenir shop, and selling tama konnyaku
(soy-sauce flavored konjac balls). However, the main responsibility was

interpreting and preparing multilingual signs, as there were many Chinese- and



English-speaking tourists. During the busy ski season, I had to wake up before
dawn at 6 a.m. to catch the 7:40 bus. Early mornings in the snowy winter were
tough, but my colleagues were very kind, and I gained valuable experiences. I
learned some Yamagata dialect, how to use kerosene heaters, useful Japanese
phrases for cashier work, and even skiing and snowboarding from colleagues,

some of whom became close friends.

II. Second Job: Saizeriya

I found this job myself, and it overlapped with the Zao job from December.
Since the Zao position was seasonal, I needed another job to sustain my living
expenses. Working at a Japanese restaurant had always been something I
wanted to try. [ was reportedly the first foreigner hired at that branch, and even
the manager’s first foreign hire in his Saizeriya career. This may be because
Yamagata is more rural compared to places like Sendai. At Saizeriya, I learned
about Japanese work ethics, which were very different from part-time jobs in
Taiwan. Although some practices took time to get used to, I found many
aspects admirable: strict SOPs, greeting others when entering the kitchen or
passing behind them for safety, politeness toward customers, appreciation for
overtime, and precise payroll down to the minute. These experiences were

invaluable.

II. Third Job: Kajo Park Cherry Blossom Festival
This was a one-week job also offered by Professor You, helping with food
stalls during the cherry blossom festival. The highlight was working while
surrounded by cherry blossoms, although it was so busy that hours passed
without realizing. Standing in one position for long hours was tough, but one
perk was being able to eat and drink freely. The most satisfying moment was

when coworkers only realized after three days that [ was a foreigner.

2. Club Activities
Since high school, I had played basketball, so I quickly inquired about Yamagata
University’s women’s basketball team upon arrival. I joined after directly asking

during practice.



Joining a club is a great way to meet people quickly through shared interests.
Although it requires courage to overcome initial nervousness, most Japanese
students find it refreshing to have foreign members. With some Japanese ability and
a friendly attitude, it is not too difficult to make friends. For example, I made two
close Japanese friends through basketball, while many other international students
who did not join clubs missed opportunities to interact with locals and thus
progressed slower in their language skills. I highly recommend joining a club or

team.

3. Social Activities

Interacting with Japanese people is important, but so is connecting with other
international students. Parties are a great way to meet people from different
backgrounds. Professor You often organized potluck parties where students shared
dishes from their home countries. Such events not only broadened friendships but
also created a strong support system when challenges arose. Spending time with
international classmates also improved my English listening and speaking, which
was an unexpected benefit.

I also enjoyed exploring the city by bicycle. I frequently visited an onsen where
I befriended a kind lady who often shared homemade food with me. Before I left,
she even exchanged contact information and gave me gifts. I also became friendly
with a local post office clerk, and we eventually followed each other on Instagram.

These encounters were precious and unforgettable.

Overcoming Difficulties Abroad

Looking back, I did not face major difficulties. One reason may be that, as Taiwanese,
we resemble Japanese people physically, so I was not treated differently in most
situations. In contrast, some European students attracted attention simply by walking
down the street. This could be positive, as Japanese people were delighted when they
spoke Japanese, but it could also be uncomfortable for shy individuals.

For example, once at a gym with a Dutch friend, an older man suddenly scolded us,
accusing us of filming, simply because we were speaking English and using our phones

between sets. Even after we explained, he left without apologizing. Such incidents were



common for European students but not for Taiwanese students, and many of us felt it
was discrimination. Experiences like this taught me not to hold prejudices against others
and to be mindful of actions that might unintentionally hurt people.

In short, challenges abroad are not always practical but sometimes emotional.
Reaching out to friends, other international students, or professors for advice is always

a good way to cope.

Coping with Culture Shock

One of my first culture shocks came from differing views on Taiwan among Chinese-
speaking students. Initially, I did not know how to respond, but discussing it helped me
bond with Taiwanese and Western students, making it less stressful.

Another surprise was dishwashing habits. European students often left soap residue
on dishes, wiping them with cloths instead of rinsing thoroughly. For Asians, this was
shocking, but it turned into an amusing topic of conversation.

I also struggled with changing clothes in front of others. In Taiwan, people rarely
change in front of others, even of the same gender. However, in Japan, everyone
changed together in the locker room during basketball practice and PE. It was
uncomfortable at first, but I eventually got used to it and even began to appreciate the

practicality.

Benefits of Exchange

Significant improvement in Japanese proficiency

Clearer career plans to work in Japan

Gained close friendships and even met a partner

Deeper understanding of daily life in Japan

Broader cultural perspective and ability to see through multiple lenses
Introduction to skiing

Realization that overly dry climates do not suit me—useful for future living

Nk W=

decisions

Personal Growth from Overseas Experience

1. Appreciation of Taiwan’s convenient healthcare, while learning not to
overuse it



2. Adoption of positive aspects from other cultures to bring back home
3. Improved money management and ability to distinguish needs from wants

Overall Impressions

Upon arriving in Yamagata, I was immediately captivated by the vast landscapes,
natural beauty, and warm hospitality of the people. The professors were dedicated and
passionate, making me eager to extend my stay. Less than a month in, I asked about
extending my program—and I am still grateful for that decision.

The experiences and people I encountered here changed my future plans. Living
and working in Japan is no longer just an idea, but a concrete goal. I also realized how
limited my worldview was and how much more there is to learn.

While many international students I met in Taiwan feel sad when leaving, 1 felt
content and happy. Looking back at the efforts I made and the experiences I embraced,
I knew the year was worthwhile. I also felt assured that I would return someday.

Choosing Yamagata University was one of the best decisions I have ever made.

Additional Notes

1. Take good care of your dormitory keys. If lost, the entire lock set will be
replaced at great cost. Keep the original numbered key safe, along with the
numbered entry card.

2. Buying a bicycle is highly recommended. Without one, daily life and
exploration are much more difficult.

3. Ifpossible, apply for a full year instead of a half-year. A year-long stay
provides a vastly deeper experience, while a half-year program lasts only
about four months. I initially regretted not applying for a year, but after much
effort, I successfully extended it. Although it came with significant costs, it
was absolutely worth it.



