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For half a year, | had the incredible opportunity to exchange at Niigata University in Niigata
City, Japan. Founded in 1949, this prestigious national university boasts three campuses,
with my home being the Igarashi Campus.

My courses were primarily designed for international exchange students, but | also had the
chance to take classes with local Japanese students. While the basic language courses
were a given, | was particularly interested in specialized courses like geology field studies.
Our fieldwork took us to ltoigawa City, famous for its jade deposits due to the
Itoigawa-Shizuoka tectonic line. The Central Great Rift Valley Museum visit was a highlight,
providing invaluable insights into the region's geological wonders.

Living in Niigata was convenient with the university and JR station nearby. However,
navigating the bureaucracy as a foreigner, especially the residency procedures, was a new
experience. Thankfully, the university provided guidance and support throughout the
process.

One of the biggest challenges was the language barrier. As someone who started with little
to no Japanese, | had to adapt quickly to a completely new environment. While | managed to
survive, the lack of opportunities to converse with native speakers, especially during group
projects, was frustrating. However, | made friends with other international students who
could speak both Japanese and English, which helped me immensely.

Japan, in my experience, is exceptionally clean and orderly. The people are incredibly
self-sufficient, a trait | found both admirable and challenging to emulate. Adapting to their
customs, like carrying around deodorant as a daily necessity, was a small but significant
adjustment.

Perhaps the most significant personal growth | experienced was learning to communicate
effectively with people from diverse backgrounds. The Japanese concept of "reading the air"
or understanding unspoken social cues was a valuable lesson. As a Taiwanese-Hong
Konger, | often felt like a cultural curiosity, being mistaken for everything from mainland
Chinese to a Chinese-speaking foreigner. While | was never treated with disrespect, the
feeling of isolation was sometimes overwhelming.

If you're considering an exchange at Niigata University and your Japanese language skills
are limited, | recommend carefully weighing your options. While the university offers some
English-taught courses, opportunities for English-speaking interactions are relatively limited.
However, if you're open to immersing yourself in Japanese culture and appreciate a peaceful
environment, Niigata is a wonderful place to experience.



