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In November 2004, I was chosen by the SET-J members, Lawrence School, and the PTO to go on a ten day trip to visit Japan. This was an experience I will never forget because I learned much more than I anticipated. When I applied for the trip, I thought it would open a window into the Japanese culture, giving me a better understanding of where my Japanese students came from. With this information I could hopefully better prepare them for readjustment when they returned home. As the trip was carefully prepared and I was briefed and consulted on every aspect of the itinerary and the planning, I never expected that the underlying theme that would keep reoccurring throughout the trip was RESPECT. This theme was present in all aspects of the Japanese culture at home, at school, in the streets, in their history and even in their technology.

Home Culture (Homestay)

At the airport I was greeted by two of my former students' families and that made me feel very happy and safe. I must admit that coming to a new country and not speaking the language very well was a little scary. Seeing the familiar and smiley faces of the families was a very nice welcome. The parents took great care of me making sure I had all I needed for my trip (train, passport, exchange money etc.) When I got to the house, I was immersed into the Japanese culture. I quickly learned that it was important to leave the shoes at the door. I normally feel more comfortable without shoes, but I learned that it was a sign of respect for the household to keep the dirt out of the house. As I entered the beautiful house, I was directed to the dining room where a feast was waiting for me. I could not believe that they had cooked all of this in my honor. The food was delicious and the company was great. It was fun to practice a little bit of my Japanese, even though I used mostly baby/infantile Japanese. In return, I helped my hosts practice their English. Since my hosts knew I had a busy day, they drew me a bath and sweetly and thoughtfully suggested I give it a try. It was the best bath ever! The water was really hot and remained so for the hour I soaked in. I felt much better when I was done and felt renewed enough to start my journey. I was very touched that my hosts went through so much trouble to make me feel welcomed in their home. That wonderful experience was repeated with each of the home stays. The families helped me with my Japanese, my luggage, my shopping, and my sightseeing. All was done with great taste, a lot of fun and a great deal of respect.

School culture

During my trip, I got to visit several area schools. The first thing that struck me was the fact that once again I had to remove my shoes prior to entering the schools. I understood that removing shoes in a private home was a sign of respect but people also have to do so upon entering a school. There were shoe lockers in front of every school I visited made available for that purpose. I was impressed by the way all the schools whether private or public were so spotless and clean. Not a peck of paper on the floor. I wondered how they kept the school so clean. Well, it turns out that the students are responsible for keeping the schools clean: they sweep, mop, and clean windows. They do it without complaining and whining. It has become part of who they are. They are very proud of their school and respect it enough to treat it just like the place they live. School is not just a place to learn but a second home. As I continued my visits, I was also astonished by the way the children's attention was constantly glued onto the teacher. I never once saw a teacher having to remind a student to look at the board or to stop talking to a friend. Even as I was visiting the classroom, I was greeted politely, but quickly the children went back to listening to their teacher or doing their own work. However, when it was time to ask me some questions, I was surprised to see the flow of questions they had for me. Questions and comments varied from "What is it like to go to school in America" to "We wished we could have snack in Japan"! Being Haitian, I thought it would be such a great diversity topic to discuss with the kids since we look so very different from each other. But, there were not many comments about it. However, I felt a little bit like a celebrity when kids would ask to take pictures with me everywhere I went!

Street culture

During my sightseeing throughout the country, it was remarkable to see how differently the towns were from the cities. In the Ibaraki prefecture, the houses were a little more spacious, there were many two-floor homes and there were fewer people on the street. In contrast, things were a lot different in Tokyo. There were many tall buildings which reminded me of New York City and there were lots of people on the street. One noticeable thing however, whether in the suburb or the city, was the cleanliness of the streets and how well they were maintained. Given that there were no garbage barrels on the streets that I could see, it seems people kept their trash until they could dispose of it properly. There are no signs that require people to not litter or to pick up after their dog, it is just done. It is done out of respect for themselves and respect to others. At every restaurant or shopping center I entered, there were greeters welcoming me and thanking me for coming in whether or not I bought anything.

Every meal was a work of art. The food was always so beautifully presented it was hard not to try it. In all the stores I made purchases, everything was individually and beautifully wrapped. Some of them were so nicely wrapped I did not even want to see what was inside.

I had the opportunity to visit several Temples and Shrines. It is incredible the amount of work that is done to preserve the natural environment. There were several bamboo forests, ponds, and rock gardens that were so beautiful because people have learned to come near and admire nature and show respect by not disturbing it. There were many signs put in place but it was obvious that they were for the tourists because most of them were written in English.

Technology

Japanese technology is so advanced and it is everywhere. I had to get used to the technological aspect of the cities and towns that looked very traditional but with all of today's technology. Signs and billboards in the streets have electronic messages in different languages. It was easy for me to catch the famous fast train "Shinkansenn” because the signs were written in Japanese but with the letters of the English Alphabet. Cell phones were very popular too. Everyone had a cell phone, particularly Middle school and High school students. In the homes, most of the appliances "spoke": the microwave, the clock, the watch, the oven, the bath, and the toilet because they are all computerized. So when my bath was ready, I could hear a voice saying in Japanese that the water is at the desired temperature and is ready to be used! I really had to get used to the noise inside the homes.

History - Hiroshima

My visit to The Peace Museum in Hiroshima was one I will never forget. I entered the Museum expecting beautiful art and sculptures that characterize Japan and a place that symbolizes peace. Once I entered the building, I was handed a headphone and a map that allowed me to listen to the history of Hiroshima in English. There were many visuals such as paintings, three-dimensional structures etc. I knew about the atomic bomb and knew how awful it was, but to actually be there and hear about people who lived it reinforced how absolutely dreadful this tragedy was. At the museum I was first impressed by the architectural look of Hiroshima before the 1945. There were many buildings and it was a thriving city. I was taken aback by the amount of information and artifacts that were preserved. Mostly, I was overwhelmed by the three dimensional scenes that were so graphic and depicted so much pain and death. Not only did the bomb itself destroy the whole town and most of its people, but its aftermath also had even greater disastrous effects, namely the Black Rain. There were multiple stories of children dying, or slowly getting ill that day, and I can still hear the story teller saying that "our faith was sealed because it was a beautiful clear, sunny, and calm day outside ... " I think these words will probably haunt me for the rest of my life. I still cannot believe that something so awful happened not too long ago. It made me ponder, "had we really learned anything from the Hiroshima tragedy?" and I began to feel sad. However, my conversation with the Atomic-Bomb survivor put things in perspective. He told me "I know what you saw was terrible. I lived and I survived it. That is why we have to do whatever we can so that Hiroshima never happens again"! He told me that if everyone did their part whether within their own

families, within their own community, within their own environment to respect one another and treat each other kindly and fairly we are guaranteed that Hiroshima will not be repeated.

Going to Japan has opened my eyes to a new culture. I learned a lot more from my trip to Japan than I had previously envisioned. I learned some Japanese. I also learned to be respectful of others and to show more respect towards nature, the world, my community and my family. I am more aware of little things that make a world of difference such as encouraging children to keep their cubbies clean, having students remove their wet and dirty shoes upon entering their classroom, and going out on walks and appreciating nature a little more. I also learned to incorporate a lot more peace oriented lessons into my curriculum. I will never forget Japan and I cannot wait to go back to visit again. I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Lawrence School, the PTO and especially the SET-J members and TBE for all their hard work and efforts in making this trip an exceptional experience for me.
