
Exchange to Japan 
 

On the 10th of December to the 22nd of January, I 
went to Japan for six weeks, staying with 3 
different host families. Overall, the trip was a one 
in a life time opportunity and I would not have 
changed a thing. Although some times were hard, 
and certain things about japan were very different, 
it all added up to the experience of the true 
Japanese lifestyle. My favourite part about 
experiencing both the ups and downs, was that I 
now have a raw idea of what it is like to be a 
student in Japan, not a sugar-coated version. 
 
My first night was hard. It was overwhelming being 
in a different country, with a family I had never 
met before, and speaking a language that I only knew the basics to. I realised as soon as I 
started talking to my host sister that there was so much Japanese that I had not yet learnt. 
All three families I had were as inviting as they could be, so full of kindness and warmth. It 
was still daunting however, and that was the only night out of the whole trip that I wanted 
to go home. The next day however, my host family took me all around the city and my 
nervousness turned to curiousness. The streets of Japan are so different to Australia. They 
have cars that are all squished up to take up less space, there are tall buildings everywhere, 
and most train platforms are at a high level so at just about every stop you get off of there is 
a beautiful view that captures your attention. The train system in Japan is out of this world. 
The trains go so fast, they are always on time, and they come so often. Unlike Melbourne, 
Tokyo’s trains don’t just go to Tokyo station and outwards, they go everywhere. The trains 

are so convenient that most people use trains 
as opposed to car. Out of the 6 weeks I stayed 
there, I only rode in a car about 3 times. The 
huge population and convenience of the trains 
means that a lot of people use them, even late 
at night. This contrasts with Melbourne as 
normally it is very secluded at night time, thus 
meaning that certain people are too afraid to 
use public transport. 
 
The population of Japan is extremely large in 
comparison to Australia. With 127.3 million 
people, anyone sane would shake their heads 
at the possibility of a country running properly 
with this many people and such a small space. 
But the efficiency of Japan, considering its 
population, is amazing. The convenience of the 
trains puts less pressure on the roads which 
means that sometimes the trains get pretty 
crowded. The Japanese however, all walk with 



purpose in order to get where they need to go. I would often find myself getting distracted 
or slowing down and getting swept by the crowd. This was one small detail that I did not 
like. As a clumsy person, I found it hard to walk straight to where I was going while dodging 
through the massive crowds. When I would get in some ones way or disrupt the current, I 
was stared down and pushed aside by the wave of people. It was sometimes difficult get to 
places while avoiding this, however with a population so large it is very necessary. To adapt 
to this, I would figure out exactly where I was going, have my train ticket ready, and walk 
fast. 
 
Not long after I arrived in Japan I had my first day of 
school. The schooling system is very different in Japan. 
Everyone has their own single table which are all 
arranged in rows and most of the lesson is spent in 
silence. The lesson always starts with everyone 
standing and addressing the teachers which I found 
very respectful. I was surprised that among the heated 
toilet seats and various vending machines around the 
school that every class still used a chalk board. I did 
not particularly like the way that the children learnt. It 
was very one sided with everyone being taught at 
rather than taught with. My host sister and I were 
always tired after school, is seemed that that style of 
teaching really tired everyone out. I found that 
everyone became bored of school quickly, and that’s 
where I find Australian schools to be better. If you enjoy what you are doing than you are 
more likely to excel in it as well as have a better quality of life. I also found that in Japan a 
lot of importance is placed on having a job. This concept is very important, however it is also 
important to put emphasis on other things in life such as friends, family, and one selves 
wellbeing and happiness. Both of the countries schooling systems and key importance’s in 
life are very different, and I believe that balance can be found in between both of them. 
 

One thing that drew me to study Japanese in the first 
place was the history surrounding it. And I loved how in 
Japan it was celebrated with passion. As an Australian it 
is quite hard to think of a history or traditions without 
reopening wounds. Although there is a rich history 
around Indigenous Australians, as I am not one myself I 
cannot identify with that history. And so I am left with 
only 200 years of history that consists of racism and 
horrible treatment. Going to Japan made me 
understand how having a strong connection with your 
history can make you feel like you belong somewhere. I 
enjoyed participating and learning about all of the 

traditions, traditional houses and towns, and the practices that are still done today. I was 
lucky enough to be in Japan for New Year’s Day, and it was a great experience going to a 
shrine to make wishes. This is a trait that I love about Japan as its history and traditions are 
so unique and heavily celebrated.  



A big challenge that I faced 
as I continued my journey 
was the tiredness that I was 
experiencing each day. 
Speaking another language 
constantly is very draining, 
and once I returned home I 
would have to keep on 
speaking it. Sometimes there 
is no escape and all you want 
to do it sleep. It is important 
to rest, however, talking to 
the host family even when experiencing these tired states is the best decision. I strongly 
advise against going home to lock yourself in your room. Some of the best memories I made 
were speaking and fooling around with the host family, and I never would have been able to 
make them unless I was out and about speaking Japanese with them. They are very 
understanding, and my Japanese skills were often affected by being tired, but I’m glad that I 
persisted and spend my time as I did. 
 
My favourite experience on exchange in Japan was going to an onsen. I was quite terrified of 
the idea of going to an onsen before going to Japan, and when my host sister introduced 
herself as loving them I started getting nervous. Once she suggested it to me I thought I 
would give it a go and agreed. We started off by going in the ‘bathers’ section because I was 
a little bit uncomfortable. The hot springs were amazing! The surrounding rocks and 
decorations made me feel like I was somewhere far away, and soon I yearned to go to the 
‘no bather’s section’, seeking a deeper relaxation. And it was one of the best decisions on 
my trip to Japan. All fears flew out the window straight away. Not only was a great 

relaxation achieved, but all insecurities and 
sexualisations about the natural human 
body were left behind with my clothes in 
the change rooms. I was able to rest not 
only my body, but my mind as well. Japan 
places a big emphasis on relaxation and I 
find that it is a very important activity to 
partake in. I would love it if Australia 
adapted some of these ideas about the 
imperativeness of participating in 
relaxation, as I believe it creates a happier 
and healthier population. 

 
Because I stayed in Tokyo, I thought that I would make the most of it and visit Mount Fuji. 
Since I went in the wintertime, expeditions too close to Mount Fuji were too dangerous and 
thus prohibited. So I settled for an amusement park called ‘Fuji Q Highlands’. On one of my 
very last days in Japan, I hoped on a 2 hour bus ride to right next to Mount Fuji, and as soon 
as I exited the bus, I dived into the bright snow on the ground. This theme park was home to 
the world’s steepest roller-coaster, and that was the first one I went on. As the carriage 
travelled up to the top of the drop it stopped, and I came face to face with a magnificent 



view of a very close and large Mount Fuji. It was so surreal sitting at the top of the roller-
coaster, and as it was one of my last days on exchange I began to remember all of the 
amazing things I experienced and discovered over the 6 weeks. With the enchanted view in 
front of me I took in all of Japans beauty and realised that I will definitely be returning to 
this country in the near future.  I decided then and there that I would not have changed a 
single thing on my trip, and then the view was interrupted by everyone’s screams as we 
plummeted into a 121 degree drop straight to the ground.  
 

Overall, on the trip there were things that I liked and some that I didn’t, but it is the good 

and bad that make up the full experience. And I am grateful that I was able to obtain the 

uncut truth of life in Japan. I would recommend going to Japan to anyone considering it as it 

is a beautiful country with an intriguing culture as well as a rich history. The 6 weeks went 

way too fast, but I will cherish memory. I made so many connections with the classmates, 

families and host sisters, and I look forward to keeping in contact with as many as I can 

handle. While I wait to visit Japan again, I will read over my diary to remember the 

magnificent country and the fun that I had in it. Until next time Japan… 

 

By Natalie Farrell 


