Japan exchange trip (13th September to 1st October)
With the scholarship initiated by Australia Japan Society Victoria and funded by Mitsubishi
Australia, I was able to participate in the group exchange trip to Shin Ai Girls’ School in Osaka,
with Lowther Hall Anglican Grammar School. I can not describe how grateful I am to be able to
participate on this exchange and to make so many valuable memories. Thank you so much for
helping students to participate on their school exchanges and for encouraging us to make
stronger connections with Japan. I appreciate what ASJV does
so much and I am forever thankful for this learning experience.
Thursday September 13th- Tokyo, Asakusa
After a tiring, midnight flight to Japan, we dived straight into
our hectic itinerary. After dropping oﬀ our luggage to our hotel
in Tokyo, we headed oﬀ to Asakusa to begin our yukata
experience. Already I could notice the tidiness of the streets of
Tokyo, especially the train stations. It was such a shock to see
trains coming on time, very frequently and people lining up in
neat lines to ensure that movement is smooth to and from
trains. I think that since Japan is such a small country with
millions of people living there, respect and orderliness is like a
social glue that supports this population density. We arrived at
Asakusa and picked out yukatas in the rental shop. After a lot
of tightening and wrapping we were in the (honestly very
uncomfortable) yukatas. It forced us to keep our backs
straight and it was diﬃcult to walk in so we all had to take tiny
clopping steps with our wooden sandals. However, despite the
discomfort, we all enjoyed looking diﬀerent and experiencing
what it feels like to wear a yukata. Next, we went to Sen-soji,
the oldest temple in Tokyo, and looked at the majestic gate
with the large lantern hanging in front. If this was the
equivalent to Australia’s cathedrals, I would definitely prefer
Japan’s beautiful temples and shrines. We prayed inside the
temple and picked our omikujis from the box with sticks
inside. Omikujis were these little slips of paper which told you
how good or bad your luck will be. Though I don’t believe in
fortunes, I admit I was happy to get “great luck”. We had free
time in Taito-ku so we all happily wandered around the little
quaint shops and looked at souvenirs.
Friday September 14th- Tokyo, Ginza, Harajuku, Shibuya
We woke up at 7:00am and went to the department store in
Ginza to buy a bento lunch. The staﬀ were very polite, saying
“いらっしゃいませ” (welcome) to every single person who
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entered their shop. The staﬀ in all sorts of shops in Japan are
helpful and respectful, but at times it can feel somewhat
robotic. Contrastingly, in Australia, most workers display their
emotions more honestly, in both a good and bad way. For
example, in Australia, you can visually tell someone is having a
good or bad day but in Japan the workers are always smiling.
It is very diﬃcult to imagine what they would be thinking! It
reminds me of the Sanrio cartoon “Aggretsuko” (but
Aggretsuko is much more extreme in this case). Then we went
to see a Kabuki, which is a very extravagant, traditional
Japanese drama. The props were amazing because they had
a beautifully built, Japanese style house that could be
lowered into the stage. Since the cast is all male and make A display at Edo-Tokyo Museum of a Kabuki
up is so heavily put on, it seemed like the equivalent of
Western drag queens. Honestly, I enjoyed the grandeur of the
play and costumes, but at times I found the story confusing, even with the English translation.
After the Kabuki, we spent an hour shopping in Harajuku. We also went to Shibuya crossing and

made our way through the bustling people. The best part was watching the strange ads displayed
on the many large screens. Tired after travelling and experiencing so much, we bought some
snacks from our favourite store, Family mart, and turned in for the night.
Saturday September 15th- Tokyo, Edo-Tokyo museum, Washi, karaoke
Today’s tour was not quite as touristy as the first 2 days. We first went to Edo-Tokyo Museum to
learn more about the history of Tokyo and what it was like in the Edo period. The little dioramas of
the Edo streets were so small and I felt like a giant in comparison. We played around with some of
the interactive displays, such as the wells and some sort of weight lifting thing, and came to a
conclusion that life in the Edo period was inconvenient and diﬃcult. At lunch, we were lucky
enough to see a sumo wrestler outside the restaurant in the rain. After lunch, we went to a small
place that made and specialised in washi, Japanese paper. We watched how washi was made
with a plant called koto and were shocked that only a tiny amount of the plant fibres actually
became washi, because most of the fibres were impure. After the film, we had the opportunity to
make washi ourselves and it was very diﬃcult. The slightest mistake in the process could make a
very ugly piece of paper. First, you dip a rectangular wooden box into a sink containing water
mixed with koto fibres. Then you shake the box in a certain way that is a bit to complicated to
explain or comprehend but once you managed to overcome that part, the wet washi rectangle is
removed and vacuumed so that there are no air bubbles. Finally, the paper
is put onto a hot metal surface until it is dry, which then becomes washi!
Most of us had paper with some interesting imperfections and air bubbles.
To relieve our stress accumulated by the pressure of making a piece of
paper, we went to the karaoke box and sung our hearts out to various
songs, ranging from rap to k-pop. They had every song we could think of
but very unusual film clips to go with the English songs. I don’t
recommend picking a 80s English song (in our case “Never gonna give
you up”) because you will get an irrelevant film of a couple at the park with
a sappy backstory as the music video.
Sunday September 16th- Osaka, meeting our host families
For whatever reason, we had still yet to know who our host families were.
In fact, we were told an hour to Osaka who they were, and worried our
heads oﬀ for that hour. Receiving my host family’s details on the speedy
bullet train felt unreal. I had butterflies in my stomach to the thought of
meeting and staying with a family I did not know at all. We nervously
chattered to each other about who we were going to live with for the next
two weeks. Unlike most of the other girls travelling with me, my host sister
was 8! Since I do have the mentality of an eight year old (not most of the
time though) I felt happy about it. They also had a pet snail!! When we
arrive at Osaka station, nerves increased and we were met by a group of
host families and teachers. I met my host family, and introduced myself
with the few Japanese sentences ingrained into my
head after 4 years worth of oral practice. Everything
after that was not rehearsed so for. My host family
consists of Tetsuya (my host dad), Miho (host mum),
Karin (an adorable 5 year old girl) and Itsuho (my
host sister!). Karin gave me a little navy origami
crane (which I still have now) and we took the train
home together. Speaking Japanese to my host
family was actually not as bad as I thought. They
asked me all sorts of things and I found that I could
understand and give an answer that makes sense.
Likewise, I asked questions about their lives too!
Karin and Itsuho were a bit shy at first, but when we
got home we immediately started playing lego and
building princess castles. It’s funny to think that our
bond was started through lego! After we finished Rapunzel’s and Ariel’s lego castles, we had
dinner. When my host parents said they were making hamburgers, I thought they were making
actual hamburgers with bread and all. However, I was completely wrong when I found out that
Japan’s version of a hamburger is a patty and vegetables. Nevertheless it was delicious!

Monday September 17th- Osaka, public holiday spent with host
families
Since it was a public holiday, my host dad took me, Itsuho and Karin to
the aquarium. Though it was busy, I enjoyed seeing the various exhibits
of all the very cute sea animals. My favourite part was definitely looking
into the large central tank they had, with the various fish and whale
sharks. I loved how the fish nonchalantly ignored the diver who was
cleaning the tank. We looked at the various exhibits and had
okonomiyaki afterwards. Since the aquarium is near the sea, we saw the
massive boat that was like a hotel. I remember my host dad said with an
Osaka accent “すげ、ほんまにでっかいな！” (wow, it really is big!).
Tuesday September 18th and Wednesday 19th- Hiroshima dome and
museum
To start oﬀ our overnight trip, we met up at RACTAB dome so we could
catch the train to Osaka station and then take the bullet train to
Hiroshima. We then took a taxi to the A-BOMB dome, where we
could see the aftermath of the atomic bombing inflicted on the
dome. It was quite emotional seeing it and seeing the dome in
person makes the event seem more real. Around the dome, we
saw a place where various communities from around Japan
have made thousands and thousands of cranes to promote
peace and to send their care to the victims and their families.
We learnt more about the event at the museum, where we
could read what happened, the aftermath of it and its impact
on the future. The pictures shown of the damaged people and
landscapes were harrowing and I honestly did not know what
to feel, because everything was so overwhelming. Later that
night, we went to a building near the dome to make peace
candles to remember the victims of the atomic bomb. We used
crayons to draw pictures and write little messages, whether in
Japanese or in English. On mine, I drew a starry sky and I wrote peace in Japanese. We took our
finished candles down to the dome, and had some time to pray after we lit the candles. Our
instructor took our candles and told us that he keeps them until the anniversary of the bombing,
where he and a few other people takes all the candles made by people like us to the dome and
lights them up. It was nice to somehow be part of this, even in a small way.
Thursday September 20th- First day of school
Oh boy. I had this strange and somewhat uncomfortable feeling of being nervous and excited for
school. It’s been a long while since I had to start at a “new” school and I just had no idea what’s
going to happen next. I took the primary school bus to Shin Ai Girls’ School, it was funny sitting
on the bus with about 15 small kids. They were all so cute!! When I arrived at school, I met my
teachers and my friends at the gate and we all went to the teachers’ room to address them. I also
met my at-school host sister, Fujii! (Nickname Fujiko). I went to her homeroom and everyone was
so welcoming. The homeroom teacher was very funny and he was an English teacher. I made a
quick introduction at the front of the class, and answered some questions from the students.
Fujiko and I got along well and she had this unusual interest in Greek historical figures. She had
this little statue of Alexander the Great on a disco platform, I had no idea where she got it from,
and I thought it was funny. I tried my best to remember the names of everyone who introduced
themselves to me, but it was very hard. I had to write down names in my book in order to
remember. We had an introduction and tour of the school, and our international connections
teacher, Andrew sensei, became the most seen face by us at Shin Ai. The rules at Shin Ai were
very strict: No phones, no boyfriends, no make up, no hair dye, no part time jobs. I’m sure there
were others, but these stood out the most. This makes Lowther Hall a lot more lenient than I
previously thought!

Friday September 21st- Kyoto day trip
We took a bus to Kyoto and then headed to Kiyomizu-dera. The
weather was slightly dewy and it made the nature seem even more
pretty. This was definitely my favourite place out of all the shrines and
temples I had been to on this trip. From the lookout, you can see the
vast expanses of forest and it was so peaceful. We walked around the
temple and found the two love rocks. If you could walk your way from
one rock to the other with your eyes closed, you will be able to find
true love. However, there was the added diﬃculty of the crowd so it
was rather dangerous. I decided to go despite this and found that if I
just stuck the pointy top of my umbrella onto the crack on the
pavement and follow it (since it leads straight up to the other rock), I
would get there successfully. However it is scary having your eyes
closed for such a long time and with all the people around you. We
then had time to look at the shops in front of the temple and went to
the Totoro shop and had all my childhood dreams relived.
Saturday 22th September: Cultural Festival
We started oﬀ the day with an assembly, where my classmates and I
stood behind the curtain of the stage. We had to make a short
introduction in front of the school, and we all felt a little nervous. This
was my speech: みなさん、 おはようございます。私の名前はイザベ
ラです。十五さいで、高校一年生です。ホストシスターはふじいさゆ
りさんです。一番好きなサンリオキャラはぐでたまです。よろしくお
願いします。After the self introductions, we sat down and watched
the rest of the performances that are part of the cultural festival. It
was my first time seeing a handbell, let alone a handbell
performance. It sounded so light and twinkly, especially in
comparison to the infamous rock band. The rock band performance
was so popular among the Shin Ai girls, and it felt like a real concert.
When the performances finished, we had spare time to wander
around the stalls outside and look at the classes and clubs. I had
takoyaki, a crepe, and a cheesecake from the cooking club. Inside
the classrooms they had various showcases of club work, such as
calligraphy, art and photography. It was nice seeing the hard work of
their time spent in their clubs. I honestly prefer the compulsory club
system in Japan, because everyone can gradually improve their skills
in their hobbies at school with all their friends. They also have a great
variety of clubs! In Australia, we have clubs but less of a variety,
mainly sports and music. There was also a haunted house, which I
unfortunately did not go to because the line was too long. I saw
Fujiko and a girl that I met when she came to Australia in the line. We
were so excited and I felt so happy to see her again. Then, we went
to my homeroom’s stall, which said “games” on the map. When we
walked in, my homeroom teacher, Mr Ishibe, said “welcome to our
casino!” in English. We thought it was funny and started “gambling”
with lego blocks. The cultural festival was definitely a highlight, and I
was sad to go back and do cleaning when it ended.
Sunday 23rd September: Nara and deers
There were so many deer. They were cute, but also a little feisty and
smelly. We first went to Todaiji, the temple with the largest indoor
Buddha. We also managed to go through the “Buddha’s nose”, which
was a gap in a wooden pillar. Then, we went wandering around the
streets in our free time, looked at the deer and took photos. My
friends and I met a man who could make the deer bow with an acorn.
He then gave some to us and we made them bow too.

Monday 24th September: Kyoto with host family
We took the train for about an hour to go to Kyoto. My host
family kindly took me to Fushimi-Inari because I wanted to see
the 1000 torii gates. We didn’t see 1000 torii gates, because
they were even further up the mountain and apparently took 3
hours to go through. Then we went to Eigamura (Toei Kyoto
Studio Park) and went to see a Pretty Cure show for Karin. Karin
was so excited to see the characters and it was so cute. We
then went to a haunted house and it was ridiculously scary. It
was very dark and we could not really see anything. They had a room that tilted when we went
into it! While waiting in line for the ninja house, I spoke to a girl from Sydney who was also on
exchange. It was nice to speak about our experiences and meet her host family. At the end of the
day, my host sisters and I were tired from playing so much.
Tuesday 25th September: Osaka with host mum
Since my host sisters had school, my host mum and I dropped Karin oﬀ to her international
kindergarten. My host mum introduced me to a teacher called Ryan, who was from Sydney. My
host mum let me have a long conversation with him, because I had so many questions about
working in Japan as a foreigner. We also talked about my exchange and I enjoyed speaking with
him. After, we went to the iconic Dotonbori, and saw the Glico sign. The streets had some crazy
signs and store fronts. Then we went to Osaka castle and looked at
the exhibits of the castle’s past. Later that evening, I went to my host
sister’s abacus (soroban) class. It was amazing what the kids could
do with the abacus. For example, 12345x12345 could be worked out
in about 30 seconds by a grade schooler! I was very shocked by the
speed of their fingers using the abacus. I also guiltily thought about
why they would use an abacus when there are calculators. Thinking
about it later on, there are some problems that might take even
longer to input into the calculator in comparison to solving it on the
abacus. I had a try at the abacus myself, and because I was a
beginner, I found that it was clearly easier to solve 9+1+7+4 in my
head than on the abacus. However, using the abacus required little
concentration and I enjoyed the satisfaction of the little clicks of the
moving beads.
Wednesday- Saturday 26th-29th September: School!!
Being back at school after about a week of sightseeing was strange.
For these few days we spent time immersing ourselves in the cultural
activities at school and learnt some more Japanese. We had lunch
with the kindergarteners and they were all so small. For the first few
minutes we started playing a game where I had to identify the
characters on their lunch boxes and hankies. I never knew a time
would come where my knowledge of Sanrio characters and
western cartoons would come in handy. We were all sad to part
with the kindergarteners after lunch, and it broke our hearts
when they asked if we would come tomorrow.
Straight after, we went to a language exchange with a year 11
class and apparently I found my doppelgänger!! Her nickname is
Bakki and everyone said we looked similar (I agree too). After
that, whenever I saw Bakki’s friends, they would call out to me
and say “Bakki! Hello!”. Cleaning time was an interesting
experience for me, because I was cleaning a classroom that was
already clean. But, it is better than hiring cleaners, which is what
we do at our school, because it is much easier if everyone does
a little bit of work to clean the school.
As I experienced Japanese school life, I found out that
technology is rarely used, even though Japan is well known for
producing the latest technologies. However, I think that, though technology is
a distraction, it makes learning easier through visuals and being more flexible.

Doppelgängers

Students also tend to sleep a lot during class or throughout the day because of their diﬃcult
schedules consisting of school, clubs and study. My Shin Ai classmates told me that they get
home at around 7:00 because of their clubs. They also tend to sleep late as well, and were
shocked when I said I sleep at 10:30. Andrew sensei also told us that the students act 3 years
younger than what their actual age is. I can confirm this through the experience where we walked
along the corridor, and a class became excited at seeing us and said things like “I love you!!” to
us and made hearts with their hands. They look 3 years younger too! Experiencing school life at
Shin Ai was so much fun, and it was nice seeing the diﬀerent customs of a school in Japan and
making friends with people from diﬀerent classes.
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Kendo practice
Thank you for reading until the end, especially since my report is long but I had so
much to say about my exchange trip! I have made so many memories with the people I
have met and someday I want to go back to meet them again. I have been interested in
working in Japan, but now that I have experienced life there, I have grown to love the
country for its rich culture, for the friends I have made and my host family!! Japan has
its good and bad points but I enjoyed every moment of experiencing this. Once again,
thank you to AJSV and Mitsubishi Australia for letting me have this experience.
Isabella Deng

Kan chan the snail!!

