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1 & 2) Studying Japanese and Japanese Literature:  
 
I took and passed the Japanese Proficiency Test, level 2 (see attachment). 
 
I studied at the Osaka branch of Human Language Academy, which is the leading 
Japanese language school in Japan.  
 
After I took my placement test, I consulted with one of the counselors and one of my 
potential instructors about my goals and timeframe. I did 2 things: I enrolled in their 
Japanese Language Proficiency class to help me prepare for the test, and then I took 
private lessons to help me increase my reading skills by reading contemporary 
literature. 
 
For the Proficiency Test class, the class started in mid-September and went to the end 
of November (the test was on Dec 5th). I used their textbooks and printouts to study. I 
spent a lot of time doing rote studying of words, characters, and grammar.  
 
For my private lessons, we decided on the book Convenience Store Human Being （コ
ンビニー⼈間）. It won the highest literary award in 2016 and was recommended 
because it was quite accessible compared to the novel that won the year before The 
Spark （⽕花）the second book I read.  
 
I was to read about 10 pages a day. I was expected to annotate the text by looking up 
vocabulary I didn’t know, finding grammar I didn’t understand, noting parts of the 
chapter I didn’t understand, labeling cultural bits I wasn’t familiar with, etc. This was by 
far the most difficult part of my study.  
 

Value of the study beyond the study: 
One of the greatest experiences on this sabbatical was physically doing the above. This 
is what I ask my students to do everyday. I’ve always been a strong reader in English, 
so if I am telling the truth, I had a hard time empathizing with my students when they 
read texts that are a somewhat (or a lot) out of their independent reading level and 
heading into their instructional or frustration zones. Reading in Japanese, I was in my 
instructional zone some and in my frustration zone most of the time. Sitting in that zone 
and dealing with the difficulties accompanying that was probably the most valuable 
experience of my sabbatical.  
 



One unexpected benefit of the sabbatical was the collaboration with the two teachers 
who taught me. I explained that I would like to do annotation the way I have my students 
do it, and they hadn’t ever used the techniques I was asking them to use with me. I  
 
Aside from the reading, I also was preparing for the Japanese Proficiency Test. Some of 
the things one of the teachers was doing was not really helping me understand the 
material, so I asked him to adjust a couple of the things he was doing. This made me 
think that I need to really communicate with my students, why I am doing what I am 
doing and see if the teaching techniques I am using are productive for them, in real 
time. I need to assess, not at the end of the semester, but continually, as the semester 
progresses so that I don’t lose them early.  
 
3) Translation:  
 
Instead of a short story, I decided to translate the first 10 pages of the book 
Convenience Store Human Being （コンビニー⼈間）. I really enjoyed the book and 
thought others might want to get a glimpse into one of the most talked about books in 
Japan in the last 6 months--It will probably never be translated into English, so this 
might be the only morsel anyone will ever get to savor of this work.  It took about 3 
weeks to finish the translation.  
 

Convenience Store Human Being 
Sayaka Murata 

A convenience store is filled with sound. The sound of the chime when a customer enters. 
The voice of the current famous person coming through the speakers broadcasting 
advertisements for the latest goods. The voices of workers. The sound of the scanner reading 
barcodes. The sound of things placed in baskets. The sound of hands grasping plastic packaging. 
The sound of heels walking around the store. Together, they become the sounds of a convenience 
store, echoing in the depths of my ear. 

When I hear the small kararara sound of a plastic bottle traveling forward on rollers to 
replace the one in front that has been taken, I raise my head. A lot of customers grab cold drinks 
as the last thing before they head to the register. In response to the sound, my body begins to 
move automatically. A female customer with a bottle of mineral water in her hand hasn’t yet 
come to the register. I see that she is searching for a specific dessert, and I return my gaze to the 
work in front of me. 
        As my body replaces the onigiri (rice balls) on the shelves, I pick up important 
information from the scattered, innumerable sounds. At this time in the morning, onigiri, 
sandwiches, and salads sell well. Over there, Sugehara is using a scanner to check inventory. I 
am lining up hygienically produced food made by a machine. Two rows of the new product 
mentaik [1] cheese onigiri are lined up in the middle. Next to those are two rows of the best 
selling mayonnaise tuna onigiri. Okaka[2], which isn’t selling well, is on the edge. Speed is key 
in restocking. I don’t use my brain. The rules have fused into me, and my body just follows 
them. 

I respond to the sound of the soft clang of coins by turning my head, glancing at the cash 
register. There is the sound of someone with a fist in his pocket, making noise with his coins.  He 
probably wants to buy cigarettes and a newspaper and quickly get out, like most people do. I’m 



sensitive to the sound of money. Sure enough, a guy, holding a can of coffee in one hand with 
the other hand stuffed in his pocket, approaches the register. Making sure the customer doesn’t 
have to wait, I quickly I start to move, sliding in behind the front counter waiting to respond to 
the customer’s needs. 
        “Welcome and good morning!” I bow slightly and take the can that he thrust toward me. 
        “Also, I’d like a pack of cigarettes, number 5.” 
        “I’ll get that immediately.” I retrieve the pack of Marlboro Light Menthols and scan it. 
        “Please touch the screen that verifies you are of age to purchase this.” 
        As he touches the screen, I see his eyes move to the case where the fast food is lined up. I 
stop moving my fingers. “Shall I get something for you?” I was going to ask, but I could see he 
was deliberating whether or not to buy something, so I take a step back and wait. 
        “That and a corn dog.” 
        “Thank you. I’ll get that immediately.” 
        I wipe my hands with an alcohol-based sanitizer, open the case and wrap the corn dog. 
        “Shall I separate the cold beverage and hot items in different bags?” 
        “Uh, no. No, together is fine.” 
        I quickly put the can of coffee, cigarettes, and corn dog in our S sized bag. The guy 
making noise with the coins in his pocket, puts his hand in his chest pocket. That gesture tells me 
at once that he is going to pay with electric money[3] 
        “I’ll pay with my Suica[4] card.” 
        “Thank you, please touch the card there.” 
        I am able to read the customer’s minute gestures and eye movements automatically and 
my body moves reflexively. Eyes and ears become important sensors to catch the customer’s 
movements and purpose. To be sure the moment is not unpleasant, I seek only the pertinent 
information so that I may move quickly. 
        “Here’s your receipt. Thank you very much.” 
        When I hand him the receipt, he says, “Thanks,” in a quiet voice and departed. 
        “Thank you for waiting. Welcome. Good morning.” 
        I bow to the next customer in line, a woman. During the morning, inside this small box of 
light, I feel normal in these movements. 
        Outside the glass that has been wiped clean of fingerprints, I can see the figures of busy 
people walking. The day is starting. The world is waking, and the gears of the world begin to 
spin. I am a cog in it. I’ve become a component of the world, rotating in the midst of this 
morning time. 
        As I was rushing back to continue stocking the onigiri, the shift leader, Izumi, speaks to 
me. 
        “Furukura, how many 5000 yen[5] bills does that register have left?” 
        “Um, only two.” 
        “Oh no, that’s bad. A lot of people used 10,000 yen bills today. We don't really have any 
left in the safe either. Once the morning rush has died down and we’ve stocked the shelves, I’m 
thinking about going to the bank.” 
        “Thank you so much!” 
        Because the night shift is short on people, the store manager is filling in. In the afternoon, 
Izumi (the same aged, part-time female worker, who is more like a corporate employee) and I 
mind the store. 



        “Ok, about ten o’clock, I’ll go and get change. Oh, and we received that order of 
inarizushi[6], so when the customer arrives, please let them know.” 
        “Ok!” 
        When I look at my watch, it is just past 9:30. The morning rush is about to calm. I finish 
the stocking quickly. It’s now time to prepare for the lunch rush. I stand up straight and return to 
the onigiri and start lining them up again. 
         
         

I have very faint memories, and I can’t recall anything vividly before I was born as a 
convenience store worker. 

I was raised in a residential suburban area.  My family was normal, and I was loved 
normally. However, I was strange as a child. 

For example, when I was in preschool, there was a dead bird at a park. The bird was a 
beautiful blue. Other children surrounded this small bird and were crying seeing that its neck was 
twisted and limp and its eyes were shut. Yet, I wondered who had raised it. 

At the same time as one girl asked, “What should we do?” I quickly picked up the small 
bird and put it in the palm of my hand. I took it over to the bench where my mom was chatting 
with other moms. 

“What happened Keiko? Oh, the little birdie! It must have fallen from somewhere…that's 
so sad. Let’s make a grave for it.” he rubbed my head, as she said that sweetly, 

“Let’s eat it,” I said. 
“Whaaaat?” 
“Daddy loves grilled chicken. Today we can grill this and eat it.” 
I didn’t think my mom heard me, so I repeated myself very articulately. 
Startled, as were the other children’s mothers, my mother’s eyes, nostrils and mouth 

opened all at once. It was such a strange face that I almost laughed, but I noticed her gaze was 
fixed on my hands. Then I realized that one bird wasn’t going to be enough. 

“I should go and get some more, right?” 
Close by, I spotted two or three sparrows walking. My mom finally came to and in a 

piercing voice she screamed at me, “Keiko!” 
“We are going to make a grave and bury that little birdie. Look, everyone is crying. It’s 

like their friend died. They’re all very sad. Isn’t it awful? 
“Why? It just died.” 
My mother was at a loss for words. 
The only thing I could think of was how my mom, dad and little sister and I would enjoy 

eating this bird. My dad loves grilled chicken, and my sister and I love fried chicken. There are 
so many birds at the park that I thought we could gather a bunch of them and take them home. I 
couldn’t understand why we had to bury it and could not eat it? 

My mom tried so hard, “See, the birdie is so small and cute, right? Let’s make a grave 
over there. Everyone will make an offering of flowers.” 

And, that’s what happened. I still couldn’t comprehend. Everyone was sobbing and 
saying the same thing about it being so sad about the little birdie while they were ripping flowers 
from their stems and killing them. They were saying things like, “Such beautiful flowers. The 
birdie will be very happy.” This scene made me think that everyone was crazy. 



The little bird was buried in a grave that was behind a fence with a sign that read, “Do not 
enter.” Someone found a popsicle stick in the trash and stuck it in the ground above it. They 
made an offering of those flower corpses. 

“Look Keiko, isn’t it sad and awful?” My mom whispered this to me several times, but I 
didn’t think that at all.    

 
[1] A roe (fish eggs) served salted and spiced with red peppers 
[2] Finely chopped small pieces of dried bonito 
[3] Forms of electronic currency: Apple pay, Google pay, see Suica below. 
[4] A card that is preloaded with money, initially used just to pay train fare, but more and 
more businesses accept it as currency. 
[5] About $50 
[6] Sushi rice wrapped in a thin fried tofu covering 
 
 
4) Japanese Literature List for the Department:  
Instead of just a list of contemporary Japanese authors, I decided to give the 
department a list of the very best Japanese literature as well. I presented this at the last 
department meeting and emailed it to all the professors.  
 
**Bold indicates my favorites.  
 
Classics: 
Tale of Genji ♀ 
Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon ♀ 
Manyoushu (court poetry) 
Narrow Road to the Deep North (Haiku and prose) Matsuo, Basho 
 
Modern (Late 1800s-WWII): 
Rashomon, Ryunosuke, Akutagawa 
The Temple of the Golden Pavilion, Mishima, Yukio 
Snow Country, Kawabata, Yasunari 
Woman in the Dunes, Abe, Kobo 
Kokoro, Natsume, Soseki 
Masks, Enchi, Fumiko ♀ 
The Makioka Sisters, Tanizaki, Jun’ichiro 
The Setting Sun, Dazai, Osamu 
 
Contemporary (Post WWII): 
A Personal Matter, Oe, Kenzaburo 
The Wind-up Bird Chronicles, Murakami, Haruki 
Kitchen, Yoshimoto, Banana ♀ (transgender) 
Twinkle, Twinkle, Ekuni, Kaori ♀(gay) 
All She Was Worth, Miyabe, Miyuki ♀ 
Out, Kirino, Natsuo ♀ 
Trash, Yamada, Amy ♀ 



Snakelust, Nakagami, Kenji 
The Diving Pool, Ogawa, Yōko ♀ 
1Q84, Murakami Haruki 
Real World, Natsuo Kirino (lesbian)♀ 
Almost Transparent Blue, Murakami, Ryu 
Snakes and Earrings, Kanehara, Hitomi ♀ 
The Devotion of Suspect X, Higashino, Keigo 
 

Short Stories: 
The Diving Pool, Ogawa Yōko ♀ 
Tokyo Decadence: 15 Stories by Murakami Ryu 
The Book of Tokyo: A City in Short Fiction 
Yellow Rose, Yoshiya Nobuko (lesbian) ♀ 
Digital Geishas and Talking Frogs: The Best 21st Century Short Stories from Japan 
The Best Japanese Science Fiction Stories 

 

 

5) Study Abroad: 
 
I sent out many emails to schools in Tokyo and Osaka--the two largest cities in Japan. 
Unfortunately, I only got a few responses. I eventually visited 2 schools in the Tokyo 
area. (see the brochures) I am still in communication with a school in Osaka. 
 
I visited Josai International University and Kanto Gakuin University.  I attached some 
relevant pages of their brochures. I will be giving the actual brochures to the Global 
Council for their consideration.  
 
During the meetings, I was able to discuss the possibility of creating reciprocal 
programs for our schools. While the schools in Japan have lots of amazing resources 
(classes, facilities, dorms, etc), we had very little to offer, so the conversations were not 
very fruitful. What we ended up discussing was the possibility of having individual study 
abroad experiences (read, only for the people who can afford it). Even though we 
cannot offer their students much other than our classes and beautiful location, they 
might be willing to host our students as a group during the winter and summer sessions.  
 
I will be talking to Gordon Dossett and the Global Council about what kind of program 
we might be able to produce for our students.  
 
 

 

 



6) China and Korea Visits: 

 
China  
In total, I was in China for 2 weeks. I spent the first week in Shanghai and the last week 
in Beijing and on the Great Wall.   
 
The ubiquitousness of the choking pollution has not been overexaggerated. On a “clear” 
day, the sun was at best a hazy ball floating in the sky. Nearly every day, the smog level 
was at the extremely hazardous level.  
 
China is a dichotomous country. You see the amazing technological progress mixed in 
with the still underdeveloped older civilization. You zip through the countryside on a 
bullet train, passing through towns that are still rooted in their pre-technological ways. 
Then you come upon a massive city that no American has ever heard of even though 
it’s bigger than any city in America.  
 
One of the clearest examples of this is in the subways. Having lived in Japan, where 
things are very orderly, China felt chaotic. When you are entering a train, it is (I thought) 
customary to allow the people on the train to exit before you enter. This isn’t the case in 
China. The people waiting will just barge on with no concern for the people trying to exit. 
To combat this, the municipality has placed signs near the doors to the train to show 
people the proper way to enter and exit the train. 
 
Visiting the Great Wall was an amazing experience. Walking on one of human’s 
greatest architectural feats was quite humbling.   
 
Shanghai 
 

 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Beijing 

 



 
 
 
Great Wall 

 
 
 



Korea 
I spent about 10 days in Korea, mostly in Seoul. I made a short trip south to visit the two 
major Buddhist temples. I also went to the Demilitarized Zone.  
 
Seoul is a modern megalopolis. It’s as massive as Tokyo, To put it in perspective, it has 
twice the population density of New York City. .  
 
Korea is the only East Asian country that embraced Christianity. About 50% the country 
is Christian, the other half is Buddhist. Unlike Japan, Buddhist temples do not dominate 
the cities. I had to head south into the deep country to get a feel for the Buddhist 
tradition. You feel like you’ve gone back in time. These temples are located deep in the 
hills, miles away from any city.  
 
The last place I went was the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) between North Korea and 
South Korea. This really opened my eyes to the damage that WWII and then the Cold 
War has had all over the world. We are so insulated from its effects. Korea was torn 
asunder by the US and Soviet ideological war. What scares me most is that I see this 
happening right now in Syria. Russia and the US are on opposing sides of a conflict.  
 
DMZ: the closest soldiers are in S. Korea. The building in the background is N Korea.  
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Temples in Southern Korea: Haeinsa & Bulguksa 

 
 

 



Most Complete set of Buddhist Scrolls in the World: Haeinsa Temple 
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