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Study Abroad: the Sweet and the Bitter

Graduate School of Science and Technology -+ Ould Elemine Cheibany (Mauritania)

Ever since my elementary school years, like any other African
kids, my dream was to study abroad, be a doctor and discover a
new horizon. My dream came true when I was granted a
scholarship for graduate studies in Japan after the four years of
hard work at a university in Mauritania, my country.

The opportunity to study in Japan was not really my wish
because of a language barrier, the lack of information about
Japan, and in addition its location that is far away from my home
country. However, I accepted the challenge. For us, Japan meant
the country of samurai, sumo, computers, and cars. Thinking
about the work ahead, I was anxious but also excited to discover
a new life style and a new way of thinking and finally meet the
samurai. I really expected to see a samurai right after I go out of
the airport. Instead, I met a nice Monbusho staff whose French
competence was only “Je t’aime.” For me, landing after a two-
days trip, with no more than two Japanese words in my head, this
signaled the beginning of the challenge. The first few days
getting used to my new environment was the most I could do. It
was my first experience that I had to spend more than 2 hours in a
room by myself. Growing up in a large family with many
brothers and uncountable number of cousins, being alone was a
strange experience but I enjoyed it for a while. I must say that I
enjoyed the international environments I was in, many people
from all over the world, new friends, many places to visit, parties,
and lots of kanji to memorize, too. I particularly enjoyed the
discussions and chats I had with students from a volunteer circle
of Niigata University even though I needed to mix some French,
English and some broken Japanese to express myself. They
seemed to understand me even when I couldn’t understand
myself. I never worried about doing everything right at the
first. I only needed to try to express myself as
it was the challenge.

Pherry Blossoms Party at the Bank ™

of the Shinano River (K AER) B
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Trip to Sado Island with
Foreign Friends (AX AW IETE)

The first months were full of joy and surprises, that is,
memories that will remain forever with me. 1 went out to a
convenient store to buy sugar but bought salt or brought vinegar
instead of oil, or confused ninjin for ningen. For a foreign
student, there will be also moments of tears and sadness when
homesick little by little sets in. Sometime you may ask yourself
over and over again, ‘why am I here? Can I make it?” Even
though you may not immediately find the right answer, you will
somehow find the strength to keep going. Why? You made it
here and surely have the strength to make it through and out of
here.

As time goes by, I came to get accustomed to my new life style,
and now understand how things go. I owe this to the supports of
the Japanese and foreign friends I made but also the
communications and chats with my supervisors. Many of you
will find it sometime hard to get hold of your teachers, but you
should never get disappointed. After all, it is your supervisors
who are responsible for your studies as they are the one who have
accepted your application.

Some in the administration or other research group people may
act cold to you or seems not to understand you when you try to
communicate with them. Do not feed desperate or repulsed. Just
remember that you could have the same problem even at your
home country in an opposite way. Make yourself understood as
clearly as possible or simply ask others for help.

My big surprise was the amount of free time Japanese students
enjoy. In Mauritania, after an entire year of hard work one is still
unsure whether he will make it to the next level. In Japan,
university students spend a year almost like a vacation and don’ t
seem to be nervous about their grades. While in many countries
study at university means years of hard work, in Japan it is taken
as a time for “playing and traveling.”
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