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The decision to come and study at Tohoku University in Japan was

multi-faceted one. The reasons stem from an academic interest,
cultural intrigue, and a personal nature which involves confronting
challenges. With that being said, | will discuss the highlights and
the uncomfortable situations that a foreign student and resident
may encounter.

From a purely academic standpoint, in regards to my particular
field of study, the university provides an extremely developed
program that facilitates a high acquisition of experimental
knowledge and techniques. This was a significant attraction, along
with an abundance of resources that are internal to Tohoko
University. | had the chance to visit only for a short term previ-
ously, and was drawn to the program. The conjunction of courses,
seminars, and experimentation participation available help to
mold future researchers and professionals. The professors are
highly knowledge, helpful, and are willing to be involved in the
advancement of the students. The opportunity to work under the
advisement of Professor Hashimoto Osamu, whom is known
worldwide in nuclear physics, was included in my considerations.
My current research interest involves strangeness photoproduc-
tion. Little is known about strangeness production of neutral
particles such as A or X 0. At the Laboratory of Nuclear Science
(LNS) of Tohoku University, an electron is accelerated to 1.2GeV
and collides with a target to produce a high energy gamma-ray.
This gamma-ray is then shone onto a liquid deuterium target to
create a strange anti-strange pair. An experiment is being pre-
pared to detect the lambda and neutral Kaon in coincidence as a
result of the reaction. One of the detectors of the planned experi-
ment is called a vertex drift chamber (VDC) and | hope to play a
large role in its development and its performance tests.
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Through the looking glass
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The academic system is a stark contrast to one in the USA. A
foreign student who is not fully fluent must navigate through the
mountains of paper work in Japanese to try to understand the
procedures. Simply, things are not clearly stated or outlined. And
unless one specifically and directly asks, one spends a lot of time
in limbo of not knowing. | feel a large unspoken pressure as a
result of being a scholarship recipient, especially considering that
many Japanese graduate students are self supported. But upon
further examination, | came to conclude that in order to attract
foreign students away from home institution that will grant them
a scholarship, this must be matched or exceeded by Japanese
university. A significant challenge, in my opinion, is the more cor-
porate structure of the academic system, a result of the vertical
hierarchy of Japanese culture. This promotes a lot more meetings
than encountered in a foreign academic program for the stimula-
tion of discussion, and development of democracy. However, it
appears pseudo in nature, because of the lack of free discussion
in the sempai-kohai vertical structure. Even though | face these
differences and express my honest feelings about them, | firmly
believe that the time spent in this program, the knowledge, and

experience gained will be immeasurable in my future endeavors.
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The second motivation for journeying to Japan for study comes
from a sincere and earnest interest in Japanese culture. Itis a
unique culture, that prior to coming, | spent some time research-
ing about the history and culture on my own. But as was clearly
evident to me on just short visits, the path to really understanding
a culture is to be immersed in it. The knowledge grasped from
reading a book is quickly dwarfed by time spent involved in the
culture. Hence, in order to further my understanding of Japan’s
culture | chose to plunge into the lifestyle present only in Japan.
Living in Japan grants me the chance to take in a wonderful
country, that is aesthetically beautiful, and to participate in the
practice of Budo, of which | have pursued for 8 years, in the place
of its origin. The involvement in the pursuit of Budo has been a
guide to strengthening my character. This has been an everyday
learning experience of tremendous worth. There are a plethora of
subtle nuances that are expressed constantly by Japanese that are
present in each level of a relation, ranging from teachers, col-
leagues, friends, and random strangers. One cannot hope to
navigate or grasp this without being in the culture. As such, | feel
that it is imperative for a foreign student here to acquire a control
of the language as well. It is a vital tool for forming any kind of
sincere relations. From my own personal experience, | lacked a
buffer period that some students are granted for the facilitation of
language skills. | felt this has been a tremendous obstacle.

Lastly, there seems to be some innate part of my nature that
seeks out challenges. | pursue avenues that are not things that |
am naturally blest at, but are quite difficult. The move from one’s
home to a foreign country to study does take a leap of faith, but |
truly believe that these moments of trials are the tools to cultivate
us into better people. There are times, which | am sure all foreign
students encounter, when they are gripped by loneliness, despair,
and a sense of overwhelm. These feelings are enhanced by the
language barrier, the vagueness of Japanese language and the de-
fining group structure of Japanese society. But from my personal
experience, these are the stepping-stones along the way of life.
There is no simple answer, no escape; life should be lived and
experienced.

Brian Beckford
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