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My Experiences as an Interational Student at

the University of Toyama
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Sophia Pastor Matamoros

I arrived in Toyama three and a half years ago by chance. Two
years before that I attended a conference in my previous Spanish
university where I met my guidance professor today. That day,
my current supervisor gave me a pen that was a University of
Toyama souvenir, which I used during the rest of my studies
there without knowing this would be my future. When he offered
me to come here, my husband supported me to make this great
sacrifice together, even though our baby was only 1 year and 8
months old. Therefore, leaving the family at home, I packed my
bags and came to Toyama for this adventure in order to improve
the possibilities of my professional career.

The first month in Toyama was terrible. Winter was coming
and it was cold. I could not see the blue sky and the sunlight
because the clouds were persistently covering it. During the day,
I could not communicate with anyone because I did not speak
Japanese and all the Japanese around me seemed afraid to speak
English. So at night I cried hard for leaving my love and our son
in home country.

I had come as a researcher in the first place, but nothing was
what I expected. My professor communicated with me more in
Japanese than in English. In addition, the classes were going to
all be in Japanese, so I had to take an intensive 6-month Japanese
language course.

In the laboratory, the investigation never seemed to begin. In
Spain, I already was a teacher and had been given one of the best
in my promotions. I wanted to visit schools and study about the
reality of education in Japan, because that was what my professor
had come to do in my country so I could not understand why I
was not doing that.

When the Japanese languages classes started, I met "Los
Bandidos" a group of foreign students who were in the same
situation as me. None of us could communicate well in Japanese,
since our way of communication was culturally closer and
more joyful in comparison with the Japanese, we met in our
laboratories.

We also started going more often to the Center for International
Education and Research (CIER). Not knowing that soon we
became like a family beyond our provenance. The staff of the
Center took good care of and worried about us with the love
and affection. The Center soon became our second home and
the tear-cloth of our problems in all the other classes. It was the
space where we also met our best friends for life, where some
found love, and others introduced the babies they had during the
process.

However, this stay at the University of Toyama has been like
going up a steep road to the top of a mountain with cultural and
linguistic misunderstandings which were almost impossible to
achieve. To the point that my family came, but I was so busy that
I saw them more often by skype than in reality, so we decided for
them to return home.

On another note, I also have sweet memories like the
preparations for the parties for the president with international
students’ nomikais or parties with the help and love of the study
abroad support team and together with the office of my faculty
and other parties and trips for foreign students of the faculty. I
even appeared in the newspaper announcing the beginning of the
school year. On the contrary, there were also bitter memories like

the farewells of my best friends and family, added with impotence
for not being able to visit schools in Japan and communication
problems with some teachers.

Nonetheless, any slope has it slide and if someone asks me if
the effort has been worth it, I can only answer yes. My family and
I talk every day twice and we still love each other as if we were
playing every second. Thanks to my supervisor, my career has
been boosted. I have published two articles in magazines and two
are on the way. I also have presented in six academic conferences
in Japanese, several in Spanish universities, and one in European
level in English in Tokyo. I also travelled to New York City in the
U.S. and Taiwan for studies.

Besides, researching about the Japanese school systems and
learning to speak and communicate in Japanese in the natural
way, I have made great connections with professors from all over
Japan specializing in the topics of my research. I have also met
friends who will be forever in my heart and I have learned to
respect the peculiarities between wonderful people who are very
different from me. I hope that all the knowledge acquired in this
trip will guide me to a life of success for the good and future of
my family.

The Toyama I found was a cloudy and cold place that froze
my heart, but the Toyama I leave, is my home. A place where,
in every street I meet a friend, who does not greet me with a
bow, but comes close and hugs me from the heart, because the
encounter of cultures has been as successful that it has derived
into love.

My Unforgettable Experiences in Toyama
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Thanks to the MEXT scholarship, I was able to come to Japan
as a teacher training student and especially enter the University
of Toyama. When one thinks about Japan, the kimono and sushi
come to mind fairly easily. However, if it is Toyama, masuzushi
or trout sushi and shiro ebi ryori or white shrimp dishes together
with the snow-clad Tateyama ranges cannot go without mention.
Since I arrived here in autumn, the weather had played an
important role in my experiences in Toyama.

The major differences between Japan and my country,
Myanmar, is basically the climate. Japan has four seasons while
we only have three. On the other hand, although there are
mountains in the northern part of homeland where it is also cold
and snows, I have never seen so much snow in my life because I
originally come from the southern part of Myanmar. To be honest,
this was actually my first time to see the roads covered with
snow where it is difficult to walk.

In Toyama, convenience stores here are open for 24 hours. It is
very convenient because I can shop for necessities at any time I
want. On the other hand, there are no such kinds of stores in my
hometown. When comparing prices of goods, Japanese prices are
almost seven times more expensive than those in my country.
Luckily, there are affordable 100 Yen shops which are useful for
students. Unfortunately, there are no such shops like the 100 Yen
shops back home. Therefore, I am sure to face some inconvenience
upon my return to Myanmar.

A new surprise for me was that there is a very good
transportation system in Japan. I was also quite impressed with
the Shinkansen or bullet trains, because we do not have such
an express train system in Myanmar. They are not only very
punctual and safe but also fast and convenient to travel in.

Moreover, the view of Tateyama ranges is very beautiful with
the climatic changes. I have been fortunate to visit twice. I also
enjoyed the scenery there because in my hometown there are
no such mountains. The Shomyo daki, said to be the seasonably
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highest waterfall in Japan, is tranquilizing and amazingly
beautiful. In addition, the abundant water originating for the
Tateyama ranges in Toyama is clean and tasty to drink.

My experiences here will be incomplete stories without a
mention on the University of Toyama s Center for International
Education and Research, which we call the Center. The Center
plays an important role in the international students  life because
it supports them in many different ways. When I tried to find a
new apartment, the center staff helped me to rent an affordable
one. Of course, living away from family, I sometimes felt homesick
and encountered difficulties. Whenever I consulted about my
feelings and difficulties, the teachers and staff at the center would
always lend a listening ear and relieve me with suitable advice
and encouragement.

I also enjoyed the study excursions conducted by the
Center, which is an enjoyable activity for everyone. We visited
museums or historical sites around Toyama so as to broaden our
understanding of the Japanese culture and customs. I also enjoyed
participating in the cross-cultural exchange parties at the Center,
because I could chat and have a lot of fun, not only eat Japanese
but other countries  food as well. At the year-end exchange party
of 2016, I cooked “Monhinga” , a Myanmar cuisine. To my delight,
everyone said that they enjoyed it. I therefore cannot leave the
Center without saying that I had made a lot of friends, both from
Japan and different countries.

Because I did not study Japanese before coming to Japan, I had
to study in the intensive Japanese language course at the Center.
After this course, I could be able to communicate. During the
course of my study of Japanese language, the teachers taught all
their students very heartily and with much patience. From my
point of view, this course is the most effective way for students
to be able to speak Japanese in a short period. In addition, I
also enjoyed the Japanese culture class because I was given the
chance to learn Japanese culture and customs. This class was
very fruitful in my adaptation to life in this new environment.

To wrap up, great luck crosses a person’s path at least once
in his lifetime. This fortune also came my way once because
I was granted this prestigious scholarship to come to Toyama
and Japan. Should an opportunity favor me again, I would like to
return to study at the University of Toyama. Here, I could adjust
to this new life because I am now accustomed to the different
climate. Toyama is a very safe and peaceful place so I enjoyed
living here. After completing my research at the University of
Toyama, I will have to return back to my country. However, the
bittersweet memories of Toyama will linger on forever. I wish to
extend my deepest gratitude and appreciation to everyone who
made my stay a memorable one !
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