
I am majoring in Japanese, so I decided to take an exchange to Hirosaki 
University for a year starting in April 2008. 

Hirosaki is a great place to live.  It’s a relatively small city (compared to 
anywhere else in Japan, although I still found it to be rather large...), and 
is also quite rural.  By rural I mean that if you drive for 30 minutes in any 
direction you will soon come across some kind of farm, usually apple or rice.  But before I get 
started on that I would like to offer up some advice to any students looking to study in Japan. 

Firstly, I know this is a major cliché, but in Hirosaki you really have to expect the unexpected.  Or 
rather, just don’t expect the expected.  Things that I would normally take for granted just aren’t 
true in Hirosaki.  The best example of this is zebra crossings.  Do not, and I will repeat this, DO 
NOT cross a road at a pedestrian crossing without first using those invaluable rules taught to you 
as a child.  Stop, Look and Listen before you cross the street.  Seriously, cars in Japan do not 
stop at pedestrian crossings.  Those white zebra stripes painted on the road are mere 
decoration.  I’m not entirely sure why, perhaps there is no rule for cars to stop, but in any case 
they don’t.  So just watch out.  I can’t think of a single international student that I met at Hirosaki 
who didn’t have a tale to tell about their run in with a car.   

Another thing is supermarkets.  Nothing in the supermarket is where you expect it to be.  And if 
you’re looking for frozen vegetables, they’re not in the frozen section.  They’re in a separate 
freezer in the vegetable section.  It took me long enough to figure that one out...  Just another 
point about vegetables, and fruit too for that matter, they are incredibly expensive.  And to cook 
them is even worse.  All apartments, no matter where you live, use gas ranges, rather than 
electrical ovens.  But to use the gas is so expensive that I honestly couldn’t believe it.  I 
recommend buying a rice cooker, that way most of your meal is done by electricity rather than 
gas.  And the price of rice is not that bad. 

For me, one of the best things about Hirosaki is the lack of spiders.  
I’m not terribly fond of spiders and it was one of the things that really 
worried me before I left.  Japan is sort of well known for its massive 
bugs.  Hirosaki definitely does have spiders, and rather large ones at 
that, but the most important thing here is that they live outside.  It 
was very rare that I did ever find a spider in my apartment, although 
I did have a few problems with flying ants coming through my 

window during the summer.  But summer is just too hot to not open your window.  The air 
conditioning is fine, but you really need to let some fresh air in every now and then. 

 As I was awarded one of the JASSO scholarships I was not able to live in Hirosaki University’s 
International house, but moved into an apartment about 15 minutes walk from the university.  The 
apartment block I lived in was mostly occupied by international students, and so it had a really 
friendly community atmosphere.  The apartments are quite old, but like I said before, no bugs, so 
it was great.  I found them to be relatively spacious, compared to the tiny cupboard like rooms at 
the International House.  Even though they are small, the International House rooms are very 
neat and clean, and not that bad to live in as you are provided with all the main facilities that 
come with an apartment.  The only difference is the size.  And the rent.  Rent for the international 
house is considerably less than that of an apartment, but if you live in the apartments then you 
have been most likely awarded a scholarship so it’s definitely affordable.  The rent for my 
apartment was 34000 yen a month.  Gas, electricity and water combined was around 15000 yen 
a month at the very most.  (During winter you definitely need a heater, so electricity bills rise a 
little.)  So with the exception of food and gas, living in Hirosaki is really not that expensive.  
Unless you happen to be unlucky enough to go at a time when the exchange rate is awful, you 
shouldn’t need to worry about money too much. 



Just one other thing I want to point out about the apartments.  Before 
you leave for Japan the University will send out an approximately 10 
page instruction on about how to get an apartment.  It contains 
information and rules for miles, and reading it started to really stress me 
out.  But please.  Don’t worry about it.  This massive bunch of papers is 
only sent to you for one purpose, which is to stress you out.  It definitely 
does contain some important things, like which bus to take when you get off the plane etc, but 
most of the things written about apartments and rules you either won’t need to know or they’ll go 
through it with you when you actually get there.  When you arrive at the university you’ll be paired 
with a tutor who will help you with everything.  Mine actually didn’t speak English, and I couldn’t 
speak Japanese so there was a bit of communication confusion, but the tutors are given a 
checklist.  They know what you need to do, so everything is settled and dealt with in no time.  It’s 
a really good system. 

The classes at the University are quite good, and I found the cultural classes to be really 
interesting.  The only thing I had a problem with was the Japanese language classes, but then 
most people had a problem with those.  A lot of my class mates felt that they weren’t learning 
anything and that the classes were a waste of time.  In fact we were actually learning, but it was 
difficult to realise.  Unless you are placed in a very advanced class or in the very beginner’s class 
the rest are basically revision.  The aim of those intermediate classes is to boost your 
vocabulary.  You often find that you are revising grammar, rather than learning anything new.  But 
Kanji and vocab lists are given to you very regularly and they are massive.  I found it easy 
enough to learn them for a test but had no hope in retaining all of that information for longer than 
a few days.  In my opinion, but then I’m not a teacher so I wouldn’t really know, the classes are 
not that well set out.  But they were interesting, and the teachers are nice (although sometimes a 
little overly enthusiastic…) so the classes were okay. 

The thing about courses at Hirosaki is that for one course you will have one class a week and 
that’s it.  Because of this you end up having about 6 different Japanese language courses, all of 
which want to give you masses of homework and at least one test a week (which really means 
you will have 6 different Japanese classes a week with 6 different tests a week).  Before I left for 
Japan I was told that Japanese universities are not hard, academically wise, and essentially 
carefree.  But whoever said this is a complete liar.  True, end of semester exams are relatively 
easy and only last 90 minutes.  (Actually in my grammar class the exam only took 15 minutes.)  
But the extreme amounts of homework they give you is unreal.  I guess most people don’t take 
homework too seriously, but I’m one of those unfortunate people who happens to be a bit of a 
perfectionist so I just can’t not do it.  In any case the work given to you in class or otherwise is 
generally not that difficult, there’s just a lot of it. 

All in all, my time at Hirosaki was nothing less than 
awesome.  I managed to travel around and see many things, 
including the numerous festivals celebrated every season.  
You have to see the Sakura of Hirosaki.  Around the castle is 
particularly beautiful, and at night lights are turned on which 
light up the blossoms.  It’s an incredible sight.  Also the 
Neputa and Nebuta festivals during summer are great to 
watch, where huge paper lanterns in all different shapes and 
glowing from the inside are paraded through the streets at 

night.  During the winter, they also light up lanterns made from snow around Hirosaki castle.  It 
truly is a wonderfully festive town with a great many sights to see. 

 


