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I first started thinking about a Fulbright Scholarship 
because of my interest in Japanese history and culture. My 
dissertation research included a component of pre-WWII 
Japan, but I really didn’t know much about modern Japan. 
A Fulbright scholarship seemed a perfect way to fill the gap 
in my understanding, and, because Fulbright scholarships 
are based on the number of family members participating, 
it also offered an opportunity for my wife to share in the 
experience. The major goals of the Fulbright program as I 
understood it were twofold: 1) to give American scholars 
an opportunity to interact with and learn from the cultural 
and academic environment of the host country, and 2) to 
provide as many opportunities as possible for people and 
institutions in the host country to learn about and come 
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to understand America. Since the first one of these aligned 
almost exactly with my reasons for going to Japan, it was a 
great fit.

The application process took place over an extended 
period of time in order to align with other commitments 
in my life. The first delay came with an administrative 
assignment on campus and was extended by an 
ecclesiastical calling. I used the interim to finish and 
publish a research project that connected Japanese and 
American history in a way that better prepared me to apply 
for and receive the Fulbright.

I applied for a professional development leave about a 
year before the Fulbright applications were due. I hedged 
my bets a bit and crafted two leave proposals; one for a 
Fulbright and another for an extended travel experience 
in East Asia. By early spring I was in direct contact with 
the section of the Fulbright office specifically overseeing 
opportunities in Japan. I participated in two webinars 
designed to help applicants create the necessary cover 
letter, explanation of goals and outcomes, and proposed 
course curriculum. I learned the selection committee saw 
flexibility as an important criteria, since the chances a 
university in Japan needed the specific course I proposed 
was remote. I contacted potential letter of recommendation 
writers and I decided to apply for a one-semester rather 
than two-semester scholarship. A one-semester scholarship 
fit better with BYU-Idaho leave opportunities; although, 
most recipients stay for a full academic year. I came to 
rethink this decision later, though it was probably the 
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correct one. By the middle of August 2012 my application 
materials were duly sent and officially received. By the end 
of October I forgot about it.
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In early February 2013, I received an email from the 
Japanese United States Education Commission (JUSEC). 
I opened it to find a one-page letter congratulating me 
on my Fulbright Award as a lecturer at the University 
of the Ryukyus starting September 2013. After learning 
the University of the Ryukyus was part of the national 
university system located on the island of Okinawa, I also 
learned that before final acceptance I needed to submit a 
full medical review and prove I was healthy enough for the 
assignment. I was expected to arrive at Tokyo 17 September 
and at Okinawa 20 September 2013. 

The planning process began moving forward quickly. A 
representative of the International Students office at the 
University of the Ryukyus contacted me and helped me 
make decisions about housing and long-term car rentals. 
At about the same time I received an email from my faculty 
associate and mentor at the University, Dr. Shin Yamashiro; 
a recently returned Fulbrighter at Harvard University. He 
helped me make the academic transition from BYU-I to 
the University of the Ryukyus. He began by helping me 
understand the specifics of the academic calendar and 

informing me about my office and its contents. Yet, getting 
specific instructions on the courses I was assigned to teach 
came more slowly. I ended up half-preparing for three 
different options before I finally received word from the 
University about my specific teaching assignment.

My first ten days in Japan included traveling and 
learning in cities and at historical sites. The purpose of the 
experience was to immerse my wife and myself into the 
culture and history as quickly as possible. We then spent 
three days training at the Fulbright office in Tokyo where 
the staff prepared us for both our cultural experience and 
my teaching responsibilities. I received a lot of instruction 
on the state of education in Japan, including K-12 and the 
public and private university systems. The training ended 
with a reception for all of the Fulbright recipients at the 
American Embassy in Tokyo. At this reception I learned 
of the high profile the Fulbright program occupied in the 
social, economic, and political circles of central Japan.

During the first week at Okinawa, Dr. Yamashiro 
introduced me to members of the foreign language 
department, the department chair, and dean of the College 
of Law and Letters. I moved into my office on campus 
which was an office dedicated for Fulbright lecturers and 
came with a number of necessities left over from previous 
years, from office supplies to kitchen spices.

I learned the University of the Ryukyus (Ryudai for 
short) started as part of the reconstruction of Okinawa’s 
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infrastructure following WWII. Originally located near 
Shuri Castle, the center of the ancient Ryukyuan Kingdom 
and also the focus of some of the fiercest fighting during 
the Battle of Okinawa, the decision was later made to move 
the University to a location on the Pacific side of the Island 
in the town of Nishihara. The town itself was conceived as 
a mecca of sorts for education, and there are at least two 
other private universities in a town much smaller than 
Rexburg. The campus included a law school, a medical 
school with a university hospital, and a student body of 
8,000 students. In Japan, students generally go through 
their university experience in an age cohort. Therefore, all 
of the freshmen were the same age, as well as sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors. Out of my sixty students only three 
fell outside of this age parameter, including two non-
traditional students and a returned missionary, who was 
two years behind his age cohort because of his service. We 
found there were a lot of cultural challenges to church 
membership in Japan. Missionary service and its effect on 
education was one of them, and my returned missionary 
student shared that many assumed he must have “fallen 
behind” in his studies.

I was assigned three classes covering some aspect of 
American culture that met once a week for 1 ½ hours. 
Other than a one week break for New Year’s, I taught 
every Wednesday and Thursday, including teaching on 
Thanksgiving and Christmas afternoon. On Thanksgiving 
and Christmas I built learning activities around the 
way Americans celebrate the holidays. Students enjoyed 
learning about American holiday foods and traditions, and 
they seemed especially intrigued by Christmas due to its 
religious connections. Most Japanese students don’t really 
know what to do with religion. While they are familiar 
with traditional Buddhist and Shinto religious observances, 
these have lately become more cultural than religious. 

I found the Japanese classroom culture to be much 
different than what I was used to at BYU-I. It is considered 
bad form for students to speak out in class or ask questions. 
To speak out in class was considered disrespectful and to 
ask questions suggested that the professor had not done a 
good job explaining the material. This did not mean the 
students were naturally quiet or reserved. On the contrary, 
up until class began the room was abuzz with conversation. 
But the moment I walked in the room, bowed to the 
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students, and welcomed them with “Good Afternoon,” 
the room went deathly quiet. Japanese students and 
professors do develop close relationships, and professors 
become mentors and friends to their students, but those 
relationships usually blossom outside the classroom. My 
students opened up to me as we met at the local mall or 
at their places of work, but getting them to talk in class 
remained a challenge. 

In some ways the Japanese students’ university 
experience represents a reward for all the hard work they 
did in high school to qualify for a good university. Once 
in the university, they socialize with more dedication 
than they study. I once asked a sleepy student what she 
did outside of class. Her response was, “Drink.” I came to 
realize that the stereotypical image of the super-dedicated 
Japanese college student is an American myth. They 
know how to be dedicated students, they have to be to 
get into a good college, but once in college their goal is to 
network and find jobs and that often involves more social 
activities and less studying. (Aspiring graduate students are             
an exception.)

When people hear I taught in Japan, many ask, “How 
is your Japanese?” My answer is an emphatic, “I don’t 
speak any.” I believe it was one of the contributing factors 
to being chosen. The University of the Ryukyus wanted 
someone who could teach in English. Most, if not all, 
Japanese students study English, and by the time they 
reach the university level have become quite proficient  

—at least in reading it. Yet, many have little opportunity 
to speak or hear it. The English instructors my wife and 
I met were native Japanese speakers and were not overly 
comfortable speaking English. We met one English 
instructor in Hokkaido who took advantage of our lost 
looks to ask us if we needed help finding our hotel. She 
took us to a restaurant for orange juice so that she could 
practice her English. She said the only real opportunity she 
had to hear English was by watching reruns of “Desperate 
Housewives.” I think a few of my students caught 80% or 
more of what I said in class but most were at the 10% level. 
I prepared a printed version of everything I planned to 
talk about in class and handed these out a week before as 
homework. This allowed the students to become familiar 
with the material through reading and then in class 
concentrate on my verbalization of the same material. In 
one class, students watched videos with sub-titles as part 
of their homework. Then in class I showed clips from 
the film again and we discussed it together. Discussion, 
as I mentioned, was problematic. Doing it in unfamiliar 
English added another layer of reluctance for my students. 
I overcame this by passing out scratch paper to students 
at the beginning of class and inviting them to write 
down at least two questions from our discussion for me 
to answer. They felt much more comfortable “speaking 
out” in this way and although the questions usually had 
a topic-based focus they often included everything from 
American opinions on international trade agreements to 

My students opened up to me as we met at the local mall 
or at their places of work, but getting them to talk in class 
remained a challenge.
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gay marriage. Fortunately my assigned subject matter was 
American culture so I felt free to follow nearly every thread.

In addition to teaching, a major goal in going to Japan 
was to meet and be with the people. We started this the 
first day we moved into our apartment in Okinawa by 
taking a long walk to the grocery store. We tried to walk 
nearly every day and to greet as many people as we could. 
Sometimes it was the retired couple who were gardening 
in their yard and sometimes it was the school children 
returning home at the end of the day. It was difficult; we 
didn’t speak a word of Japanese when we arrived and most 
Okinawans did not speak much English, but that only 
added to the fun.

We traveled extensively as part of our Fulbright 
experience. We explored different cultural, historical, and 
geographical aspects of Okinawa nearly every day. In 
addition, in October we flew to Japan’s northern island 
of Hokkaido to study the aboriginal Ainu culture and 
in November we enjoyed the fall colors and the cultural 
experience of Kyoto. During the New Year’s break we 
visited South Korea to experience Korean history and 
culture. And in late January we flew south to Taketomi, 
a small southern island in the Okinawan chain to study 
ancient Okinawan culture and tropical Pacific-island 
white-sand beaches. On every one of these expeditions we 
made new friends.

On Sundays we attended one of the American military 
branches on the island rather than a Japanese-speaking 
ward so that we could have callings and communicate 
freely in English one day of the week. This turned out to 
be a rewarding spiritual and educational experience. We 
learned about military policy in Okinawa, how military 
servicemen and families coped with life far from home, 
and how to create and enjoy deep spiritual friendships that 

We didn’t speak a word of Japanese when we arrived and 
most Okinawans did not speak much English, but that 
only added to the fun.

were as rewarding as they were temporary.
In the initial stages of planning for our Japanese 

experience my wife worried she would be isolated by 
language and culture. Fortunately, it never became a 
problem.  She quickly made her own connections that 
drew her into the lives of people in the community.  She 
introduced herself to the downstairs neighbor, a young 
mother with three boys and a husband in medical school, 
and they met together for lunch each week alternating 
not only apartments but menus. Through my faculty 
associate she found students willing to teach her Japanese 
in exchange for getting to practice their English. She also 
got involved in the Okinawan International Women’s 
Club. This service-oriented association included women 
(mostly local Japanese and American servicemen’s wives) 
that met together at least once a month to plan and carry 
out activities and share cultural practices. My wife learned 
how to make sushi, the Okinawan way, and one of her 
Okinawan friends provided us with box seat tickets to 
the symphony. Because my wife was introduced to the 
club through the Japanese rather than the American side, 
most of her associations at the meetings were with the     
Japanese speakers.

One of the unique opportunities we had in Okinawa 
was to develop a close relationship with the American 
Consulate General’s (CG’s) office. I first contacted the office 
for help with getting medications through customs and 
that contact led to learning opportunities for my students 
and myself. Because of the large American military 
presence in Okinawa, and because of conflicts between 
American servicemen and the local population, Okinawa 
not only qualified for its own consulate but the Consulate 
General played an important and difficult role in bringing 
the interests of the Okinawans together with the interests 
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of the American military. In essence, the Consulate 
eneral was the mediator between the two without having 
authority to force either side to do anything. One of the 
major goals of this particular CG was to develop goodwill 
experiences. My students and I were the beneficiaries of 
this on several occasions. We were invited to the CG’s 
home when he invited groups from the University to 
socialize. His office made arrangements for my students to 
get on an American base to watch the Army-Navy football 
game. Near the end of the semester, my students were 
invited to the CG’s personal residence for an American 
barbeque. We played games, ate hamburgers and hotdogs 
with all the trimmings (with John Wayne westerns playing 
in the background), and my wife used the CG’s grill to 
introduce the students to s’mores for dessert. (They all 
seemed to like them but few could handle more than one; 
they were too sweet.) One of my fondest memories of the 

entire Fulbright experience will be singing John Denver’s 
“Take Me Home Country Road” with 45 Japanese-speaking 
students and led by the American Consulate General.

 Legacy
For me, the long term legacies of a Fulbright experience 

are the interactions with people—the friendships made, the 
cultural understandings developed, and the opportunities 
to learn from and teach one another. I did learn a lot 
about learning and teaching through the experience 
but if one expects to enhance their academic accolades 
through a Fulbright, they will likely be frustrated with the 
results. The personal rewards are more gratifying than the        
academic ones. t


