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It has been several months since my thrilling trip to Japan. The excitement and anticipation I felt have been replaced with the anxiety of putting together two presentations and a written report. However, as I go through the process of sorting through hundreds of photos I am also re-living my journey. My ten-day trip to Japan has impacted me both as a lover of travel and as an educator.

The biggest challenge for me when putting together the presentation and reviewing my pictures was trying to classify what aspects of my trip would be interesting to younger children, what would keep the attention of the older Lawrence students, and what aspects I personally found the most memorable. What could I present to the students that they couldn't learn by reading books and surfing the Internet? Another important message I wanted to express is that traveling is a wonderful way to observe similarities and differences between cultures in order to learn from each other. I introduced the 4th-8th grade students to some Japanese words that I found very useful on my trip-Oishii (tasty), sugoi (awesome), and ichi go ichi e (once in a lifetime encounter). These words are also useful in summing up my wonderful experience.

Many of my favorite memories of Japan are of the numerous delicious meals I ate! Out of all of the wonderful sights and culture I was exposed to, how was it that my favorite memories all focused around food??? Upon further reflection, I realized that enjoying the taste of the food was only one part of my experience. It was the conversations and personal connections that were made while dining that truly made it memorable. I was also intrigued by the way the Japanese meals reflected Japanese culture.

I have a hard time remembering what I had for dinner two nights ago, but when I think about my trip to Japan, I can remember almost every meal I ate! I was very eager to try new foods, and I feel very fortunate because I was exposed to a large variety of traditional Japanese food that I can't get in America. All of the food was oishii, but it was spending time with my Japanese hosts that made the experiences ichi go ichi e. Mrs. Kumazawa and Mrs. Kato made special meals for me, which I really appreciated. I especially enjoyed sitting down with their families for the meals. I was able to talk with the kids about their lives in Japan and what they remember about Boston and the USA.

Eating school lunch with Yoka's 4th grade class was another favorite experience. Again, it wasn't just the taste that I enjoyed, but rather seeing the entire process. Students learned about personal responsibility and how to work together by serving each other and cleaning up. I also noticed that the food the school served was much healthier than the lunches that many American children eat.

When I spent time with Komura-san and Isobe-san, we ate two meals that are both special memories. At our first dinner communicating was difficult because of the language barrier. Luckily, Komura-san and I both brought pictures to share, and the three of us exchanged gifts, so we found several successful ways to communicate. The following day we had an interpreter. That was wonderful because it allowed us to share stories and learn even more about each other.

As a physical education teacher, I am in the special position to get to know many Japanese students. I was so excited and surprised to see so many of my former students in Japan! Whether it was the traditional meal of okonomi-yaki with the Takahashi family, the formal meal at the Kyoto reunion, or the casual meal at the Children's hall in Tokyo, they are all special memories because of the time I was able to spend with the students and their families.

Spending time with Miho and Yuri was another special treat! Also, Akiko was correct in her description of Kitano Sensei. At my dinner with Mr. Kitano, his teaching assistant, and Yuri, we had a lot of sake and many, many laughs!

Finally, sugoi is the perfect word for describing the entire trip. It is a humbling feeling to realize all of the time and effort that went into planning my trip to Japan. I can't thank everybody enough for all of his or her hard work. No detail was overlooked! Also, all of the people I met in Japan were so kind and helpful and went out of their way to make my experience wonderful. In this age of technology, it is very easy to learn about different cultures. However, no matter how simple it is to look up pictures and facts on the computer, it still doesn't compare to the experience of traveling and immersing oneself into another culture. The thrills of tasting new food, struggling with an unfamiliar language, learning proper etiquette, viewing historical sights, and making new friends and connections are incomparable.

