
 

 
 
 
 

Japan Spring 2015: Struggles and Accomplishments In a New Culture 
 

 My name is Mikhail Romanchuk and I had the honor and privilege of studying at Keio 

University in Tokyo, Japan during the 2015 spring semester. I am a Finance and International 

Business double major with a vested interest in obtaining business level proficiency in Japanese. 

Hence, when I researched the student exchange opportunities available to me in the preceding 

semester, I knew fairly quickly that an exchange to Japan would not only enable me to assess my 

strengths and weaknesses in an unfamiliar setting, but also provide me with invaluable tools and 

experience to better prepare myself for the professional world. Nevertheless, my achievements 

could not have been realized without overcoming various challenges throughout my stay, the 

lessons for which I am certain will continue to impact my life considerably.  

 First and foremost, a significant hurdle I worked to overcome during my exchange to Japan 

revolved around reconciling the differences between the methods I employed to address ordinary 

matters with the “Japanese way” of accomplishing the same tasks. Basically, even if a more 

efficient way exists to accomplish a given task, unless it has been previously introduced in Japan 
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and the success was verified, the Japanese will more than likely use the methods known to them 

out of safety. This was made most apparent to me at Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation where 

I opened a student bank account to house my scholarship funds. At this point, my Japanese was 

sufficient for processing simple transactions, making basic inquiries, and engaging in light 

conversation. With careful listening, I believed that I could effectively follow the associate’s 

instructions in Japanese and I figured they were accustomed to handling foreign clients. However, 

I never expected filling the forms to open my account would be as intense of an ordeal as it was. 

While the instructions seemed clear to me, each time I made a mistake, even a slight smudge in a 

letter, I was required to input my signature and a 

special 4-digit pin number, indicating that I was 

indeed the one who corrected the error. Once I 

completed the necessary forms after three 

attempts, my foreign account was ready to accept 

all remittances from the Keio JASSO scholarship and 

the deposit of a separate fund. The process 

subsequently made me critical of the meticulous 

nature of Japanese organization that I had admired, but at the same time, I appreciated the 

professionalism the associates exhibited towards me as well as their genuine desire to assist me 

with my rather troublesome matters.  

 Perhaps the most arduous challenge for me was to accept the fact that I was still learning 

the language and making mistakes in Japanese conversation was inevitable. Sometimes I would 

plan my speech inside my mind, but accidently replace a verb with one of a similar sound, like 働
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いて (hataraite, English: to be employed) in place of 払って (haratte, English: to pay), as I 

delivered it. Therefore, when I asked an employee at a conveyor belt sushi place, “すみません、

働いてもいいですか。”(Sumimasen, hataraite mo ii desu ka?) I inadvertently requested to work 

there. The difference was substantial enough that it caused confusion and even more so, 

embarrassment for me. Luckily, I managed to communicate to them that I wanted to pay for my 

dinner, but upon exiting the restaurant, I became 

very upset with myself. The reminder of the 

evening consisted of me pondering how I could be 

so foolish as to make a novice mistake like that in 

public. Other times, within a given conversation, I 

would mistakenly switch between the polite and 

plain forms of speech, which to native Japanese 

speakers is not appropriate in any type of setting. 

The polite form is designed for use among 

acquaintances and between subordinates and 

superiors while the plain form is reserved for 

conversations between friends and family 

members. I resented making these mistakes 

because it only affirmed to those around me how inexperienced I was in the language and that at 

the most, it served as amusement to them. Eventually, I conditioned myself to embrace my errors 

and work to ensure that they would occur less frequently. Soon after, I began to notice that I 
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possessed a more positive outlook of my time in Japan and it became considerably easier for me 

to appreciate the culture more as a result.  

 Overall, I can certainly say Japan transformed me into a wiser, more culturally aware 

individual. In addition to enhancing my knowledge of finance and obtaining a basic grasp of the 

business environment in Japan, I enjoyed the rare opportunity of immersing myself in a culture 

with beliefs and values deeply contrasting those to which I am accustomed through daily 

interaction with the local population and relying heavily on my knowledge of Japanese to 

accomplish ordinary tasks. Moreover, I established and maintained a vast network of friends and 

acquaintances from countries across the globe who exposed me to a portion of their values and 

beliefs linked to their respective cultures. I wholeheartedly encourage all those who bear even the 

slightest interest of spending a semester abroad to consider doing so in Japan, regardless of their 

familiarity with the language or culture. Only in a foreign country as unique as Japan can one truly 

understand what it means to be American.   
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