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Kanda students regularly travel abroad, on holiday, to study, for cultural visits, to 
volunteer and to work. Do we take any of this in to account when making our lessons? 
Are we using this invaluable resource to teach and plan our lessons? This article delves a 
little in to the experiences of two Kanda students who volunteered in two UK secondary 
schools, documents their observations, their questions and how these voyages of 
discovery have changed their outlook on life and their plans for the future.

The data was collected through non 
structured interviews with 2 third year 
students. Although it focused on their 
travels it also touched on their life 
experiences up to the date of their 
travel experiences, especially on their 
school life and how it compared with 
their lives in Britain. Each interview 
lasted from between 50 to 90 minutes. 
They both had questions of their own 
which arose from the interview so that 
the final part almost became a 
discussion of social and cultural issues.
  
It is fascinating to note what was 
observed. Student 1 who stayed in a 
small English village (in Gloucestershire) 
and volunteered for 2 months in a mid 
ranking British state high school didn’t 
initially notice many social issues. When 
she visited London however she 
commented on its impersonal nature, 
messiness and fast paced life. She much 
preferred the village and was charmed 
by her host family and how they 
welcomed her treating her ‘kindly like a 
guest’. Though she would have liked to 
have been able to fit in to their daily 
lives as a member of the family rather 
than a visitor.

Student 2 who spent two months in a 
very multicultural London school was 
perhaps more able to observe 
differences and deeper social issues. At 
first the presence of people, shops and 
other influences from many cultures in 
the streets near her home-stay caused 

alarm, but as she got involved in school 
life, she felt more relaxed and it 
changed her view of people of middle-
eastern and African appearance. Perhaps 
quite naturally for a Japanese person 
who does not have particularly religious 
feelings, the Muslim dedication to their 
faith, observed in school, surprised her 
greatly. When asked by students about 
her own beliefs she was forced to think 
deeply about what a Japanese approach 
to religion was, ‘they asked me what 
religion I was, I didn’t know how to 
answer’.

Student 2 also got to know the European 
language assistants quite well. After the 
interview was over, she started to ask all 
sort of questions about immigration and 
integration and the discussion lasted for 
a good 40 minutes. She is now using this 
experience in one of her (non ELI) 
electives and is reading Sarfraz 
Manzoor’s book ‘Welcome to Bury Park’ 
about a second generation immigrant’s 
experience. 

As to the school culture, she was 
surprised by dyed hair and loud 
accessories, but also by the strictness of 
British uniform and the fear which 
students had for their teachers. It is said 
that Japanese schools have probably 
traditionally concentrated less on 
behavior management and more on 
building cooperative relationships 
between staff and pupils. The classes, 
she felt, had similar dynamics to 
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Japanese equivalents, with students 
aiding each other and supporting 
others’ learning, but she said that 
British students were more inclined to 
mess around. 

Student 1 had a different experience, 
and felt that the teachers were too 
friendly; although she thought a positive 
outcome of this was that students were 
more likely to ask questions in class, she 
commented that the pace of the lessons 
‘was very slow and need to be speeded 
up’.

Interestingly, and perhaps a measure of 
the changing times and growing 
internationalization of Japan, Student 1 
had expected the standard of Japanese 
in the UK classes to be much higher and 
was disappointed that the younger 
students had communication difficulties. 
When I pointed out that most Japanese 
people believe that foreign people 
cannot speak Japanese she explained 
she had lots of experience of speaking in 
Japanese with foreign students at high 
school and here in Kanda and had always 
found their level to be high. Student 2 
was left with a lasting impression when 
she was trying to apply for a library card 
and was addressed by the librarian in 
Japanese, ‘I was so surprised, I didn’t 
ever think I would be talked to in 
Japanese outside the school’.

It appeared he was taking evening 
classes at the same school where she 
was volunteering. In school she was 
impressed with the level of the 
students’ Japanese, but felt that while 
British students were stronger in 
speaking, Japanese students were 
stronger in writing.

Both students were impressed with the 
use of technology in class, in particular 
of Interactive Whiteboards (電子黒板), 
which have become the norm in UK 
classrooms over the last decade. 
Student 2 was astonished that her 
Post-16 students watched Japanese 

dramas and read manga online in their 
own time, ‘this was why most of them 
had initially decided to study Japanese’ 
she said.

Another surprising thing for both 
students was the standard of home 
cooked food, though they both found 
restaurant food of questionable quality 
and over expensive. On going to an 
Italian restaurant on the first night, 
Student 2 almost got straight back on 
the plane to Narita. ‘I tasted it and it 
had no taste, I put salt on it and it was 
still horrible. I thought how can I live 
like this for two months, I should just go 
home’.

Amusingly Student 1 went with some 
Japanese exchange students to Oxford 
for a day trip and although they had a 
JTB tour guide with them, the British 
guide gave up on him and our student 
ended up interpreting for 90 minutes on 
a sightseeing tour. It was extremely 
difficult for her, but a challenge that she 
rose to and managed to carry out well. I 
see this as an impressive manifestation 
and vindication for the work we are 
doing here at Kanda.

Both students felt that the experience 
widened their horizons and gave them a 
view of the world that they could not 
otherwise have got. They want to go 
back to the UK and Student 1 now wants 
to do teacher training in the UK. 
Student 2 would like to teach Japanese 
abroad in other countries. I find these 
experiences fascinating and as more and 
more of our students go on volunteer 
projects, study abroad courses and 
backpacking, shouldn’t we try and use 
these as examples in class or at least 
taking in to account extended 
knowledge of our more senior students? 
This increasing international experience 
can only be a positive thing for a 
university such as ours.
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I would like to delve a bit deeper in to 
this subject, so if any teachers feel that 
they know a student whose story of 

travels could contribute to this project, 
please email me. 
thomas-l@kanda.kuis.ac.jp.
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