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A Guide for Akita University Exchange Students
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Introduction

Even though | studied Japanese for 3 years before coming to Japan, when I got
here | felt very overwhelmed. Things like the bureaucracy, as well as everyday
preoccupations, of being a foreign exchange student often left me confused. Moreover,
even though I had been studying Japanese before coming to Japan, everything around
me suddenly being in Japanese, though not unexpected, was a little frightening. The
guidebook we were given by the University did have information about all kinds of
everyday things we would need to know, but it lacked detailed explanations. As
helpful as Akita University staff tries to be, and in most cases is, if you have never
experienced being a foreign exchange student, it is very hard to predict problems and
needs that are likely to occur. For example, students living in Maison de Cedre who
arrived a little early were left without internet for about three days. While this does
not seem like such a big problem usually, for students who have just left their country,
being able to connect with their families is a basic need.
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For the purpose of “predicting” these kinds of everyday problems, | think having
the point of view of other foreign exchange students is useful. In addition, though you
will probably need to rely on others at first, I think having some information
beforehand can help ease your mind and give you a little confidence. For those

reasons, | decided to write this “Foreign Exchange Student Guide.”
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£ — Bills
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Before you start paying your bills you will need to open up a bank account (or two.
I’1l get to that). In the days before classes start, you will be taken on several important
errands, one of those will be to the bank.

Normally, you will be asked to open an account at Akita Bank, as that is the bank
you will use to pay your bills (always make sure to have enough money in this
account). In my experience, MEXT scholarship recipients are required to open an
account at JP Bank as well because that scholarship money will be deposited directly

into that account.
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Gas Bill
Whether you live in the dorms or one of the university’s subsidized apartments,
paying the gas bill is actually very simple. If you live in the dorms, your electricity

bill is already calculated into your rent, so really, you have nothing to do!
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If you live in Maison De Cedre (or another apartment building), a notice will arrive
at your door a few days before the actual bill. That way, you can prepare yourself (and
your bank account). The first month of your stay, you will need to take the bill itself
to either the post office, the bank or the closest convenience store. Just hand it to the
cashier pay.

In the following months, you will find that you do not receive gas bill in the mail
anymore. If you look at your bank records, you will probably find that it has been
taken directly from there. But it is always best to make sure!

BRBEHEREBL T ABEGFHEREBLRILVATLATHD, —DEH Z &1L, HH
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Electricity Bill
Your electricity bill works exactly like the gas bill. Except, you will keep getting it

in the mail and have to go pay it in person. Try to make sure you pay this bill on time

as lateness may incur an interest rate (as some less cautious students have discovered).

ZZ i — Transportation
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I do not want to say that the Japanese transportation system is complicated,
because it really is not. What it is, possibly, is arranged a little differently than you
might be used to. So, in this section | will discuss some modes of transportation that |
had the chance to use, and try to make them a little easier to understand than | found

them to be at first.
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Bus

I would like to start with the payment system in Japan’s city buses. Unlike what
you may be used to, in most city buses in Japan passengers enter through the back
door and take a number from the machine, indicating the number of the stop where
they got on the bus. You will be able to tell the bus fare relevant to you by looking at
the screen at the front of the bus and finding the number of the stop you boarded on.
You pay when you get off the bus, by putting exact change into what will look like a
mini conveyer-belt beside the bus driver. If you do not have exact change, you can get
it before, or as you get off the bus.

In Akita city, | found the bus system to be relatively inconvenient. Information
about lines and times are not as easy to come by as one would like, and it takes some

getting used to. If you have time to plan, it is always a good idea to visit the Tourist

! “Akita City Tourist Board Information Center. ” Japan: the Official Guide, 20 1 448 A1 5
HZM, http://www.jnto.go.jp/eng/location/spot/tic/akita_city.html
POEDEAR Y MEBEAS A BN D, 7 BRRTTHEAE CHIEBDE, 201448H 1 2H
218 http://www.yokohama-bus.jp/akaikutsu/
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Information Center located inside Akita Station (right across from the main ticket
gate)®.

In cities that have heavier tourist traffic, you will often find flat-rate and/or cheap
loop-buses. Those will be much cheaper than regular buses and take you to many
tourist and sightseeing spots in the city you are visiting. | can personally recommend
such a bus if you plan on visiting Yokohama, but be on the lookout for them
whenever you travel®. Additionally, in most big cities you can use apps like Google
Maps to plan your routes and find the best transportation. Again, this does not work in

Akita city, but is very useful in bigger cities.

BAT/SA
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Night Bus
The cheapest way travel long distances in Japan is probably the night-bus. It is not

a very comfortable way to travel, but it is much cheaper than the alternatives. In Akita,
a night bus to Tokyo is most common, and the price ranges from around 4,000 to
around 9,000 Yen (one way). This wide range in prices is likely due to the different
kinds of buses and amenities available. For example, 3-seat buses are likely more
comfortable, and slightly more expensive than 4-seat ones. Some buses have electrical
outlets, blankets, etc. All the sites I could find are completely in Japanese, but with a

little patience, you will be able to find your way around them. Payment can be done

* “Akita City Tourist Board Information Center”
* "Yokohama Tourist spot round-trip bus Akaikutsu,” &3 <D, 201 448 A1 2 HBM,
http://www.yokohama-bus.jp/akaikutsu/en/index.html
* AT NA K BRI - BAT S AR, 7 AT S A AR TN, 20 1 44E8
H 1 3 HZHE, http://www.bushikaku.net/search/akita_tokyo/
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online with a credit card or in a convenience store (that would be my favorite
method).®

L
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Train

Unfortunately, Akita city does not have any subway lines. There are some train
stations in the city (other than Akita Station), but you will probably not find them very
useful (I have never used them myself). You will probably use the train to go to other
cities in Akita and in neighboring Prefectures. This is a relatively cheap and
convenient way to travel medium distances (1-3 hours away). For information about
lines and schedules, you can use the JR websites or go to the station yourself®. You
can inquire about tickets as well as destinations and attractions at the Tourist
Information Center, or about lines and schedules at the ticket counter. Of course, if
you have all your information already, you can always buy a ticket at the ticket

vending machine located next to the gate.

B IR 203, REMEAZ BB 258 13 MIcE <. BBtk -T
BRATHE D BN TH A, EZIATERVD, BINUEL T, —o0ffi-71F
IWNNTA EBBH D, HAAZRS, R HAAR] OFA hEMN, FEEARS,

®Ibid.
TORBAAR  HAARSRESERNSHE, T IREAAR, 20144871 1 HBM,
http://www.jreast.co.jp/index.html
® “East Japan Railway Company.” JREast. 20 1 448 H 1 1 HZM,
http://www.jreast.co.jp/e/
* R AARFRESER A KA, " IRIEAAR, 201 448 A1 1 HEM,
http://www.jreast.co.jp/akita/
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Shinkansen (Bullet Train)

Shinkansen travel is very convenient but can get pretty expensive when traveling
long distances, in some cases in more expensive than flying. Depending on where you
want to go, there are two major websites where you can get information, for travel in
East Japan, use “JR East”™* and for travel in West Japan use “JR West” site™. You
can find information about Shinkansen lines, schedules and prices, as well as order
tickets.

In any case, you can always go to Akita Station’s “View Plaza” in person and get
all the necessary information there. English speaking staff members are not a
guarantee, but as long as you have patience, they will explain to the best of their
ability until you understand. You can also pay and pick up tickets you ordered online
there. You can also, of course, purchase your ticket there directly, or from the nearby
ticket vending machines.

When purchasing a ticket, be sure to look for/ask about special discounts. Though
the seats on the Shinkansen are usually reserved (your ticket will have your seat
allocation), some lines also offer non-reserved tickets. This is a good way to save a
little money, but be sure to get to the train platform ahead of time so you can find the

Non-Reserved car and have a chance to get a seat after all.

19 )R 75 H AA—West Japan Railway Company, ” JRTEHA., 201448 H 1 1 HEBM],
https://www.westjr.co.jp/
' “East Japan Railway Company. Akita Shinkansen, Route & Maps. ~ JREast, 20 1 44E8 A 1
1 HZ. http://www.jreast.co.jp/e/routemaps/akitashinkansen.htmi
12 “West Japan Railway Company - Tickets & Bookings. ~ JRWest, 20 1 44E8 A1 1 H&M,
https://www.westjr.co.jp/global/en/travel-information/pass/
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Taxi

The cheapest cab company I know of in Akita is “Asahi” taxi. The basic fare is 710
Yen and further cost is calculated by distance, not time the drive takes. If you live in
Maison de Cedre, going to the University campus by taxi should cost you either 910
or 1,010 Yen. You might find this option very tempting during winter, and if you can
find two or three friends to share the cab with you once in a while, it will not be a

very big expense.

ek OFESE & 47> 3 > — Cellular Phones

HAROEZA L UCHEEICHBE 722 L1k, BOOEOTFWIZWERE S Z &5
RATBRIZIE VY, AHMEDBH DT A AN > TH, HARDBEFHESMITH LT A
A2 LD SIM 11— R&E5EL 7, B Wi-Fi 8y b AR > F &M~ T, Skype X7
AUREDL O RT T THICEDLE L EES TV OLAITRET LI THAI, &
XEZ, BROKEHIZS WIi-Fi &8> b ARy 307 RIKEERCIE 20, 2
AVUCHER T AREIMNIKERFF v X2 e b HALRE =Ny T X (AT
YT NBETY) o EART A ZZHEAT LI LICLTYH, Be7 7 2 RkiET
Do

One of the most irritating things for foreign students in Japan, is the fact that
getting your phone to work here is near impossible. Even if you have a compatible
device, Japanese phone companies will not sell you a SIM card without a new device.
And if you thought to just use free Wi-Fi and make do with apps like Skype and Line,
you will be pretty disappointed. Presently, even big cities in Japan do not have many
Wi-Fi hotspots, certainly not free ones. Notable exceptions to that are some places in

BUHhSOHBEKRASE - 27 0— " HEVFT—, 201448 A1 2 HBM,
http://www.taxiasahi.co.jp/taxi.html
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Akita University and, of course, any Starbucks (though there are sign-up processes for
both of those). Whichever device you decide to purchase, you will also need to decide

on a payment plan.

YRS
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Pre-Paid Phones

In my experience, the pre-paid plan is probably the cheapest option and you can
choose between smartphones or simpler devices**. Every two months you will be
required to charge your phone with either 3,000, 5,000, or 10,000 Yen®. Should you
use up all your credit, you can always purchase more. To charge your account, you
simply go to the convenient store. | have always used Family Mart, but any
convenience store should be fine. One of the automated machines will have the option
to purchase credits for your pre-paid account. You will select your desired amount,
take the receipt that will be printed to the counter and pay the amount you charged.
The clerk will than give you a paper that includes all the information you need as well
as the registration number (in both English and Japanese). Should you acquit your
account again within two months, any unused credit at the end of those two months

will be transferred, and you can continue to use it.

”»

4 “prepaid Service, Price Plans, Mobile, ” SoftBank, 20 1 448 H 1 4 H&M,
http://www.softbank.jp/en/mobile/price_plan/prepaid/
> “prepaid Services, Products,au. ” au, 201 448 H 1 6 HZRM,
http://www.au.kddi.com/english/mobile/product/prepaid/
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Other Payment Plans

This plan simply means that you will pay according to how much you use your
phone. Different plans and rates do exist depending on internet use options and the
kind of device you buy, but they are generally more expensive’. You will also be
required to sign a two-year contract. If you leave before that time (as most foreign
students do), and need to break the contract, you will be required to pay a fine of
about 10,000 Yen.

B\ ) DFT — Shopping

IO 7 v a AKHTTTH S TWORBENZRIESLYa vy 7 Z =20
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In this section | want to discuss some of the most useful stores and shopping centers that |
know of in Akita. It is by no means a comprehensive list, but since | know how disoriented
and unsure you can feel being in a new place (even worse if your Japanese level is not that

high), it is my hope that it will help you out in the first few days or weeks of your stay.

£} — Groceries

75—k
ERS RS OB FEA TWEFED - D —FER 22— =T Th b,
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1 “ZOokHeE 7T - SoftBank3G, ” SoftBank E/NA L, 2014487 14 HBMR,
http://www.softbank.jp/mobile/price_plan/3g/other-plan/
7" “Guide to Optimal Value Plan. ” NTTDocomo. 2 0 1 448 H 1 4 H& M,
https://www.nttdocomo.co.jp/english/charge/bill_plan/plan/value/standard/index.html
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Gran Mart

This is the most convenient place for grocery shopping for students living in the
International House dorms. Even living in Maison de Cedre, | usually find it very
convenient because it is on the route between the apartments and the University
Campus. While not the cheapest, this supermarket does offer a good selection of
products and includes a nice bakery section for fresh pastries, breads, pizzas etc.
Additionally, every Tuesday you can find discounts on various items, including, but

not limited to, certain fruits and vegetables.

AR b
ZDA—X—NEFID [Fonte] E/LVOHIBEIZH D, 7T ~— b & KIKFE CHLE,
N> T, —HOEMITIZL oo TORB L, FIEABMIZIZ 20135 BNEMTd
6 18o

The Garden
This Supermarket is located in the basement floor of the Fonte building next to
Akita Station. It offers roughly the same products as Gran Mart, and while some

products are cheaper, the fresh produce is usually more expensive.

<
-

E<

ZHITKHDO YL 9 — DD RKREWVWR— =< —Fy hF=2—2Thd, LIRIFEIT L
T2EHEVEVRLRNNE LRV, —DODERRER A bR b D5, HFESE
IZ—FIT WA —N—ThH 5,

iy

Itoku
This is another big supermarket chain in Akita. There is not much difference
between this and the ones | mentioned previously, except that it is closest to

International Student House dormitories.

1“7 4+ AKITA. ” Fonte ShoppingMall, 20 1 448 H 1 5 H&M,
http://www.fonteakita.com/index.html
YOS BKEEE, T nwWEL, 20144801 6 HBMH,
http://www.itoku.co.jp/shop_list/akita_higashi/index.html
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Jupiter
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This store is located in a larger store complex inside Akita station. It is accessible
through the gift-shop near the West entrance of the station. It is rather small, and not
exactly cheap, but it offers a nice selection of imported products (in case you miss

your own local food).

NEEMIE )

B MHEROEITH 2507 T, #IMT IMETHRTS] 28 L6, 3 <A
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DTN D,

Citizen’s Market

Also located near Akita Station, in the Citizen’s Market you can get fresh, local
produce. If you search Google Maps (for example) for “citizen’s market” in AKita,
you will be able to find it easily. You may find it cheaper than the big supermarkets
and the selection is usually very good. Open Monday-Saturday.

% DAt — Other
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Don Quijote

One of the first experiences I had in Akita was being taken to Don Quijote for basic
supplies. It was our first evening in Akita and a very nice student from Akita
University took us out to dinner and then to get basic necessities for the coming days.
We went to Don Quijote, which is a shopping center full of pretty much everything
you would need. That night we bought everything from futons for our beds and toilet
paper to basic groceries. | was also in dire need of new earphones at the time, which |
did find.

In short, the best things about this store are the large variety of products you can
find (seriously, pretty much everything), and the low prices, which due to the store

being tax free?.

A+ E—IL

ZHEMHORERE—NVTHD, TIICEEZORIERL L R b T OB EEECF
JERRROEE R ENSH L, ELT, Gap =70 DLIRBRLADT T N2
FThR LW/ EWVIEL, fx il OEY N TE 52,

FRERTRIN B AEON E— /LT < DIXZ ARITHEE TIEAR W, BKHERD 582N
HHB, 1,00 0MFETHD, LL, KHEROED & A A E— Ol FIZ
B v RV ASZREA s B s AT, ZLT. BHD20H - 30RIZH I D
Y MR ABITFLE . —RINIZ, v MR ZADNRMET 5 DT, RA— izl
EHL3O0MRLLEBENTIEI BN THA D,

P OHKEIE - JEHER - Ry ¥B—F . Fre®A—7, 201448015 A2,
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AEON Mall

This is Akita’s biggest mall. There you will find many, many clothes stores,
restaurants, a movie theatre, home goods stores, book stores etc. You can find familiar
brands like Gap and Uniglo, as well as smaller stores in various price ranges.

Getting to the mall is not that simple. Taking a bus from Akita station is possible,
but will cost you about 1,000 Yen each way. However, a free shuttle bus goes
between Akita station’s East Exit bus stop to the mall every Sunday, Tuesday, and
national holiday. The shuttle bus is also available on every month’s 20™ and 30",
Generally speaking, the shuttle bus is usually crowded so you had better get to the
platform at least half an hour before your intended departure.

If you plan on catching a movie, look through the Toho Cinema website for
information about not only screenings but discounts as well. There is a regular student

discount as well as discounts on certain days of the week or the month?.

EHY a7
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% “TOHO R~ AFKH : EBeA 422 —/L ” TOHO Cinemas, 20 1 448 H 1 2 HBH,
http://www.tohotheater.jp/theater/akita/index.html
P LT AMBRARF— L= NZDT 7R
% “TOHO ¥ %~ AFkH : EBRA Y 2 — 1"
7 “FKM 74— A -FORUS, ” Forus, 20 14481 15 HEM,
http://www.forus.co.jp/akita/index.html
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100 Yen Store

One of the most convenient things you will find in Japan is the 100 Yen shop. Now,
it is actually 100 Yen+tax, but that is still pretty cheap! You can find everything from
snacks to craft supplies, utensils to cleaning supplies, pillows to bento boxes and more.

In Akita, you can find Daiso notably at Aeon Mall, Don Quijote, next to HomeAc,
and on the 5™ floor of the Forus building next to Akita Station’s West exit. The most
convenient Seria is located on the 4™ floor of the Fonte building, also adjacent to

Akita Station.
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Conclusion

Your first few days or weeks in Japan might prove very tiring and sometimes
stressful for you. When 1 first got here, it took me a while to adjust, so | know the first
few days can be very hard. The purpose of this little guide is not to answer all your
questions, | could not do that even if | tried. Rather, by thinking back to the beginning
of my year in the Student Exchange Program, | tried to pass on information that I
wish I could have had then. | encourage you, of course, to explore and find your own
solutions, because that too is part of the experience. | just hope you can remember that
you are not alone, and that this is an amazing thing you are doing. Sometimes you
might feel unsure or stressed, but try not to worry about it too much. Try to trust in

yourself and the people around you that everything will work out.
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