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My exchange to Yokohama National University (YNU) was an incredibly worthwhile 

and insightful experience.  It’s a great way to improve your Japanese skills, 

experience the culture and make friends from all over the world.  But, you probably 

already know this.  What you probably don’t know is all those nitty-gritty facts that 

suddenly pop up once you get to Japan, so I see the purpose of my report is to explain 

these to you and give you general advice on how to enjoy your exchange to the fullest.  

Think of it as the “Lonely Planet” for the Japanese exchange student. 

 

You will find you won’t get tons of information from YNU before you leave.  But 

don’t let this worry you.  The information gets filtered through slowly.  And every 

exchange student gets assigned a “tutor” (kind of like a buddy), who will contact you 

before arriving, so I would suggest exchanging a few emails with your tutor to 

arrange airport pick-up and to generally get a vibe of what to expect when you get to 

Yokohama.  The tutors are “good sorts”; you will find them extremely helpful and 

friendly.  On the first couple of days in Yokohama I went around with my tutor doing 

such chores as opening a bank account, buying a cell phone, setting up health 

insurance, and registering for an alien registration card.  These sound like somewhat 

simple tasks, but you will soon find them to be a lot more straining than they appear, 

and you will be thankful to have your tutor at your side to smooth the awful 

bureaucratic process, which Japan just loves.   Anyway, once this is done it’s done, 

but get on to it, because it is time consuming.  And whatever you do, do not purchase 

health insurance before going to YNU, as the University has some sort of system 



whereby you pay monthly instalments of health insurance at a very cheap rate.  

Moreover, it is compulsory to set up your health insurance this way.  I know an 

American girl who spent $700 on health insurance in America, only to arrive and find 

out she had to sign-up with the Japanese health insurance also, so she unnecessarily 

had two forms of health insurance.   

 

In terms of classes you will find the programme to have much more of a high-school 

structure to it than uni, and the assessment is different as well.  There are no big end 

of semester exams, rather a lot of little tests, assignments and reports.  So just keep on 

top of this and you will be fine.  In fact, I liked the fact that we were continually being 

tested because it meant you kept on top of kanji and vocabulary, rather than cramming 

for the final exams as we tend to do at Otago.  The teachers are lovely, but at the same 

time not push-overs, so just do your work and get enthusiastic about the language and 

they will try to help you as much as possible.  To quickly summarise what the papers 

are like, I would say the language papers which covered general grammar, kanji, 

listening, speaking and writing were particularly challenging, but by no means 

impossible, you just had to stick at it.  You will sit a placement test at the start which 

determines the level of class you go into.  I went into “D”, which is the second top 

class, so I guess that’s why I found it challenging, but then if I had gone into “C” level 

it may have been too easy.  I would say just weigh up your ability and what you want 

to achieve form the programme.  I knew I was only there for half a year so I wanted to 

go hard and learn as much as possible. 

 

The living conditions are pretty basic, but then again rent is incredibly cheap, so you 

are getting value for money.  All the girls get placed in Gumyoji, affectionately 

known as “Gummers”.  Gummers is an old-school little suburb of Yokohama, its got 

loads of character, with fish stalls and fruit & veg stalls lining the streets.  You will 

really grow quite fond of Gummers – well I did anyway!  Our dorms rooms come 

with an little kitchenette and bathroom, but appliances are not included, which is a bit 

of a bummer, so you will find yourself spending a few hundred on things such as 

electric jug, rice cooker, toaster, frying pan etc.  But for cheap cutlery, plates, bowls, 

glasses etc look no further than the 100 Yen store, this place rocks!  So cheap and 

surprisingly not too bad a quality either.   

 



Now you will get holidays, and a few long weekends here and there, so I suggest you 

really make the most of these.  Even around Yokohama there are some great 

destinations for a day-trip.  Tokyo is only ½ an hour away by train, then there’s the 

beautiful Izu Peninsula with its abundance of onsen, and the tourist Mecca’s of Nikko 

and Kamakura.  Yokohama is also a beautiful city in its own right also.  It’s a port city 

with a really clean, modern feel. Two places I particularly enjoyed hanging out at in 

Yokohama were Minatomirai and China Town.   Minatomirai is a classy little area 

down by the water, with great restaurants and shopping, and China Town is well 

China Town…Chinese food, clothing, pandas…you get my drift.  Further a field, I 

would suggest taking trips to Kyoto, Osaka, and Hiroshima, but you would need at 

least a week to do these cities so save it for the big holidays.  I particularly enjoyed 

Hiroshima! 

 

I have to say Japan was not as expensive as I thought!  You can buy a decent meal 

like a drink and sushi from the convenience store for under $5.  But on the other hand, 

accommodation and transport are the big money eaters.  Japan doesn’t really do 

backpackers…well they do but they are a wee bit pricier than the $20 a night we are 

used to.  But don’t let this deter you, you can do travel on a budget.  To give you an 

idea of how much you will need, I went for 5 months and spent around $7000, and did 

travelling as well, so I was probably spending around $1500 a month.  Be warned cell 

phones are on contracts so it’s not the usual $10 a month scheme we have in NZ.  

Most students would have cell phone bills of somewhere between $40 and $60 at the 

end of every month.   

 

Japan is a great country, and I know that you will live your exchange there.  Embrace! 

 

 

 

 


