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Introduction:  

Going to Japan and spending some time in this beautiful country has always been a 

dream of mine. I remember the day I was being interviewed by the Sciences Po board for 

admission back home in Turkey and one of the questions I have been asked was where I 

would like to go if I were admitted into Sciences Po; I remember replying 'Japan' without 

hesitation despite that year being the year of Great Tohoku Earthquake when everybody was 

trying to get as far from Japan as possible. In fact, when I found out about Sciences Po and its 

Le Havre campus the possibility of studying Japanese and the prospect of going to Japan for 

one year were among the most appealing features of the program and certainly played an 

important role in putting Sciences Po as my first school choice for my undergraduate studies.  

When it was time to choose the country I was going to spend my 3rd year abroad, I already 

knew I wanted to go to Japan and I have listed all of my preferences among Japanese 

universities. The main question for me was which university to go.  



I didn't have a single goal for my 3rd year abroad in Japan; having studied Japanese for 

one year before entering Sciences Po and continuing my study of the Japanese language 

during my two years in the Le Havre campus, I was willing to improve the language which I 

have been learning for three years. However, I was also willing to continue my education in 

other subjects as I thought only two years of undergraduate education might not be enough to 

prepare me for a demanding Master's degree program. As I was examining my options among 

the universities that had partnership agreements with Sciences Po and reading about other 

senior students' experiences in various Japanese universities I found Waseda University. I 

have heard about Waseda before, since it is one of the most well known and prestigious 

institutions in Japan which educated many prominent people including Japanese Prime 

Ministers but my knowledge about the school was limited. When I read about the exchange 

program at the School of International Liberal Studies I realized it was the perfect choice for 

me as it enabled students to pursue regular classes while taking Japanese classes at the 

Japanese Language Center of the university. 

As I've explained above my main goals were to continue taking regular classes while 

improving my Japanese. Of course beside my academic goals I had the aim of discovering 

other places in Asia and develop a better understanding of this part of the world. My third 

year in Japan definitely allowed me to take a deep look into the Japanese society. 

 

I. Description of my experience 

A. Center for Japanese Language (CJL) 
 

I believe at this point, since it is a document of guidance for prospective exchange 

students at Waseda University it is worth mentioning the language program as well. Waseda 

University is very active in teaching Japanese not only to its foreign students but also other 

foreigners who are willing to take their classes. I had more than one classes where I had 

middle aged adults (businessmen, housewives married to Japanese men etc.) and foreign 

youth came to Japan for job hunting who were not affiliated with Waseda University.  

This center is created particularly for this purpose of Japanese teaching. Most of the 

classes are conducted in its building located just at the corner outside the campus. As a school 

policy Waseda does not 'discriminate' among students in different programs. So all of the 

Japanese classes are mixed with all international students. In all of my classes I had full time 

students, School of International Liberal Studies exchange students like myself and exchange 



students in the Japanese language program which means even if you are in different programs 

it is possible to have common classes with your Sciences Po classmates who are not in the 

same program as you (and oddly enough, it is also possible to have no classes in common 

with a classmate who is actually in the same program as you since it is a big school).  

Since I was a SILS exchange student I do not know about the details of the Japanese 

language exchange program therefore in this section I am only writing about my own 

experience as a SILS student taking classes CJL but from what I understood the only 

difference between being a Bekka student and a SILS student taking classes at CJL is the 

intensity of the classes rather than the nature of them. In the beginning of the semester all 

foreign students at Waseda passed a computerized Japanse exam, called J-CAT in order to 

determine our Japanese levels. There are eight levels; 8 being the native level and 1 being the 

ultimate beginner. I happened to fall a few points short of Level 4 mostly due to lack of 

practice over the long summer holidays and signed up for a Level 3 class. However, as I’ve 

realized the level of the class was too easy for me I talked to the program coordinator which 

helpfully allowed me to move up to Level 4. In a country of rigid rules like Japan, the amount 

of flexibility I enjoyed at Waseda was certainly appreciated. It must also added that although 

those levels are not crucial they provide a good reference point while taking classes.  

As an exchange student at SILS I was required to take a minimum of 6 credits of 

Japanese classes (of the 14 credits minimum). At this point Waseda offers a wide variety of 

classes for all levels. Some of the examples are “Reading Japanese Children’s Literature” for 

level 1-2 students, “Learning Japanese through Blogging” for level 3 students, “Learning 

Japanese by Hayao Miyazaki Animation 5”, “Newspaper Reading 8” etc. Besides those there 

are “Comprehensive Japanese” classes which are worth 5 credits until level 5 and 3 credits 

from level 5 onwards. Those classes as the name suggests are very “comprehensive”, they 

include the study of Kanji, grammar, vocabulary and speaking in their material.  

As I mentioned above I have signed up first for Comprehensive Japanese 3 and 

changed to Comprehensive Japanese 4 in the following week. I would argue those 

comprehensive classes are the most labor-intense classes one can take from CJL. The 5 credit 

value of the class already covers more than 80% of the 6 credit requirement and my classes 

were spread throughout the week. One element which may sound trivial for those who pay 

more attention to the content rather than the planning of their schedule that later proved itself 

to be more important than I thought was the timing. I had classes starting at 9 a.m. on 

Mondays again at 9 a.m. on Wednesdays and at 10.40 a.m. (finishing at 12.10 p.m.) on 



Saturdays. To my surprise (and displeasure) Waseda offers classes even on Saturdays. Since 

my Monday mornings and half of my days on Saturdays were blocked it was a bit difficult for 

me to discover and enjoy Japan through travelling; travelling to even mid-range destinations 

would make me think twice. That being said, I benefitted very much from the Comprehensive 

Japanese class I took. We had two task during one semester; in the first task we needed to 

interview a Japanese person and write a report on it and later present it to our classmates, in 

the second task we were asked to deliver a presentation on a book or academic article related 

to our field which was demanding yet useful. In addition to those two ‘big’ projects, we 

would have three quizzes every week (so basically, almost every day) of Kanji (漢字), 

grammar (文法), and vocabulary (言葉) in order to ensure each week’s content was 

understood, they were helpful regarding our grades as we would have a very strong intensive 

to attend all of the classes and in the event of non-attendance they still wouldn’t cause much 

trouble as one quiz amounted only to maybe 1% of the overall score, also they would ensure 

our grades would not fall dramatically in case of a mid-term or final exam that went badly.  

For the remaining 1 credit I originally wanted to take class about Kanji which is my 

weakest point since I have never studied any language that uses the Chinese characters before. 

However I was unable to take the Kanji classes I aimed for and ended up taking a class called 

“My World through Photos” for level 3 and 4 students. To tell the truth, this class was far less 

useful and unfortunately contributed little to my Japanese. Each week, we would take a photo 

fitting the theme the teacher would give us and bring it to class along with a mini-essay of 

half a page to show to our classmates and then we would write mini-commentaries of a few 

lines for three or four classmates’ photos. At the end of the semester we created a “portfolio” 

containing all the photos we have taken for the classes with the essays and presented it to our 

classmates in a few minutes.  

For the current (spring) semester, I have decided not to take Comprehensive Japanese 

classes as I wasn’t confident enough to move up to level 5 and I wanted to have more free 

time to discover Japan and potentially find an internship or a part time job. So, in order to 

fulfill the 6-credit requirement I have taken six classes each worth one credit. Most of the 

classes I am taking now are aimed to improve Kanji knowledge and formal communication 

namely; “Communication at Workplace 3”, “The Mind of Japanese Expression and 

Communication for Mutual Understanding 3-4”, “How to Improve Your Japanese Sentences 

4-5”, “Pronunciation, Rhythm, Accent and Intonation of the Japanese Language 3-4”, “Kanji 

3” and “Kanji Encountered in Town 3-4”. “Communication at Workplace”, as the name 



suggests deals with situation may arise in the work environment and how to speak with your 

superiors, senior colleagues and people below you in the workplace hierarchy. I find it a very 

useful class which teaches a lot of practical information without demanding much. “The Mind 

of Japanese Expression” is very similar yet deals with a broader number of situations from 

calling the post office for home delivery of parcel to how to communicate with a friend’s 

family when invited to their house. “How to Improve Your Japanese Sentences” mostly 

teaches the students expressions and words to use in order to make our speech sound more 

natural and proficient. As for “Pronunciation and Rhythm”, so far I haven’t benefitted much 

from this class since we haven’t done much in class besides clapping our hands to the rhythm 

of the language. Concerning the Kanji classes, I believe I have made mistake by taking the 

class “Kanji 3” instead of “Kanji 4” by underestimating my Kanji knowledge, even though it 

is a good exercise to remember some old Kanji I barely learned anything new. However, I am 

benefitting very much from the class “Kanji Encountered in Town” as it teaches us very 

practical Kanji which we stumble upon our everyday lives in various places from campus to 

government offices.  

Waseda is surely willing to teach Japanese to all of its students and there is no 

shortage of resources for that. The wide range of interesting and fun classes offered which in 

certain cases even allow students to read manga or watch TV series in class surely is a 

strength of Waseda that any student who is considering an exchange should take into account.  

 

B. School of International Liberal Studies (SILS) 

School of International Liberal Studies (国際教養学部) is one of the most famous 

and prestigious departments at Waseda University. It has an extensive network of partnership 

with many of the country’s leading institutions and many of the world’s most prestigious 

universities. It also offers classes on a wide spectrum of subjects ranging from economics to 

international relations, from anthropology to history. As an exchange student at SILS, one is 

required to take a minimum of 8 credits (and a maximum of 10 credits) of SILS courses each 

semester. Usually classes are either 2 credits or 4 credits of value. In addition to those 8 

credits, as I have explained above, SILS exchange students are required to take a minimum of 

6 credits of Japanese classes. In my first semester at Waseda, I have taken two classes that 

were worth 4 credits each; “United States Politics and Foreign Policy” and “Modern British 

History”. Both of the classes were very interesting and I believe both contributed significantly 

to my intellectual development.  



“United States Politics and Foreign Policy” was a class taught by a veteran journalist, 

who reported for LA Times during the Cold War based in Moscow, Beijing and Tokyo. Even 

though the class had a less academic and a more journalistic tone its level of teaching was 

definitely satisfactory. The course material included the ongoing Syrian Civil War and a 

possible US intervention, Iran’s nuclear program, US Government Shutdown, Senkaku/Daiyu 

Island Dispute among many others. The class mostly relied on handouts given by the teacher 

taken from prestigious newspapers and journals around the world. I enjoyed the class very 

much as it was closely intertwined with the ongoing events in the world.  

“Modern British History” was by far my most favorite class; with its self-explanatory 

title, the class dealt with the forging and growth (and decline) of the British State and the 

Empire beginning from the Glorious Revolution of 1688 until early 21st century. It covered all 

important events occurred in Britain (and colonies) from the proliferation of Evangelicalism 

to the Irish Famine, from Scottish Highland Rebellions to the Industrial Revolution. Its 

academic quality was simply excellent. I learned so much in this class and it had such an 

influence on me that after taking that course I made my final decision of pursuing a degree in 

History for my post-graduate studies.  

As for the Spring Semester, once again I am taking two classes that are worth 4 credits 

each; “Russia: from Lenin to Putin” and “Selective Topics in Irish Studies”. The Russian 

history class is offered by the same teacher who lectured the US Foreign Policy class; one of 

the reasons behind my choice of this class was my overall satisfaction with my teacher in the 

previous semester. This time the class is more academic in nature as the subject demands. As 

for the Irish Studies class, unfortunately following this class is not as pleasant as following the 

classes I have previously taken. The teacher’s thick Japanese accent and peculiar intonations 

make it really difficult to follow the class. Even though the course content is generally 

interesting which covers important events in the Irish history along with art produced 

during/regarding that era (theatre plays, poems, films etc.) the teacher is unable to set an 

academic level required at the university level; one clear example of this would be the 

teacher’s continuing use of handouts from Irish high school books rather than proper 

academic material. Another reason behind my dissatisfaction with the class is the lecturer’s 

failure to comment on important ongoing events directly related to course content; one 

example of that would be the fact that the lecturer has not said a word regarding the arrest and 

release of Irish Republican leader Gerry Adams despite having class twice during that week. 

That being said, I do appreciate the opportunity to study art material examining important 

events more closely.  



Overall I can gladly say that I have been quite satisfied with the classes I have taken in 

SILS. The bigger size of Waseda compared to Le Havre campus of Sciences Po enabled the 

school to offer classes in a much wider scope of subjects.  

 

C. Open Courses and Independent Study Course 

The third and final category I’d like to introduce is the Open Courses and Independent 

Study Course. Open Courses are courses that are open to any student who wish to enroll (as 

long as there are seats available) and offered from various departments. One thing that is 

worth attention of everybody who considers enrolling is the majority of the classes offered as 

Open Courses are taught in Japanese. So I’d advise anybody who would like to take them to 

think twice before doing so. However, that does not mean that all of the classes are in 

Japanese, with careful observation it is possible to find English ones. In my first semester at 

Waseda I have enrolled in an Open Course called “Religion and Society in Modern Japan”; it 

was taught by an experienced, Harvard educated professor which really elevated the academic 

level of the class. I have learned a lot about intellectual and religious history of Japan and 

religion’s influence on the historical and contemporary Japanese society. For those who are 

interested in the emergence of Shinto, spread of Buddhism, introduction of Confucianism, 

Japanese new religions, minority religions and Japanese religious syncretism I would strongly 

recommend this class as it helps putting pieces together by providing a detailed narrative of 

events and prominent Japanese thinkers. 

The last thing I would like to talk about is the newly-introduced Independent Study 

courses. From what I have been told this system has been put into practice for the first time 

this year and new for the teachers as well. As SILS office puts it Independent Study is 

designated for “those who would like to study a specific subject on a more advanced level”. 

There is a number of requirements that need to be met and some level of paperwork that needs 

to be done to be able to register for an Independent Study course. Since Independent Study is 

conducted as individual ‘private’ lessons one needs the approval of the teacher they would 

like to work with. This year, we have been sent a list of teachers who were offering 

Independent Study courses and we were only allowed to choose a teacher from that list and 

since it requires the teacher’s approval too in practice, you can only work with a teacher who 

knows you (i.e. you have taken his/her class before). If the teacher agrees to have you as an 

Independent Study student you need to provide two more documents; a recommendation letter 

from your home institution and a study plan of three or four pages describing your 



background, the method of the study, your objectives etc. Once you submit all of the 

documents your application goes to Dean’s office for the screening and soon before the start 

of the next semester you will be informed about the decision. In my case, I have applied to be 

an Independent Study student with my “Modern British History” professor, Assoc. Prof. 

Matthew Sterenberg to work on Scottish history and Nationalism in Scotland. Even though it 

sounds like a difficult procedure in practice it’s rather easy, after talking with the teacher you 

would like to work with you only need to ask for a recommendation letter from one of your 

teachers at Sciences Po, draft a study plan and submit those to the SILS Office. Currently I am 

meeting my professor every other week for approximately one hour in order to discuss the 

topics and readings he has assigned me and it is definitely an intellectually fulfilling 

experience as sitting in a class room full of other students and being face to face with a 

teacher are very different. I enjoy our discussions very much and I am glad I have gone 

through to procedure, I believe it was definitely worth it.  

To conclude this section, I am happy to say that overall Waseda has broadened my 

horizons thanks to the vast number of classes offered in various themes and subjects. After 

focusing on Europe and Asia in the Sciences Po Le Havre campus, it was good to have some 

intellectual diversity. I can assuredly say to students who wish to come to Waseda that there is 

no doubt they will enjoy their academic experience here. 

 

II. Comparative Dimension of My Experience 

 

A. Being the “Other” in Japan 

As it is known to almost everybody who is even slightly interested in Japan, as a 

foreigner in Japan you are not a real person but a “gaijin” (or “gaikokujin” for the politically 

correct) which is a blessing and a curse at the same time. Although originally the term was 

derogative nowadays it does not necessarily imply inferiority. As a big generalization (I must 

note that like any other generalization there are countless exceptions) in the eyes of the 

Japanese, people are divided into two categories; the Japanese and the gaijin. And in a much 

more subtle way, the gaijin are divided into three sub-categories; other Asians, white people 

and the rest. Even though I wouldn’t go as far as calling Japanese society as a racist one, 

minor level open discrimination is widespread. For example, it is not rare to see izakayas 

(Japanese style pub/bar) having signs outdoor such as “Foreigners not welcome”, “We do not 



welcome troublesome foreigners” etc. or white people (or people with tattoos for that matter) 

being denied entry to “onsen” –Japanese hot springs. Despite the institutionalized forms of 

discrimination, one experiences far lower levels of discrimination at the individual level 

especially in a city like Tokyo where people are considerably more used to foreigners. In my 

case, I have not experienced anything that went beyond conspicuous staring and gossips in the 

subway. 

 

 As I have mentioned before, being a foreigner can be a blessing as well. For instance, 

schools strongly tend to hire foreigners for English teaching jobs over Japanese people even if 

their English level is very high; I had the impression that if a school faces a choice between 

two individuals who have similar backgrounds and comparable attainment in English, it 

would be more likely to choose the foreign candidate. Also, foreigners can sometimes get 

away with small ‘violations’ of the strict societal rules; it is not impossible for a foreigner to 

be pardoned for buying the wrong ticket in the subway, using chopsticks inappropriately 

while eating or not using proper language (Japanese language dictates the usage of an entirely 

different set of vocabulary when speaking with people who are hierarchically above you such 

as senior citizens or your boss. Socially speaking it also provides certain advantages on top of 

the disadvantages I have mentioned; in a bar or café Japanese people are much more likely to 

approach you and strike up a conversation with you, asking you about your country, your 

reason to be in Japan etc. whereas my Asian friends who are also foreigners told me they 

almost never experience such friendliness. In fact, I have made quite some friends outside of 

the school by just being a foreigner who happen to be at a bar in the beginning of my stay in 

Japan. But I would like to emphasize strongly once more that the description I have given 

merely reflects my own personal experience in Japan and might not represent the Japanese 

behavior towards foreigners most accurately. 



I would like to also note that whether you are a foreigner or not Japanese people are 

remarkably reserved in general, and they seem to be shy in the beginning even when they are 

among themselves which was a striking contrast from what I was used to coming from a 

Mediterranean country where people are far more straightforward.  

 

B. Socio-Cultural Context: Being in the Middle of the Change 

Japanese is a country which people enjoy to describe through stereotypes. Part of the 

reason behind this is the well-rooted and static culture of the Japanese society; Japan is often 

given as the bastion of a good balance between modernity and tradition. Japanese people do 

not speak English much, this proud nation is happy to remain mono-linguistic during the Age 

of Globalization; for Japan as long as there are enough people to conduct business abroad that 

is sufficient. Japanese women, for years, had one of the lowest participation to workforce 

rates among the OECD countries; the role of woman is to stay at home and be responsible for 

the raising of children. Family is important in Japan, Japanese people are expected to marry 

one day and a vast majority of them is willing to. Japan has a huge, nationwide “Don’t ask, 

don’t tell” policy, not only towards LGBT people but towards all cultural minorities. Yet, all 

of those are changing. I spent my year in Japan when all of these notions were being 

challenged. Even though the change seems to be occurring slowly it is possible to ‘feel’ it and 

I am confident it will be much more visible in the coming few years. The popular (and highly 

controversial) PM Shinzo Abe had vowed to reshape certain aspects of the Japanese society 

and he seems to enjoy remarkable support. Women may be willing to marry and have children 

one day but they also do want to participate in the workforce, more and more women voice 

their frustration due to lack of familial support for working women. English schools are 

booming everywhere in Japan, even though Japanese people are still a bit scared of English 

(and foreign languages in general) tens of thousands of parents are sending their children to 

language schools during the weekends beginning as early as the age 4, similarly companies 

increasingly require their new recruits to be fluent in English and hire more international 

graduates.  

In the environment of slow yet vivid change, I found myself as a fascinated observer. I 

could clearly see the ‘old’ order and traditions that has been established for decades and I 

obeyed them accordingly; I have tried to learn the proper use of language, accustomed myself 

with Japanese practices at social gatherings and so on. I appreciated the environment in which 

I was situated that enabled me to appreciate the Japanese culture but what I appreciated even 



more was the opportunity to witness the spark of change; almost every single young person 

whom I met complained about the status quo of the Japanese society and I could see how 

willing they were to change it.  

I believe this experience allowed me to understand and appreciate Japan better; at first 

despite my fascination and enthusiasm about Japan was a country where I could never see 

myself spending more than a few years and I was even somewhat pessimistic regarding my 

upcoming stay in Japan due to strict social rules; however now I learned to appreciate and 

enjoy this country and if Japan ever manages to change itself toward a more global and 

accepting country I believe I can easily spend a decade living here.  

 

C. Academic Differences 

To begin with, the class registration system at Waseda was completely different than 

that of Sciences Po. In Sciences Po and many other universities students usually ‘camp’ 

before their computers in order to be able to register for the classes they would like to take 

before the class reaches its full capacity. At Waseda however, there are three registration 

periods and the distribution of classes is decided by the administration; during the first class 

registration period, students register for the classes they would like to take without having to 

race against time. A week later the ‘results’ of the first class registration is announced, those 

who couldn’t sign up for their preferred classes register for the classes remained available or 

those who changed their minds can drop the classes in which they were registered. It follows 

the same principle for a third time and if then, a student was not able to register for enough 

classes in order to fulfill the minimum credit requirement a ‘relief registration’ is offered. 

Although in the beginning it sounded a bit unfair since there was nothing we could do about 

our class selection, the system seems to be working fairly well as I was able to register for the 

majority of the classes I wanted. 

 As for the class content, I haven’t observed a significant difference between Sciences 

Po and Waseda the academic level was expectedly matching. Yet, at this point I must mention 

that Sciences Po student body is much more engaged and aware of the world they live in and I 

can proudly argue that Sciences Po students have a fundamentally stronger base of knowledge 

as I have seen examples such as people who have never heard of the name “Lenin” in my 

Russian history class or did not know that there was a civil war going on in Syria. Fortunately 

this did not lead to a lower academic level in most of the classes.  



 I also observed a bit more flexibility in the writing of papers regarding format and 

structure. In general we were required to produce more papers than in Sciences Po but they 

were usually shorter in length. Naturally there was no expectation of following the ‘two parts 

and two sub-parts’ structure which is the signature structure of Sciences Po.  

 One thing that is significantly different is the final exams at Waseda. A considerable 

number of my classes didn’t have final exams at all and we were graded based on our 

performance during class and at mid-term exams throughout the semester. In the classes we 

did have a final exam, it never exceeded the duration of a class period and we weren’t 

generally asked to write a single lengthy dissertation. I found the system at Waseda preferable 

over the Sciences Po system as it allowed students to compensate if one of their exams did not 

go as well as they’d wish; it also put the emphasis on the actual knowledge of the subject 

rather than the ability to convey it. Even though I believe being able to convey the knowledge 

through a written medium is an important skill to have, I had the impression that in Sciences 

Po one could easily get a lower grade even if they grasped the required amount of information 

on the course subject.  

 

III. My Development 

A. What Have I Learnt? 

Even though I have majored in Law during my studies in Sciences Po, most of the 

classes I have taken at Waseda were history classes. I already had the familiarity with the field 

but since I did not major in it at Sciences Po my knowledge was limited; at Waseda, however 

I truly dwelled into history thus, increasing my knowledge of the field. In addition to history, I 

improved my Japanese skills without a doubt. Many Japanese classes I took improved my 

knowledge of kanji and communication skills. After spending almost a year in Japan I am 

definitely more confident when I speak Japanese. Furthermore, the Japanese classes also 

helped me better express myself in professional situations. Every day I am growing more 

confident and more able to speak with a boss or a colleague in an office environment which is 

a crucial skill for anybody who considers any form of employment (voluntary internship or 

paid job alike) in Japan.  

Like any other experience of living abroad Japan taught me a lot in terms of human 

interaction and qualities. Japanese people’s actions and reflectively the Japanese language are 

very subtle and indirect. People would almost never openly refuse an offer in Japan, it is the 

other person’s ‘duty’ to read the signs and withdraw the offer, similarly Japanese people 



would almost never voice discontent which can lead to confusion and misunderstandings 

sometimes. Spending time in Japan taught me how to read those signs, how to approach 

Japanese people without stepping into their personal boundaries and how to communicate 

with them without coming out as too direct or rude (rude and direct mean almost the same 

thing in the Japanese context).  

Moreover, Japan has surprisingly taught me how similar my own culture to the French 

one. When I was in France I used to think Turkish and French cultures were very different 

from each other; one being Mediterranean and the other being Western European. However 

when I was confronted in a culture that is radically different than my own, I realized how 

much in common French and Turkish cultures had; from our life styles to our food all those 

differences that I thought were big became minimal when compared to the Japanese one.  

 

B. My Discoveries regarding My Academic and Professional Future 

My experience in Japan made me realize one thing that is very important; the fact that 

I would like to pursue an education history. The classes I took at Waseda helped me 

understand how much I was interested in it and how I could see myself having a career in 

history. This doesn’t necessarily mean my interest in international relations has diminished 

but it certainly made me adopt a more history-oriented approach. 

Second, having lived in Japan now I understood that this country where I could never 

see myself in offered much more than I thought. My experience in Tokyo definitely made me 

fell in love with this city and made it one of my favorite cities in the world; a friend once 

jokingly called me a ‘Tokyo snob’ since I would compare any city to Tokyo (and conclude 

Tokyo was better) which shows my appreciation of the city. Of course, Tokyo is not a 

flawless city and it has its own issues (overpopulation, expensive cost of living etc.) but I am 

glad I had the opportunity to spend some time in this magnificent city.   

 

Conclusion 

When I first came to Japan I had only question in my mind: “did I make the right 

decision?” In my first few days in Tokyo I was even alienated; I was lost and I had put my 

goals aside. But Japan changed it quickly, by the end of my first month in Tokyo I was 

already enjoying this vibrant capital and even began toying with the idea of staying here. 

Now, in mid-May, I only have two more months of class left until I finish my undergraduate 

studies and I feel fulfilled. To tell the truth, despite all the progress I have made I regret not 



focusing enough on Japanese a bit. However, in every other aspect, I feel accomplished and 

satisfied. My goal was to continue enrich myself academically and study Japanese and I have 

done both. More importantly I now have a clearer vision of my future and I am happy to say 

that this future hopefully will include Japan in it. 

 

  



Annex 

1) Administrative Proceedings 

 Getting the Visa 

Getting the visa is one of the easiest steps. You only a few documents and the most 

important you need to have is the Certificate of Eligibility; a document which your university 

in Japan will send to Sciences Po for you. Once you have that certificate you need to fill out a 

visa application form explaining the reason of your visit. Basically those are the only two 

documents that I needed to get my visa but you should be careful since there might be 

country-specific requirements too. You can find the information about the documents on the 

webpage of the embassy or consulate which you are planning to apply to. I don’t know about 

other countries but the Japanese Embassy in Ankara issues my visa the following day of my 

application and apparently it is not rare that they issue on the very same day.  

 Getting Your Residence Card (Zairyuu Card/ 在留カード) and Work Permit 

Once you land in Japan before officially entering the country, you should go to the 

Immigration Office at the airport and show the officer your long-term student visa. Right on 

the spot the officer will create your card and give it to you. I’d also recommend you to get 

your work permit while getting your residence card since otherwise you will have to go to 

your local municipal office (kuyakusho) and get it after waiting in a long queue. If you decide 

to get it at the airport the only thing you need to do is to fill out a form that you will be given 

by the Embassy when you get your visa and give it to the officer with your documents. They 

will stamp the back of your residence card stating how many hours you can legally work in 

Japan. 

 Accommodation 

Finding an accommodation can be really difficult as a foreigner in Japan. I know Waseda 

offers dorms for international students but since I opted for private housing from the very 

beginning I have almost no knowledge about the dorms. As for private housing, your major 

challenges will be; finding a place (obviously), paperwork (a lot of paperwork) and price. I 

worked with an English speaking real estate agency called Enplus; the staff was friendly and 

helpful and they picked me up with a car to show me the places and always gave me a ride 

back to my hotel. At this point, I strongly advise you to spare at least two weeks (or even a 

month) to find a place; since finding a place is difficult and the paperwork takes a lot of time 

it will take at least a week to be able to move in even after finding a place. I made the mistake 



of arriving in Tokyo a week before the orientation started and ended up “hostel hopping” for 

two weeks. Also, as it is common to the extent of becoming standard practice, apartments in 

Japan include a fee called “key money” which is equivalent to one month’s rent; there is no 

way to explain key money, it is just a fee you have to pay extra in order to get an apartment. 

Also, as a foreigner they will probably ask you to pay a deposit (again, one month rent’s 

worth) but they will return it to you once you move out. Finally, the agency fee will probably 

be one month rent’s worth as well.  

Once you find an agency and a place you need to have a guarantor to be able to sign the 

contract and that guarantor must be a Japanese national which is the most difficult part of 

getting a housing contract. Another relatively minor but annoying detail is the fact that you 

need to have a Japanese phone number in order to be able to sign the contract yet ironically 

you need a permanent address in Japan to be able to get a phone contract as well. If you are 

struck in this situation you can use a friend’s number to sign the contract and later change it 

once you get your own or as I did you can get a pre-paid phone which doesn’t require an 

address and later get another phone with a contract. I also strongly advise you to go for 

furnished apartments like I did if you consider private housing otherwise you will need to buy 

furniture for your apartment as well.  

Dealing with accommodation was the biggest challenged I faced in Japan but in the end I 

had a lovely apartment in Shinjuku with a beautiful view. Also, it must be noted that Japanese 

apartments are extremely small and your apartment will likely not exceed 20 m2 in size. One 

upside of my current apartment is internet being included in the rent. 

 

2) Practical Information 

First thing you will notice in Japan is how safe it is. Tokyo which is the world’s biggest 

city according to certain calculations is a remarkable safe city. The amount of safety one can 

enjoy in Tokyo is certainly pleasant. Second, it is impossible not to be in awe of the massive 

infrastructure; in Tokyo you can take the train literally to anywhere you would like to go. The 

metro system is fairly easy and useful but it is run by three major independent companies (and 

various others who run single lines) and if you have to change stations switching from one 

company to another you need another ticket; also Tokyo railway network’s fare is not fixed 

but distance based which means the further you’d go the more you need to pay. A trip to the 

airport from the city center can easily cost you 2500 yen (around 25 USD). Train within the 

city is unfortunately not cheap either; the closest distances will cost you something between 



140 yen to 170 yen (approx.1.40-1.70 USD). In any case, you will definitely use the subway a 

lot if not every day. I’d advise you to get a PASSMO or SUICA card (they’re the same); even 

though they don’t give you any discount they are extremely useful as they will help you save 

a lot of time and you can actually use the money in them for other purchases.  

One thing I will definitely miss (and I’m sure anybody who ever lived in Tokyo would) is 

the convenience stores or as the Japanese call them, the “kombini”. Three major chains of 

kombini are 7/11, Family Mart and Sunkus and you will see them all over the state; actually it 

is not rare to see two or three stores of the same chain on one single street. The kombinis are 

open 24/7 and in 7/11’s case you can even withdraw money; few examples of what you can 

do at kombinis are: send a fax, print or photocopy a document, print photos, pay your bills, 

buy tickets for events, buy plane tickets and get your mail delivered (from Amazon etc.).  

As for the campus, Waseda is a pretty well-equipped campus and it is spacious with 

greenery everywhere; you will probably find most of the things you will need either on the 

campus konbini (Family Mart) or the campus co-op store. You can also buy your textbooks 

from the campus coop store along with official Waseda goodies such as baseball caps, t-shirts, 

ties, pens etc. Waseda has a gym for sports enthusiast as the school has one of the leading 

baseball teams in the National League.  

For academic purposes, Waseda has reading rooms and computer rooms almost in every 

single building on the campus. It has has two major libraries; the Central Library and the 

Toyama Library, I don’t know for sure but I believe Waseda Library is among the biggest 

university libraries in Japan since it is simply massive.  

Also, there is a number of cafés, restaurants and book stores in the close proximity of the 

campus and since it is only about 10 minutes walking away from Takada no Baba Station 

(mid-sized station on the extremely central Yamanote Line) you can easily find anything other 

than the basics around the campus as well.  

The only downside of the campus, in my opinion is the fact that the closest subway station 

(Waseda Station) is only on one single line which means if you need to go somewhere (which 

is not on Tozai Line) by train you either have to walk to another station or take the Tozai Line 

from Waseda Station and then change.   

 

3) Budget 

Tokyo is a very expensive city; it is constantly ranked among the top 10 most expensive 

cities in the world and you will soon realize that. Everything you can imagine is expensive in 



this city only two exceptions are eating out and small kitchen utensils for reasons unknown to 

me. When you shop for groceries for the first time you will realize the absurdity of the prices, 

it is considered normal that a single apple or a single tomato would cost 100 yen (1 USD). As 

one might guess, the reason for that is Japan being an island nation with not enough farm 

lands (and the Japanese government’s protective agricultural policy). The rent is expensive 

too, if you live in a share house or in the university dorms you would pay a rent that is around 

750 USD per month in total; with all of my amenities and internet included I pay 

approximately 950 USD per month. My rent is slightly expensive due to my apartment’s 

central position. 

 Yet, you don’t need to worry, with careful planning and maybe with a student job you 

can have a decent life that is comfortable enough. I plan my budget based on US Dollars and 

so far 2.000 USD per month (including everything) was a good enough budget for me. I think 

one can still live with less than that if they are willing to be more strict with their leisure 

activities.  

 

4) Travelling  

Having backpacked through Japan five years ago (I’ve been to 13 different cities from 

Tokyo to Nagasaki) I didn’t prioritize destinations within Japan. Also the fact that I had to go 

to school 6 days a week was a major handicap for me to travel in the first semester. However I 

did travel. My travels within Japan were usually day trips and I had longer trips to abroad. 

 

Kamakura: Former seat of the Kamakura Shogunate during late Medieval Ages. 

Kamakura is famous for its beautiful temples (Shinto and Buddhist) and also its beaches. 

Kamakura is only 1 hour away from Tokyo by train and it is definitely worth a visit at one 

point of your stay. 

Yokohama: Yokohama is famous for its Chinatown and anything related to China in 

Japan. Personally speaking, it is not one of my favorites but it is an interesting place to visit 

nonetheless. 

Odaiba: Odaiba is another place where you can access in around 1 hour from Tokyo, it is 

famous for its big modern buildings, a giant Gundam robot and its hot springs (onsen). You 

should be careful though, some onsen do not admit foreigners and no onsen allow people with 

tattoos in. 



Kawasaki: Again, Kawasaki is only 1 hour away from Tokyo. It is mostly famous for the 

(in)famous Kanamara Matsuri which literally translates as the Festival of the Steel Phallus. 

During the festival two giant wooden phalli is carried around the town. These days it became 

more of a tourist attraction.  

Tsukuba: To tell the truth, there isn’t much in Tsukuba. Tsukuba is a very new city which 

brands itself as the ‘Science City’ the city is famous for its university (Tsukuba University) 

which is very prestigious for its engineering and science departments and robots! You can 

visit the city and the latest robots Japanese technology has created. It can also be a nice 

alternative for Hanami (cherry blossoming season) as parks in Tokyo will be packed with 

people.  

Osaka: My only ‘real’ trip outside Tokyo was to Osaka when I went there with a friend 

right after Christmas. It is the second biggest city in Japan (after Tokyo) and it is famous for 

its delicious okonomiyaki and funny accent (Kansai-ben). There is rivalry between Tokyo and 

Osaka and dwellers of both cities like to pick on each other. Okonomiyaki is one my favorite 

Japanese foods, so that alone is a good enough reason for me to go there. If you have the time 

you should go and check the city out for yourself! 

 During my third year in Japan, I have been to two other Asian countries (so far); China 

and Korea. 

 China: I went to China to mostly visit my friends from Sciences Po who are doing 

their third year there. I spent around one week in Beijing, four days in Shanghai and two days 

in Xian. All three were really impressive in their own way. Even though there wasn’t much 

left of ancient Xian, the Terracotta Soldiers made lengthy trip worth it. As for Shanghai and 

Beijing, they are two different worlds on their own. I consider myself really lucky to be able 

to fit all three cities in one trip. Even though I really enjoyed my trip to China at the end of the 

trip I couldn’t help but think how glad I was to be spending my third year in Japan. 

 Korea: Actually, I wasn’t planning to go to Korea. My father told me he would be in 

Seoul for a conference for five days in March and offered to buy me plane tickets in order to 

meet me (since we haven’t seen each other since September). Since it was the last two weeks 

of our two-months-long Spring Break I had the time and went to Seoul. I found Korea to be 

really similar with Japan; walking down the streets of Seoul felt almost no different than 

walking down the streets of Tokyo. I assume one needs to spend more time in both cities to be 

able to see subtle differences. The five imperial palaces and the Memorial Museum of Korean 

War are definitely must-sees in Seoul.  


