
 
Host institution Hirosaki University, Japan 
 
 
Hirosaki is located in Aomori prefecture, the northernmost prefecture of the main Honshu island of 
Japan. I chose Hirosaki over other Japanese universities (they’re mainly in Tokyo) largely because 
I’ve lived in big cities all my life (until I went to Dunedin for studies that is) and I thought going to a 
“smaller” place would give me more exposure to untainted Japanese culture. Hirosaki did not 
disappoint. There’s nothing like sitting under the pink or white cherry blossoms in a park which 
boasts of about 2000 cherry trees and on whose grounds the Hirosaki castle, rich in the long 
history of the Hirosaki clan stands erect.  
 

 Hirosaki University International Students having “Ohanami” (picnic 
under the cherry blossoms), April 2008 
 

 Hirosaki Castle at night 
 

While you may have heard of Hirosaki being referred to as “田舎” (“inaka” – countryside), it is 

probably slightly bigger than Dunedin city (a rough comparison based purely on my feelings). 
Although most things are accessible on foot, especially if you like to take long walks, almost every 
student here cycles. Don’t worry if you don’t know how to – this is where you learn  One thing I 
really appreciate about Hirosaki is that the city is just 10-15 minutes of cycling away from the 
countryside. 
 



 rice field in Hirosaki  
 
Being an exchange student, classes and university life are a huge part of my time here. In the 
beginning you take a placement test to get into a language class of your level. I did up to JAPA 311 
(Advanced Japanese 1) before I came to Hirosaki and was somewhat disappointed to find myself 
placed in the Elementary level (1 level above Absolute Beginners) but was quickly assured by the 
Japanese department and my academic advisor not to worry – I’ll get the credits anyway! Apart 
from the language classes, the other courses offered were really enjoyable. I had really enjoyed 
the history class (Survey of Modern Tsugaru History), the Regional Art class (you get to make 
them!), the literature courses etc. The courses on Japanese society are also very enlightening 
when it comes to unravelling Japanese customs and practices. In short, these courses give you a 
good taste of the historical and cultural background of this region (and beyond) in an interesting 
way without overloading you with information (the way I might be right now).   
 

 class field trip to Sannaimaruyama excavation site (Aomori city) 
– hands-on clay figurine making experience, May 2008 

 got involved in the making process of Tsugaru-nuri 
chopsticks! May 2008 
 



 class field trip to indigo-dying factory, June 2008  
 
The only complaints I have about the classes are how you’ll have to get used to sitting through 90 
minutes for one period and how one semester is maybe 16 weeks (I lost count) while one semester 
in Otago is 13 weeks with a timely mid-semester break. But all is good and time flies while you’re 
having fun!   
 
Apart from classes, there are lots of festivals and activities to participate in. There are volunteers 
who invite international students for Japanese tea ceremonies, rice-cake making, visit to 
elementary schools etc. : 
 

 all equipments and ski suits provided for (Feb 2008) 
 

 visit to elementary school, Feb 2008 

 Spring Neputa Festival, April 2008 



 
There’s a festival with every season - “Autumn Leaves and Chrysanthemum Festival” in Autumn, 
“Snow Festival” in Winter, “Sakura Festival” in Spring and “Neputa Festival” in Summer and the 
distinct seasonal changes of Japan is something to look forward to every season!  
 

 
 

Ok, this is sounding more like a travel guide so far! Now for some practical first steps…  
 
The university will arrange for someone to pick you up when you arrive (most probably from 
Hirosaki Station). You will be assigned a Japanese student as your tutor and he/she is responsible 
to help you with all the things you’ll need to do to get settled down (and also throughout the 
semester/ whole year you’re here): finding an apartment, setting up post office bank account, 
getting a cell phone, registration for your alien registration card etc etc. If you’re not on the JASSO 
scholarship, you are likely to get a place in the International House which is probably the cheapest 
option available. If you’re on the scholarship, it covers rent and utilities quite well. Part-time jobs 
are not hard to pick up if you require extra financial assistance (mostly English conversation 
practice, waiting staff in a hotel, even modelling! – for art class students).  
 
Some word of caution:  

 if you’re bringing in any electronics from New Zealand, please bring a plug converter with 
you (one that will allow you to connect your NZ plug with a Japanese socket). Some 
students bring their own laptop and subscribe internet connection in their apartments but 
the international centre has about 10 computers you can use and 2 printers if you need to 
print anything.  

 Travellers’ cheques are easily exchangeable in any banks here but it’s quite a hassle to 
cash in bank cheques. If you bring your eftpos card, you can make withdrawals from the 
ATM machines here but the surcharges are rather steep!  

 
Right at the start of each semester, there will be an International Student Welcome Party where 
you will get to meet lots of Japanese students as well as other exchange students. It might be 
helpful to bring something to introduce your country/place of birth. There’s lots of clubs, sports 
groups to choose from – good ways to meet Japanese students. Although there is no home-stay 
programme here, you can sign up for a host family - a Japanese family who will meet up with you 
over your time here in Hirosaki for cross cultural exchange experience.   
 
Needless to say, there are a lot of Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples around (you get to visit one 
for class field trip). I haven’t seen a Muslim mosque in Hirosaki but there’s a Catholic church and a 



few protestant churches around. There’s an English Fellowship on Sunday evenings very near to 
the university too!  
 
If you’re a coffee person like me, you’d be glad to know that there is quite a selection of cafes all 
around Hirosaki. Just look around and you’ll find them!   
 
It’s not easy to adapt to a foreign place, even more so when you can’t speak the language well. 
Lots of help will be provided, people here are very friendly and ready to help – you just gotta be 
brave and bold and step out there to make friends and/or ask for help! There are certainly 
challenges, but the wealth of experience gained is well worth it! All the best for your exchange!   
 

 

 

 


