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My exchange experience in Yokohama was the time of my life.  I took the opportunity to go 

to Japan after realizing that Japan and my general interests coincide in many places.  I was 

very intrigued by the Japanese lifestyle, history, music and people, and thought I could gain a 

lot of interesting experiences and knowledge from spending time in Japan. 

 

I expected to make many Japanese friends, improve my Japanese, and open up my mind as 

to what I can do with my degree and the rest of my life in general.  I was also looking forward 

to experiencing some things I could never possibly have expected. 

The things I were most anxious about were my level of Japanese, and my VISA, which I was 

only able to get the day before my flight.  That was certainly a huge worry, but worked out 

OK.   

 

In general, I felt like I was as prepared as I possibly could be, but more Japanese practice 

would always have been better.  Perhaps I could have read a little more about Yokohama, 

and found out about more tourist attractions in other cities. 

Even though it was not me personally who got the tickets organized, the person travelling 

with me seemed to have a very easy time with STA travel, and got a good deal on the tickets. 

 

All students on my program were either put in Gumyouji or Minesawa Dormitory.  I was put 

in Minesawa, which was my preferred choice anyway, as it was cheaper, closer to the 

University, and had a communal kitchen, ideal for spending time with friends.  The main 

problem with Minesawa was during the summer time, when it is extremely hot and humid. 

Minesawa has no air conditioning, so many a sleepless night was spent boiling to death.  I 

was afraid to leave my window fully open because of a terrifying incident involving an 

enormous flying cockroach.  Basically, Gumyouji is the slightly more expensive and much 

more comfortable dormitory, as the rooms are larger and have air conditioning.  But I 

enjoyed the lifestyle of Minesawa, as I was living on the same corridor as many of my 

classmates and friends. 

 

Japan is a very different culture to New Zealand, and it certainly takes a while to feel 

comfortable in many social situations.  I recommend going out of your way to get to know as 

many people as possible, and strengthen friendships with those you feel compatible with.  It 

is difficult adjusting to the general communication/socializing style of Japanese people, 



regardless which language you are communicating in.  I recommend just getting used to 

their ways and being polite about it, but also having a laugh with other international students 

about the ridiculousness of many situations. 

 

Japan is the safest country in the world.  I never took theft into account during my time there, 

often leaving my door unlocked, handing my wallet and phone to a complete stranger to hold 

while I jumped into a swimming pool (when drunk) and generally leaving personal 

possessions lying around anywhere … but that’s just me. 

 

I got a NZ credit card before going to Japan, but had great trouble using it (which I later found 

out was the fault of my bank, instead of Japanese ATMs).  However, as I was on the JASSO 

scholarship, I had to set up a Japanese bank account, for which I received an ATM card.  

The majority of the time I used this, and it worked fine.  If you do not drink alcohol, and do not 

particularly enjoy fine dining, you will save a lot of money during your time in Japan (unlike 

me).   

 

Subways and trains are the best way to travel around 99% of Japan.  In Yokohama, easily 

the best place to visit is Minato Mirai (meaning harbor of the future).  It is one of the most 

beautiful city areas I have ever seen in my life, complete with a theme park, scenic skyline, 

and the famous Landmark Tower.  Tokyo is easily accessible from Yokohama, and there 

you can visit many famous places, such as Harajuku (if you want to see some crazy fashion), 

Chiba (where Disneyland and Disneysea are located), Shibuya (good for clubbing), 

Akihabara (the famous electronics area), and the list goes on.  At Tokyo Dome I recommend 

riding the Thunder Dolphin rollercoaster. It is amazing! 

 

I think the reason most people don’t do an exchange is because they have no idea how easy 

and fun it is.  If everyone knew, they would definitely take advantage of the opportunity and 

all have an experience just as amazing as mine was.  Seeing so much of Japan has just left 

me thirsty for more travel, in any country. 

The semester finished in early August, so I had nearly two months of free time before my 

flight home.  This time was spent travelling around a great deal of Japan, and seeing famous 

cities such as Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  I also climbed Mount Fuji!  This time was largely 

spent with my amazing friends I had met along the way and was the most fun I have ever had 

in my life. 

 

 



 

 

The main lesson I learnt from Japan is that everything in life is an experience, and 

experiences are things we can learn from.  I did not feel any motivation to push myself and 

try new things before going to Japan, but now, in seeking summer employment, I am open 

minded to trying anything, any different and diverse experience that will help me make the 

most of life. 

 

 


