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Introduction 
This paper outlines my experience of 
setting up an independent educational and 
cultural program for Japanese students to 
travel in Sumatra, Indonesia. The paper 
includes consideration of the benefits of 
travel as means of education, autonomous 
use of English outside the classroom, 
conservation education, voluntourism and 
reciprocal cultural exchange between 
visitor and host.

Background
I have been living in Japan for three years 

teaching English and during this time I 
have frequently travelled in Sumatra. In 
March 2012 I decided to set up an 
independent program to take college-age 
Japanese students on a cultural exchange 
and voluntourism trip around North 
Sumatra. From conception through 
actualization to delivery entailed a year of 
organization and repeated trips around 
Sumatra, totaling 9 weeks, to further 
develop relations, networks, planning and 
idea building. In March 2013 I took 9 
Japanese college-age students around 
North Sumatra for two weeks. 

Student group
Nine Japanese students participated, aged 
19-20, a mix of majors: five were in 
English, three in Hospitality and Tourism, 
and one in Mathematics. None of the 
students had volunteered before, and for 
five of the students it was their first time 
traveling abroad.

Program coverage and cultural 
diversity

“Bhinneka Tunggal Ika…Unity in 
Diversity”, national emblem of Indonesia.

The program covered different cultural 
regions, broadly demonstrating the vast 
heterogeneity of North Sumatra’s 
ethnicities. We stayed in the city as well as 
the jungle and rural Muslim and Christian 
villages, Malay, Batak-Karo and Batak-
Toba, so students experienced a real taste 
of diversity.
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Program aim
The program ethos was the echo of Eco, 
education, conservation, culture and 
sharing, and aimed to balance students’ 
experiences with learning and getting 
involved, by doing and giving. The 
interchange of hosts and visitors both 
sharing was integral, and the heart of the 
program is cultural exchange and 
voluntourism. Voluntourism is a preferred 
term to volunteering as students are not 
yet qualified professionals, so it is a 
challenge to volunteer specialized skill 
sets of additional community benefit and 
specific need. Concurrently, it is important 
to gain understanding of communities and 
ecology through the tourism of 
experiencing and to likewise support this 
tourism with an Eco- or people focused 
mindset. Encompassed within this bilateral 
of sharing, the program centralised 
reciprocal actions of cultural exchange. 

Today, Japan and Sumatra alike, resonate 
woven histories of age-old traditions and I 
also feel there are crossovers in both 
countries’ essence of culture, nature and 
craftsmanship sentiments. I decided to 
focus voluntourism and cultural exchange 
components in this article.

Program rationale 
a) Sumatra Rainforests on the Ecological 
Edge

From a personal perspective, the insights I 

gained from traveling Sumatra came to be 
the initial driving force behind the program. 
The people of Sumatra very much live 
hand and spirit with nature and land rather 
than on the land. This is found throughout 
Sumatra’s ancient traditions and cultural 
diversity that includes 52 tribes. However, 
the antithesis to rainforest rich soil is the 
deforestation for commercial cultivation, a 
fruitful fiscal that ultimately leaves no fruit. 
A particular case is the non-native palm oil 
plantations, largely foreign-owned (Gilbert, 
2012) that have colonized and obliterated 
rainforests, especially in Sumatra. The 
result is an imposed and non-sustainable 
ecology, exhausted for a largely non-local 
but global economic benefit. [The palm oil 
commodity mostly “serves the foreign 
market” (Rianto, 2010, p.3) to constitute 
50% of every-day worldwide products 
(processed food to cosmetics and biofuels) 
at the expense of a 600% increase in palm 
oil plantations between 1990 and 2010;  
90% of this expansion was in Sumatra 
(mostly) and Kalimantan (Indonesian 
Borneo) (Carlson et al., 2012)]The 
reverberating mass consequences of 
deforestation, local evictions, exploitations 
and livelihood displacement are circular 
and critical (Siagian, Siahaan, Buyung & 
Khairani, 2011).Through experiencing the 
wonders of Sumatra land, both in its 
beauty and its sadness, and how this 
shapes the lives of locals, together with my 
interest in sustainable development, 
inspired me to create this program for my 
students.

PeerSpectives Issue 10, Spring 2013                ! ISSN 2187-1191 

15



b) Experiential learning for students

“Tell me and I will forget. Show me and I 
may remember. Involve me and I will 

understand.”　Chinese proverb

I believe hands-on experience is fundamental 
to learners` autonomous education, and as 
such, an experiential program of cultural 
exchange and voluntourism works to actuate 
students` integrated and holistic learning. In 
particular, students` experiential learning 
outside the classroom, especially in a travel 
and intercultural context, can yield student-
centered benefits that would be a challenge to 
achieve within the parameters of a four-walled 
classroom:

 Learning experiences outside the 
classroom are inherently interdisciplinary.  

When we go out into the world, we 
encounter it as a whole and are forced to 

engage multiple modalities, no matter 
which pair of disciplinary “lenses” we 
intended to wear. (Claiborne, Morrell, 

Bandy & Bruff, 2013) 

Voluntourism
The term voluntourism is an amalgam of 
volunteer and tourism: Voluntourism offers, 
“a balanced engagement of volunteering 
and interaction with a unique destination – 
its art & culture, geography, history, 
adventure, and recreation.” (VolunTourism 
International, 2009) “When ‘voluntouring,’ 
tourists experience cultural exchanges 
while engaging in work to help residents 
(McIntosh & Zahra, 2007; Kidder & 
Spears, 2010, p. 2)

At the outset, voluntourism certainly 
appears a progressive alternative to 
traditional tourism. However, “although the 
voluntourism experience from a tourist 
perspective has been a topic of interest, 
little research has been done to account 
for the experiences of the residents of 
communities who host 
volunteers.” (McGehee & Andereck, 2009; 
Kidder &Spears, 2010, p. 2) As such, 
attitudes and effects of voluntourism rock a 
precariously balanced pendulum and have 
led to much debate. Perhaps the most 
pertinent question considers consequence: 
Is the voluntourism developmental and 
sustainable, and/or supported through 
benefits of two-way cultural exchange? 
There certainly is a fine balance that 
measures intentions of altruistic 
voluntourism against the sustainable 
developmental benefits for the 
“voluntoured”. However, voluntourism 
should not be viewed in primary colours, 
but rather case by case. Engagements in 
voluntourism should aim for a symbiotic 
relationship between host and visitor, with 
the visitor carefully considering 
responsibility for both the advantageous 
and disadvantageous outcomes that may 
affect the host.

The question of advantages and 
disadvantages for the host community was 
a sensitive conscientiousness in my 
planning of the program and something I 
continue to question retrospectively of the 
program, and prospectively for future 
programs. 
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Cultural Exchange
Equally to, or in accordance with 
voluntourism, the program sought a two-
way cultural exchange. Mindful of the 
question how voluntourism affects host 
communities, I believe encouragement of 
cultural exchange houses a predilection for 
mutual tourist and host integrity. Prior to 
the trip, both the communities in Sumatra 
and the Japanese students spent time 
preparing and practicing traditional songs 
and dance, and throughout the program 
cultural exchange and cultural identity was 
valued and embraced by all. 

“Cultural exchange … is based on 
reciprocal interest and firsthand 

experience that certainly challenges the 
[…] “teachable wisdom”. (Mandova, n.d., 

p. 4) 

Moreover, cultural exchange carries what 
could be termed “cultural wisdom”, and 
moves this cultural wisdom beyond the 
limits of and access to standard means of 
education or technical means of 
communication. This proved of particular 
significance to communities in Sumatra 
who do not readily have access to 
mutually engage and impart cultural and 
traditional values; the communities in 
Sumatra expressed pride, respect and 
excitement for the Japanese students’ 
interest to travel and share. Furthermore, 
both the Japanese visitors and Indonesian 
hosts connected through a respect for their 
reciprocal age-old traditions. [Due to the 
diversity and heritage of tribes, the people 
in Sumatra are not called Sumatran, they 
are Indonesian]

Program Activities
a) Japanese students teach an English 
lesson

At orphanages and elementary schools the 
Japanese students taught an English 
lesson. This was motivating for both the 
Indonesian and Japanese students: the 
challenge of students of non-native tongue 

teaching an English lesson is a bold 
approach to encouraging a warm and 
mistake-friendly learning environment for 
language acquisition. 

The challenges in designing the lesson 
were to consider how both the Japanese 
student group and the Indonesian students 
had multifarious levels of English, and that 
the lesson focused a varied student age 
range of 6-12 years old. Furthermore, the 
Japanese students had never before 
taught a lesson. To overcome these 
challenges, I created an English lesson in 
which students taught through traditional 
Kamishibai (Japanese picture card) 
storytelling, using the traditional Japanese 
legend, Momotaro (Peach Boy). Inspired 
by Carolyn Graham, Jazz Chants, I re-
wrote the Momotaro tale to rhythm and 
rhyme; this enabled an easier learning 
platform for both the training of the 
Japanese ‘student-teachers’ and their 
teaching the Indonesian students.

Students taught in groups of three: one 
Japanese student-teacher read the 
Momotaro story written on the back of 
Kamishibai cards, held so the Indonesian 
students could visually follow illustrations 
on the front, whilst the other Japanese 
student-teachers acted the vocabulary with 
expressive, full body movements. The 
lesson included Japanese and Bahasa 
Indonesian words, “Delicious…Oishi…
Enak!” and Bahasa Indonesian instruction, 
“Semua orang ulangi…Everyone repeat!” 
Regardless of age or English level the 
Indonesian students were out of their 
seats, clapping, stamping, miming and 
echoing. This fun-loving delivery was all 
about involving and interacting, not only in 
English, but also through the cultural 
exchanges of their respective native 
languages.

b) Cultural exchange

One of the most resonating elements of 
the cultural exchange program was the 
intermingling of Japanese students with 
diverse Indonesians, senior to elementary 
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age, farmers to students, across different 
ethnicities. At the orphanages and 
elementary schools the Japanese students 
taught origami and the traditional 
Japanese fisherman`s dance, the 
Souranbushi. The students likewise spent 
an afternoon at a university and a high 
school where, in addition to dance, they 
exchanged questions about each other`s 
culture, experiences and traditions. 
Furthermore, students shared an evening 
party of food, traditional live music, singing 
and dance with an entire village. Following 
the cultural exchange activities, 
Indonesian children were still singing 
“Souran-Souran!” in the villages. 

The orphanages involved in the program 
were specifically selected because both 
had connections with Japan. One had 
previously been managed by an 
Indonesian-Japanese married couple, and 
the other orphanage building, following the 
earthquake and tsunami of both Aceh 
2004 and Nias 2005, had sole construction 
funding from the Japanese Consulate in 
Medan. I thought it appropriate to sustain 
and develop Japanese links at these 
orphanages with the cultural exchange 
program. 

Through the orphanage connection I was 
introduced to Hamada-san, the Consulate 
General of Japan in Medan. For the 
program Hamada-san invited the 
Japanese students for a luncheon at the 
Consulate. The Consulate General has 
expertise in anthropology, and the students 
enjoyed a rare presentation in which 
Hamada-san shared his knowledge and 
personal research into the cultural 
Austronesian roots and linguistic 
similarities that historically to the present 
day intertwine Indonesia and Japan. 

c) Experiential learning: Home-stay, eco-
voluntourism and edu-tourism

The students did three different home-
stays totaling six nights. Students 
independently chose to either stay in pairs, 
or take on the added challenge of 

individual home-stays. The cultural 
localities were a traditional rural river 
village, Muslim Malay, an Eco-farming 
village, Christian Batak-Toba, and a 
weekend city home-stay with university 
students who either studied Japanese or 
had a cultural interest in Japan. Each 
home-stay experience was distinct; raw 
but comfortable and challenging but 
friendly. Students overcame challenges of 
language barriers and abandoned 
inhibitions for cultural curiosities. The 
students jumped in and got involved, 
eating, showering and sleeping, exactly as 
their hosts did. This meant replacing 
chopsticks with hands and, what came to 
be a favorite for many of the students, 
“Mandi in the river”, which means shower. 

During the home-stays and as part of an 
NPO Eco-farming project, the students 
joined their Indonesian families and 
villagers to work in every-day farmers` life: 
on rubber tree plantations, the organic 
farming of coffee, rice and compost, and a 
conservation project recycling plastic to 
make pillows. 

In terms of Edu-Tourism (Educational 
Tourism), students enjoyed a trek through 
the Sumatran tropical rainforest; an 
entertaining clamber through the friendly 
terrain of trees, flora and fauna, the rare 
opportunity to view orangutans in their 
natural habitat heights of the wild primary 
rainforest canopy. From tasting the bark of 
the historic quinine tree, to collecting and 
boiling palm tree sap into sugar, river 
rafting through traditional Batak villages, 
and sampling the unique taste of 
traditional plant medicine mixtures, the 
students embraced each experience. 

Such activities were marked with cultural 
learning and the educational note of 
conservation. In particular, they were 
sensitized to the ecological importance of 
the declining orangutan population and the 
challenges we face today from the 
continuing consequences of deforestation. 
Equally, the NPO Eco-farming project the 
students participated in focuses organic 
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farming as a means to regenerate farming 
communities and recover land fertility, and 
promotes villagers` independent income 
from Eco-businesses, as with the pillows 
students helped to make from recycling 
plastic wastage.

Program set up and challenges
The one year process to set up the 
program was suffused with challenges, 
both here in Japan and in Sumatra, from 
communicating objectives to managing 
actions and technical logistics: designing/
deciding and balancing program activities, 
itinerary route and timing, arranging 
accommodation and overland travel, 
negotiating budget and selling the idea. I 
tried to plan for possible difficulties and 
challenges and developed back-up 
solutions. 

a) Set up and challenges in Sumatra

The program was the result of 
partnerships I had with individuals in each 
community. These relations were either 
already established from previous trips, or 
specifically networked during preparatory 
trips. Much of the program`s success 
relied on my Indonesian partners: their 
passion and willingness to act within their 
communities and their willing to help 
achieve the program within the limits of a 
‘tester-program’ trip budget.

The greatest challenge was the timely 
synchronization of maintaining the 
Indonesians` trust and efforts with the 
mobilization of the Japanese students` 
interest and commitment to participate; 
being a first time program, this made for a 
fragile window of opportunity in which to 
enact the program. 

b) Set up and challenges in Japan

Preparing the Japanese students was a 
heavy responsibility, especially making 
sure that all aims, details, safety 
procedures, activities and accommodation 
information were fully understood. 
Comparatively, students needed to commit 

responsibilities to pre-trip preparations, 
which involved weekly training for the 
English lesson, Souranbushi rehearsals, a 
Bahasa Indonesian basic phrases lesson, 
and organizing donations. The greatest 
importance throughout all trip stages was 
flexibility to support all students` individual 
needs, questions and feelings of security. 
Financial donations were included within 
the budget as part of the program set cost 
and further raised from friends in Japan. 
We collectively gave these donations 
directly to visited schools and orphanages 
and additionally took stationary, origami 
paper, Japanese snacks and Japanese 
toys.

Outcomes
a) Indonesian hosts

Whilst NPO’s and local governments can 
often find themselves polarized, the 
opportunity of Eco-Tourism bridges a 
platform where both can align community 
interests and work together. For the NPO 
Eco- part of the program, the local 
government and NPO worked 
collaboratively to support the program. The 
local government bus was loaned for our 
travel and the students were invited to a 
local government and NPO meeting; a 
shared forum to discuss Eco-tourism and 
issues of conservation. Since returning to 
Japan a village update from the NPO 
email describes their plight against a 
company’s deforestation near the village 
that hosted us:

“The good information is people at the 
village also joint to do demonstration and 
very active, and I am happy on that, and I 
think this is a result your visitation because 

I told them environment also support 
tourism.” (June 2013, NPO, North 

Sumatra)

We also heard from the orphanages:

“Voluntourism program was so exited, the 
students from Japan are very kind and 
teach the children in English, playing, 

encouraging and envisioning…Because 
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in this world can not live alone without 
relating to other people…Many thanks to 
students who sent postcards from Japan 

and photos of your stay.”(July 2013, 
Orphanage President, North Sumatra)

I believe this shows the reciprocal 
beneficial effects voluntourism can achieve 
and a continued conscientiousness of the 
students to uphold sensitivity towards 
vulnerable relationships, such as those of 
orphaned children.

b) Student participants

The students` perspectives will follow in an 
independent interview article; however, I 
will touch upon a few keynotes.

i) Experience of using English outside the 
classroom

I surveyed the students to measure the 
impact of the program on their English 
language acquisition. Of the 8 students 
surveyed, the number of students who 
said their confidence to use, motivation to 
learn and skill to use English increased 
was 7 out of 8 students for each aspect. 
Interestingly, the no answers for each 
domain were by different students, 
meaning a student felt that whilst their 
motivation to learn and skill to use English 
increased, their confidence did not, and 
vice-versa.

Regarding students` experience of 
teaching the English lesson to Indonesian 
students, directly quoted from a student`s 
email:

“English, I learned lots of thing. 
[Indonesian]Students at my/our English 
class tried to understand what we said. 
They didn't ask me "I can't understand" 
but I felt that from their faces! Then we 

tried to explain using by body or different 
sentences. Very hard but I really love it! 
When they understand, some students 
were taking note and others singing or 
repeated a word. Made me happy!!”

ii) Student learning 

Directly quoted from students` emails:

“In Sumatra I had a great opportunity to 
experience and gain an understanding of 
differences and similarities our cultures.”

“I learned many thing, the biggest thing is 
how beautiful to understand and respect 

each other is. Indonesian has many 
difference but they respect each other 

and keep their own culture. Very 
beautiful!!”

“About environment, deforestation and 
orangutans is the biggest thing for me.”

“I had a cup of coffee, made by our coffee 
farmer. In Japan, I don't know the person 

who planted/grew my dishes. It's too 
complicated to know that person in Japan 
maybe, but I realized I should appreciate 

"someone" made my dishes.”

Another student said she has signed up for 
another volunteer trip, because of her 
experience in Sumatra and one of the 
students has since applied for a Japan-
Indonesia airline job as she, “would like to 
contribute to the relationships between 
Japan and Indonesia.”

Future impact
Important to principles of sustainable 
development is responsibility to continue 
commitments and further progress 
relations with the Indonesians who are 
involved and dedicated to the program. 
Evolving relations with sustainable and 
developmental aims is a way to integrate 
understanding communities by learning 
their focal areas of development. 
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Language 
performance 
videoing for home 
viewing 
Nina Septina & Tim Murphey

Abstract
This paper describes a study by an 
Indonesian primary school English teacher 
who made a variety of video recordings of 
her students' performing in English during 
class activities. She then made the videos 
available for students and parents to watch 
at home, offering more exposure to 
English and creating a memorable 
secondary learning experiences. Parents 
at home took part as co-learners 
encouraging students' intensive learning 
and participation. Students seeing their 
classmates (friends) performing well on the 
video were also potentially doing near peer 
role modeling in which students model 
their peers, become more motivated, and 
learn more. The teacher was able to 
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