
Omagari Primary School

 

東
日
本
大
震
災
被
災
地
の
教
育
支
援
ボ
ラ
ン
テ
ィ
アin 

石
巻
（
第
２
回
）　　
　
被
災
地
の
子
供
た
ち
の
学
び
と
遊
び
を
支
援
す
る
一
般
社
団
法
人
「
プ
ロ
ジ
ェ
ク
ト
結
」
支
援
活
動
参
加
報
告
書 

 

東
京
学
芸
大
学
留
学
生
セ
ン
タ
ー

Second Volunteer Educational Support Program in Ishinomaki 
Help Children in Disaster Region of the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami 

 

TOKYO  GAKUGEI  UNIVERSITY  International Student Exchange Center



Monou Junior High School



Omagari Primary School 



‘Everyone’s Place’ at temporary shelters  

Tea Ball at Kaihoku Primary School 

Departure Instructions by YUI staff Leave for activities 





 

 

 

2

29 4 8,851

2013 7 30

  

2013 7 3

4 6

  

FUKUSHIMA

   

1



Foreword 
Tsubaki Machiko 

Director of the International Student Exchange Center 

 
Two and a half years have passed since the earthquake that struck northeast Japan. Those of us who 
lead our lives at a distance from the disaster area tend to believe that things have returned to normal, 
but the reality is quite different. According to the Reconstruction Agency, 294,000 people nationwide 
are still forced to live as refugees today, and 8,851 of them were here in Tokyo as of July 30, 2013.  

In fact, new town construction is at a virtual standstill due to conflicting views, and in the 
past several days we have heard a series of stories about dangerous water leaks at the Fukushima 
nuclear plant. These situations provide renewed awareness that we must continue to face and take 
actions on a long-term basis in response to the nuclear power plant and disaster reconstruction.  

As to what those of us in the field of education should do, the issues are endless. Meanwhile, 
how do visiting students from other countries encountering Japanese society and culture view the 
current situation in the disaster areas and at the Fukushima power plant? When they return to their 
home countries, how and in what ways might they describe the disaster reconstruction effort and the 
nuclear power plant? 

The goal of this volunteer program—led by Tokyo Gakugei University International Student 
Exchange Center (GISEC) faculty member Shino Arisawa—is to put visiting students at Tokyo 
Gakugei University in direct contact with the reality and people of the disaster areas. They undertake 
volunteer activities at schools and temporary housing facilities in the 2011 earthquake disaster 
region.  

This is the second time GISEC has undertaken disaster region volunteer educational 
activities with international students. The first program took place in February 2012. Similar to that 
effort, this one took the form of participation in the volunteer programs of Project YUI Consortium. 
Ten visiting students participated: five were in teacher training program for foreign teachers, two 
were in the international student exchange program (ISEP), one was in the Japanese studies program, 
and two were in general exchange studies. One Japanese undergraduate student participated as an 
assistant leader.  

The teacher training program students will be resuming their lives and activities as teachers 
upon returning to their countries. One of this program’s major objectives was to use the activities at 
schools to get them to consider ways to cope with children in a disaster area and the roles of teachers, 
schools and communities.  

Departing Gakugei on July 3, 2013, the volunteers subsequently engaged in study activities 
and interacted with children at elementary and junior high schools and a temporary housing facility’s 
assembly hall in Ishinomaki from July 4 to the morning of July 6. 

This report contains a visiting student’s candid feelings and detailed impressions regarding 
interactions with the children and experiences related to these activities. The students’ direct 
experiences in Ishinomaki were undoubtedly quite different from what they knew of the disaster 
region obtained from the usual images of Fukushima. We could not be more thankful if these 
encounters turn out to be meaningful to the children and other residents of Ishinomaki. 

We would like to sincerely thank everyone at program manager Project YUI Consortium and 
the local schools and community members who helped us out in their areas. 
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Program Overview and Objectives 

 

Following the first volunteer program in 2012—which provided support for the revival of 
education in the region the 2011 earthquake hit—volunteer activities were undertaken in 
Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture. The 2012 program focused on sorting relief supplies such as 
educational materials and efforts related to how children in temporary housing play and learn. 
This year’s program primarily involved cross-cultural interaction with elementary and junior 
high school students in the disaster region as well as activities at a temporary housing unit. 

This volunteer program’s first goal was to help restore and promote education in the 
disaster region. We also hoped that the participating students could learn by viewing the disaster 
area’s educational venues directly. Particularly for the students in the teacher training 
program—who formed the core of the group—our intention was to have them learn about 
education in the disaster region through interaction with local children, faculty and staff, and 
parents. We also hoped that they would draw on their own experiences with regard to disaster 
preparedness and the care of children and students at the schools where they will be teaching 
after returning to their own countries. At the same time we wanted them to speak about people’s 
efforts to recover in the disaster region. 
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Program Descriptions 

We asked Project YUI Consortium, which the Ishinomaki Board of Education has entrusted with 
managing adult volunteer programs, to act as the coordinator this time as well. 
 
Wednesday, July 3 
2:30 p.m. Depart Gakugei by charter bus 
10 p.m. Arrive at lodging facility in Ishinomaki 
Thursday, July 4 
8:30 a.m. Briefing from local Project YUI Consortium staff regarding the damage to Ishinomaki 
and the status of the recovery, current conditions at schools, and things to be aware of during 
volunteer activities 
11 a.m. Tour of damage-stricken harbor area 
Noon to 3 p.m. Get-together at Monou Junior High School (see below for details) 
4 to 5:30 p.m. Interact with children at Minna-no-ba assembly hall in temporary housing facility 
6 p.m. Dinner and meeting to go over the day’s activities 
Friday, July 5 
9:30~11:30 a.m. Get-together at Omagari Elementary School (see below for details) 
2 p.m. Interact with children at Minna-no-ba assembly hall in temporary housing facility 
6 p.m. Dinner and meeting to go over the day’s activities 
Saturday, July 6 
10 a.m. Tee ball at Kaihoku Elementary School schoolyard 
Noon Depart Ishinomaki 
9 p.m. Arrive back at Gakugei 
 

Description of July 4 get-together at Monou Junior High School 
Objective of cross-cultural interaction (according to Mono Junior High School materials): 

Learn from Japanese and foreigners engaged in activities worldwide, learn about other countries’ 
cultures and values, and foster an ethos that can be put to work in one’s own future 
Understand the history, culture and traditions of one’s hometown and gain self-awareness of 
one’s place in the world by understanding the differences with foreign countries 

Program description 
School assembly at the gymnasium: Remarks from principal Sai Takashi, visiting students 
introduce themselves, Monou Junior High School students and Haneko Preservation Society 
members perform the Haneko dance 
Side sessions in individual classrooms: Information about visiting students’ native languages 
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and cultures, Q & A session 
School lunch 
 

Description of July 5 get-together at Omagari Elementary School 
Objective of Hello World for fifth-graders (according to Omagari Elementary School 

materials): 
Think about Japan and other countries in new ways through interaction with foreign guests 

Program description 
Visiting students introduce themselves 
Games ‘Hop Like A Rabbit’, ‘Duck and Goose’ 
Divide into small groups to learn about the visitors’ countries and ask questions 
Lunch 
Briefing about the disaster, the status of the recovery, and disaster preparedness from assistant 
principal Shimanuki Sadayuki and curriculum coordinator Kadowaki Masataka, and tour of the 
supplies storage depot 

Description of activities at the temporary housing facility’s Minna-no-ba assembly hall 
Setting up a place to play (lining up tables, mats, and toys) 
Free play with the children, drawing pictures, playing with balloons, games, making cookies, 
foot races 
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Joining the volunteering trip to Ishinomaki in one of the memorable experiences I have ever 

had not only in Japan but in my entire existence. Reaching out especially to the innocent children is 

one of the most fulfilling experiences a person could have. It is not new for me to reach out to people 
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who underwent trials through natural disasters because the Philippines has always been struck by 

natural disasters. However, the volunteer activities in Ishinomaki marked in my heart because I was 

not only able to share my time and effort but also learned a lot from the people of Ishinomaki. The 

character that people of Ishinomaki showed after the Great Eastern Japan earthquake and devastating 

tsunami on March 11, 2011 was truly commendable not only for me but for all people worldwide. 

It’s good that the staff from YUI as well as the teachers and principals of the schools that we 

went to coordinated with Ms. Arisawa before the said volunteering trip. Ms. Arisawa oriented us 

about the different activities to do during the 4-day volunteering trip. It’s also good that the 

volunteers were also consulted about the planning of the activities in the trip. The integration of 

ideas from volunteers of different nationalities made the volunteer activities more exciting and joyful 

experience. The volunteering activities did not actually begin during the first day of the trip but it 

actually began when volunteers brainstorm for the success of the entire trip with the people of 

Ishinomaki in mind and heart. 

It was a long bus trip from Koganei City to Ishinomaki City but the long and tiresome bus 

trip was instantly gone when the volunteers relaxed and refreshed at a hot spring near the 

accommodation house for the volunteers. The accommodation was not a five-star hotel of course but 

it was comfortable enough to get a rest after a long day. It was also spacious enough to accommodate 

all the volunteers and YUI staff for a reflection time at the end of the day. YUI staff started the 

second day by briefing the volunteers about the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. They 

showed us a video that showed how devastated Tohoku region was after the magnitude 9 earthquake 

and the very dangerous tsunami. The volunteers’ heart melted when they saw how bad the tsunami 

was. The more our heart melted when a staff of YUI told us about the statistics of people who lost 

their lives and many of them are still missing. They introduced YUI as well as the YUI staff present 

in that morning. The YUI staff was warm and hospitable. They made us feel that we were in good 

hands and they were always there to assist us whenever we need assistance.  

The first destination on the second day was Monou Junior High School. All I thought about 

volunteering activities was about giving and sharing what I have to people in the place of 

volunteering activities. However, it was a big NO! Not only the volunteers shared to students in 

Monou Junior High School but the entire school from the principal, teachers, students and staff 

shared also what they got to the volunteers. The volunteers were very warmly welcomed since they 

set their feet on the Monou Junior High School ground. They even made us feel like real VIPs when 

all volunteers were welcomed at the gymnasium by all students, teachers, staff and principal. The 

volunteers felt like Hollywood stars when all the people at the gymnasium clapped their hands all 

together as the volunteers enter the gymnasium. What a VIP entrance! Some selected students 

showcased their talents in dancing a traditional Japanese dance which is called Haneko. Some 

members from the Haneko Preservation Society played musical instruments together with other 
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students.  

With the warm welcome we had we feel really energized and confident enough to discuss 

about our country, culture and education. I showed the students the picture of my school, my 

students in a very crowded room, and explained to them that they had to stay in the classroom for a 

maximum of 6 hours because another set of students would use the classroom for another 6 hours. 

They saw that my 72 Grade One pupils in 2002 had to study in a small room and had to share desks 

with other pupils. I just hope that I was able to boost their morale more by showing them that despite 

the natural disaster they experienced they still have a better and more conducive environment for 

learning. My presentation about the Philippines and my school was smooth except that I was not 

able to play the video about Philippine tourism spots. The students were very appreciative. They also 

enjoyed talking in English by asking me simple questions during the lunch break. Most of the 

questions were about my favorites: favorite food, sports, and so on.  

The next destination on the second day was “Minna-no-ba” in a temporary shelter. The kids 

were super energetic although some of them might have not realized that they sometimes hurt 

volunteers. A kid hit my back and run away as soon I looked back to check who hit me. Kids are 

playful and they play various games. Moreover, a boy taught me origami when he finished playing 

computer games. The volunteers were exhausted after playing with energetic kids so everyone 

couldn’t wait for the hot spring experience again. I tried the chair massager and it helped me relaxed 

after a long day.  

During the reflection time at night, YUI staff and volunteers shared their experiences during 

their stay at Monou Junior High School and Minna-no-ba. We also had brainstorming to make the 

playing time with primary school children the following day a more enjoyable one. The second day 

was almost perfect: but some of the volunteers made fun of me while I was asleep. They knew how 

to respect the privacy of students and people at Minna-no-ba. They knew that they were not 

supposed to take pictures without permission. On the other hand, they did not know how to respect 

the privacy of their co-volunteer. They should have respected privacy and space of a co-volunteer 

and not to take picture without permission especially if the purpose is to make another volunteer an 

object of fun.  

Due to the integration of brilliant ideas of YUI staff and volunteers the experience with 

primary school children at Omagari Primary School was awesome during the third day. The kids 

were smart and prepared. The teachers, principal and staff are commendable for the good training of 

those kids. It was a good experience for those kids as well as for the volunteers. The school staff 

showed us video on how their school and the entire city were affected by the tsunami. Moreover, I 

was fascinated how they prepare in case of another disaster to come.  

The people in Great East Japan specifically the people in Ishinomaki taught me a lesson. 

They think as a big family: they think for the entire community first and not for themselves. I grew 
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up in a community where “I” first before ‘we” so they absolutely got my respect. After the fun 

activities at the primary school we went to the same Minna-no-ba. The staff of Minna-no-ba made a 

special souvenir for women volunteers. We got a special hand-made ring. Someone also taught me 

origami. It was a good day sharing and learning from each other. Everything went well except that a 

boy hit my forehead while I was lying down the floor with a 1-year-old girl.  

I was so excited for the fourth day. It was my first time to play Tee ball and I was not able to 

play outdoor games for ages. Thanks for the sumptuous dinner, hot spring relaxation and sound sleep 

at night because I was so energized to play and enjoy hitting the ball or running after the ball under 

the sun with kids. I felt like a kid again after a very long time. The kids enjoyed playing Tee ball 

with foreign volunteers while the volunteers enjoyed playing with youth. We had a cheap but 

absolutely delicious and refreshing Japanese style lunch before going back to Tokyo. The good 

experiences and precious memories will remain in my heart even if I go back to my country. The 

lessons I learned from the volunteering trip made me a better person and for sure a better teacher. 

The volunteering trip was not just sharing what you have but it was actually a 2-way process because 

volunteering is a good chance for volunteers to grow and widen their horizons. 
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Two years ago when I was in my country, I saw the news of earthquakes and tsunami 

happened in Japan from television. There were many houses swept by the tsunami wave and I felt 

that it was so horrible, dangerous and sympathy. I followed the news of leakage of Nuclear power 

plant in Fukushima and several workers were injured almost one month. I never thought I'd have a 

chance to see the place that suffered from the earthquake and tsunami from my real eyes. 

I was one of 11 students from Tokyo Gakugei University to take part in a volunteer 

programme in Ishinomaki from 3 to 6 July 2013. It was a great experience for me. 

July 3th afternoon, we took the bus from Tokyo Gakugei University to Ishinomaki. While we 

were getting on the bus, I saw everyone was happy, eager and well-prepared for being a volunteer. 

We arrived in Ishinomaki almost 10pm. The weather was a bit colder than Tokyo. 

On the first day of volunteering we went to Monou Junior High School to present about our 

countries. Early morning before going to Monou Junior High School, we had an orientation about 

current situation in Ishinomaki and its education presented by staff of YUI which was really helpful 

to prepare us for everything. In this presentation, I knew a lot of information and what happened. 

After that we went to see around the disaster-struck coastal areas, we saw some ruins near the 

seaside and there are many houses and factories are being built. We arrived and had lunch in Monou 

Junior High School at noon. The meal was very delicious. We saw a beautiful dance presented by 

students. We, then, divided into groups to present about our country. The students were interested 

and asked many questions. At that time I was helped by Yusuke to translate my presentation. He is 

kind and helpful. In the evening we went to temporary shelters to play with children. We played 

many games with children there and it was enjoyable and the children were happy. 

The second day, we went to Omagari Primary School. We played games with students and 

presented about our country. The students are very keen and active. They seem very interested in our 

games and presentations. They had many questions to ask us but we could not answer them all 

because of the time. The time is very short. In the afternoon, the principle presented about the school 

situation and the way how to solve the problem when the tsunami hitting. It was very valuable and 

great experience for me. In the evening we went to the temporary shelters to play with children 

again. 

The last day before we came back our university in the morning we went to Kaihoku 

Primary School to play Tea Ball with children. The Tea Ball Game for me, it was very a great 
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experience and first time in my life to play this game. I enjoyed it very much. The students could 

play very well. We had a great time and enjoy. At lunch time we went to seafood restaurant and I had 

sushi, it was very delicious and I couldn`t forget it. 

Three days in Ishinomaki I did not do a lot of things but It was a very great experience and 

unforgettable for me. I would like to thank Tokyo Gakugei University for arranging this volunteer 

trip, thanks to all the staff from the Project YUI for everything that they done. Special thanks to 

Arisawa sensei from GISEC who was our team leader from Tokyo Gakugei University, thanks to 

Yusuke for helping translations and thanks to all the people and children of Ishinomaki.  
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When I first heard about the offer to volunteer as a student at Ishinomaki, my heart leaped 

with joy and excitement. I couldn’t believe that I was given the opportunity of visiting this place 

after so much had taken place just a couple of years ago. Little did I know that I was about to live 

one of the most important and most gratifying experiences until now in Japan. To share and give a 

little bit of whom I am and show them where I come from was my main objective. In my mind, I 

was going with the heart to help and encourage others. But it turned out to be the other way around, 

it turned out to be an encouragement and lift of the spirit for me. Every moment spent with the kids 

at school and at the shelter, with Project YUI and Arisawa Sensei, with my colleagues and friends 

were experiences enough to last a lifetime. I find it somewhat difficult to explain what I experienced 

in words.  

Everything started off well right from the beginning; the volunteer trip was well structured 

and planned. We had two orientation meetings with Arisawa Sensei where she explained all the 
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activities and the schedule as well. Our role was to visit schools and shelters. We were told to 

prepare several activities about our country and ourselves. I felt excited about that because as a 

teacher, I naturally love being around children and learning from them as well.  

The night before some friends (who were also going) and I stayed up late printing and 

cutting out activities. It was fun to see them happy and dedicated with their presentations. I didn't 

mind the time and somehow I managed to get everything ready for the next day. Finally, the day of 

our journey had arrived and after my third period class, we were ready to depart from Tokyo 

Gakugei University. I felt nervous because I didn’t know what to expect. I guess I could’ve stayed 

wondering and answering all the “what ifs” but I was too exhausted to think about that. I slept most 

of the way there.  

When we arrived, we were welcomed by Project YUI. They told us about their organization 

and they gave us some guidelines. We went to onsen and enjoyed every minute of it as well. It was a 

time to relax and mentally prepare for the next day.  

Our days started off with a short meeting at the place where we were staying. Before visiting 

the first school though, we were able to see some parts of the areas nearby. It was difficult to imagine 

that all the empty lots had once been residential areas. Although lots have been picked up, there is 

still debris left behind.  

The first and second day, we went to a school first and then to a shelter. When we arrived to 

both schools we were greeted with a warm welcome and snacks by the principle and some of the 

school staff. The first day we went to Junior High School students. It was a nice surprise to see that 

the students had prepared a small presentation for us at the auditorium/gym. The principle welcomed 

us in front of everyone and then we greeted them as well in our own languages while Arisawa Sensei 

translated for us. We then saw a traditional dance they had prepared. I felt enthusiastic about the 

whole thing, as I had said earlier; I expected to give more than to receive. I felt very grateful just 

being there.  

We had been assigned a classroom and a partner. My partner and I were able to talk to 

preteens about our culture and do an activity. The students were about 12 and 13 years old. I tried 

teaching them a few words in Spanish through a word search puzzle. They were already encouraged 

about it because their teacher had printed out some words in Spanish for them to practice with me. It 

was fun communicating with them. They weren’t at all shy when it came to speaking simple words 

in an unknown language for them.  

The next school we visited on the second day was an elementary school. Arisawa Sensei had 

been able to speak to the teachers and ask them how we can help. This was a great idea because all 

the activities fit perfectly with what the students were researching. We played games together; we 

ran, jumped and sang. It was lots of fun for everyone. We took lots of pictures together and simply 

had a great time.  
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Lunchtime in a Japanese school is indeed one of my parts of the day when I visit a school. 

Not only do I get to sit with some of the students and try to communicate with the little Japanese that 

I know but I also get to experience something that still surprises me to this day. School lunchtime is 

different from what I’m used to seeing back home. They are given the responsibility to serve and 

pick up after themselves. Everyone seems to know exactly what their role is on that day and they just 

go ahead and do it. The kids that help serve and pick up look cute with their white outfits.  

These children were so exited and so happy, no one would ever think they had gone through 

such a tough time back in 2011. Of course, no questions were asked about what had taken place but I 

did wonder how they were able to manage with their families. Everyone has a different story to tell. 

A staff member of the school showed us a video and took us through the natural disaster. Their 

school is now the main shelter in case of another emergency. The most interesting thing for me was 

that during that time, the kids stayed quiet although they were hungry and cold; no one complained. I 

had seen several videos and pictures before, but it’s so vivid once you’re there. I can’t imagine what 

it’d be like going through it in real life. 

Afterwards, we went to the shelters. We were separated into two groups. This was a 

different situation because we were just supposed to just play with the children at the shelter. Project 

YUI staff members literally unpack, place all the games, toys and activities where kids can enjoy and 

play. When it’s time to go, they clean up and pick up. At first we felt nervous but then we were able 

to play “Uno” with some children. I was surprised to see a child playing with a sword and catching 

our attention in order to play along with him. Children at schools in Japan tend to be more gentle and 

careful with their behavior. Maybe it’s because it was a different setting. These shelters probably 

offer the space to relax, to run and play freely since their homes are smaller than a normal home. 

On our last day, we went to play Tee Ball with some children. I was so exhausted I thought I 

wasn't going to be able to handle it. I quickly forgot about it all when I saw the kids so enthusiastic 

about the game. It was so awesome to see these little kids scoring high points for their teams and 

literally running like there was no tomorrow.  

I’m grateful to Tokyo Gakugei University for giving us the opportunity of living such a 

wonderful experience. I also thank Arisawa Sensei for all of her help, guidance and patience. Project 

YUI and its staff members were also amazing. We were given the opportunity of sharing our 

thoughts and experiences with one another. This is very valuable because it allows one to grow and 

learn from different situations. I’m also thankful for my classmates who made the experience fun 

and enjoyable. Overall, I’m grateful for the children and the people we met. They were generous and 

giving to us all.  

Although I come from a country where life isn’t always easy or fair, where terrible things 

happen every now and then, I had never experienced going to a place where nature had taken its toll 

and carried away so many houses, lives and families. In other words, this experience as I mentioned 
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before is one that marked my life in many ways. Even though I’ll never be able to fully grasp what 

happened and how everyone managed, it allowed me to reflect on my life, on what I would do in a 

situation similar to this one, and how I’d be able to survive and overcome so many things. I have lots 

of respect for all the survivors, for the way some have decided to move on and keep going despite of 

it all. I also feel respect for all of the volunteers that were there to help and for the people who are 

still helping in making it easier for those who are still affected today. 
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As all of us know, in March 11th 2011 a huge earthquake struck in Japan Pacific Coast of 

T hoku with a magnitude of 9.0Mw. It was the most powerful known earthquake ever to have hit 

Japan. The earthquake triggered powerful tsunami waves that reached heights of up to 40.5 meters in 

Miyako in T hoku's Iwate Prefecture, and which, in the Sendai area, travelled up to 10 km inland. 

The tsunami destroyed many of the houses and buildings around the stricken area causing thousands 

of deaths and people without a house or work.  

When this happened I was in Mexico and I was shocked with the images of the tsunami and 

the people crying for their lost. At that time I was working in the University as a Japanese teacher 

and we decided to organize an event to collect money and send to the refugees or organizations in 

Japan. Also, we made what in Japan is called “Senbazuru” and sent them to a Kindergarten in 

Miyagi Prefecture. The kids were very happy as well as their teachers and sent us some drawings 

and thank you notes. I wanted to do more but at that time it was the only thing I could do. 

When we were told by the other teacher trainers in Japan about their opportunity to go and 

help these people with a volunteering trip organized by the school, I wanted to participate. Later we 

received the invitation by Professor Shino Arisawa and I confirmed my participation in this 

volunteering trip. 

The trip was in Ishinomaki, Miyagi prefecture. We stayed there for 4 days and three nights 

in what it used to be a shelter for the tsunami disaster. The first day of our trip was very pleasant. We 

went to Monou Junior High School to talk about or country and teach them something about our 

native language. Since my country is Mexico, I dressed for the occasion. I brought from Mexico a 

dress that we usually wear when some festivities are celebrated in our country. It is a very typical 

and traditional costume. The kids were able to identify me easily and I explained the meaning of my 

outfit.  

Before going to the groups to talk about our country, the principal and the school 

community made a program for us. They welcomed us with a traditional dance from the area and we 

also introduced ourselves in our own language. I think this was a very good idea because the 

students were part of an international environment and they could spot the different languages and 

countries from we came from. After that we went to our designated classrooms and give our class. 

Students were very enthusiastic and tried to participate or asked questions. Others were shy and 

afraid to talk in English. After my presentation I made an activity in which students learned a little 

bit of Spanish. I made a small book with some phrases and pictures so they could keep it as a present 

and remember our meeting. They were trying really hard to say the words of the book and I felt very 

glad. At the end the principal thanked us all and gave us a small gift. I personally felt happy to have 

attended this school. Since I work in junior high schools, it was a great opportunity to see how the 

students are dealing with their situation day by day and how they behave in class.  

During the evening we went to temporary shelters, the place is called Minna-no-ba. We were 
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separated into two groups and went to separate places. When we arrived to the shelter kids were 

playing video games, each of them had one and some other kids, especially girls, were playing with 

other toys or running around. We started to try to talk to them and try to interact with them. At the 

beginning, some kids were shy and did not want to share their time and others were very opened and 

talked to us. Personally I did not know how to begin interacting with them so I just sat next to them 

and tried to talk a little bit about what they were doing. Later some other kids approached me and we 

started to draw or do origami.  

At first I was observing their behavior with us and the other kids, and I saw that they were 

very aggressive when playing. One kid started to hit us very hard and it was very surprising how 

much strength he has. He did not say sorry or give any sign of anger, it was his way of playing or the 

way he was used to treat other volunteers. It was until Elma, one of the other teacher training student, 

stopped him and told him that it hurt and he should say sorry and not do it again. After this he 

stopped hitting us and played peacefully. At the end of the day I was very happy because two girls 

gave me a drawing they made and at the beginning they did not even want me to see it. I thought that 

these kids are tough because of what they were going through but with patience and kindness they 

accept you and welcome you to be a part of what they are doing, but of course it takes a lot of time. 

At the end of the day we had a reflection meeting and everybody shared what they felt and 

did during the day. We experienced many things in just one day and gave to the organizers some 

advice and observations for future volunteers. Later we headed to have a bath and to buy breakfast 

for the next day.  

The people that were helping us and organized everything were very polite and generous. 

They have been helping the affected people since the disaster happened and they bring foreigners or 

Japanese people to shelters or community work so they can give a hand in the reconstruction of these 

people lives. I am moved by their work and it is a good example to follow for everyone.  

The next day, we went to Omagari Primary School and met the principal. He welcomed us 

and later we went to a classroom where we were supposed to meet the students. This time we just 

met 2 fifth grade groups, one after another and we were all together. At first we introduced ourselves 

in our own language and later we started a game, it was an English song for kids which is to practice 

animal words and listening. After that we played “duck, duck,… goose” and the kids loved it, they 

knew who to pick so they could win and it was very fun. And finally we were divided in small 

groups with the kids and talked about our countries, the kids had some specific questions and they 

asked us. We did the same with the next group and at the end we had lunch together. The kids 

prepared everything to bring us to their classrooms and they were explaining some of the activities 

they do during classes. When we finish eating, we went back to meet the vice principal. He gave us a 

talk about how the school overcame the tsunami and how now it is consider one of the closest 

refugee in case of any other disaster to occur.  
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The school lost many kids, and also the buildings were damaged by the water and the debris 

the tsunami brought with it. Since it has 4 stories buildings and it is the only high place to run, now it 

is consider the safest place to take cover in case of any coming disaster. They are equipped with the 

basic stuff, like water, covers, food, and they kept them in a storage. The vice principal took us to the 

storage and also he told us that anybody can open the door in case of an emergency, the keys are 

hang outside of the door and in case the school is close and no teacher or no one from the school is 

around, people are allowed to brake the main entrance door to reach to the storage or enter the 

building for shelter. I think this is a great idea, in Mexico we have an emergency plan in case of 

earthquakes but it is not so complete. I will like to share these ideas with my school co-workers and 

principal so we can make a better plan and be prepared for any situation. 

Again in the evening we headed back to the shelters to play with the kids and this time we 

prepared activities and a better plan to make them play with us without hitting us or others. It was 

much better than the previous day and I think they enjoyed more our company. Also the adults that 

were there approached us and talked to us and at the end we said good bye to them. Later we had 

again the reflection meeting and thanked the stuff for this opportunity and gave them more advice 

and ideas to what to do with the kids. They also thanked us and told us that we did a great job and 

hope us to see us again. I really enjoyed helping these people even just for two days and giving the 

kids a taste of Mexico just by talking about it was a great experience.  

The final day was in a primary school field. We were meeting other kids so we could play 

“Tea Ball”. The kids were very excited to start playing and we had a lot of fun. Sadly my team lost 

for 2 points but we had a lot of fun playing with the kids. At 12 pm the bus arrived to the school and 

it was time to say good bye. We went first to have our last lunch together with the people of the 

volunteering work and we departed to Tokyo.  

I will never forget this experience. It was full of excitement, fun, surprises, hits, laughs, and 

overwhelming feelings. Friendships were made and a little bit of hope and wishes too. I am looking 

forward for those people to overcome everything and for the kids to go big and try their best every 

day. I hope next volunteers get the same or better experiences as we did and I will share in my 

country all what I have learned from the Japanese people during not only this trip but all my stay in 

Japan. 
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“It’s the action, not the fruit of the action, that’s important. You have to do the right thing. It 

may not be in your power, may not be in your time, that there’ll be any fruit. But that doesn’t mean 

you stop doing the right thing. You may never know what results come from your action. But if you 

do nothing, there will be no result.” Mahatma Gandhi 

Volunteering is such a powerful thing for me. There is nothing in the world that can be paid 

when you see smile on the faces of those people that you helped. We have just spent 4 days in 

Ishinomaki, Miyagi prefecture, I feel grateful and my heart is full of love. 

Two years ago I couldn't even imagine that I would get a chance to go to the area that has 

been heavily affected by the earthquake and tsunami. It was early morning in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina when media reported on heavy earthquake followed by tsunami in Japan. I was 

shocked with the consequences on people and to see images of devastated people looking for their 

beloved ones.  

Couple of months ago when preparing for my research in Tokyo and when I got scholarship 

from MEXT, I was convinced that the opportunity will arise for me to visit Fukushima. Almost two 

years ago, I could just watch it on media, but when I got an email from Arisawa sensei about 

volunteering trip, I finally had a chance to do something. Without any doubt I accepted the invitation 

to go to Ishinomaki. I was so grateful that I got the chance to volunteer and thanks to Arisawa sensei 

who teaches at Tokyo Gakugei University since she organized the entire volunteering project. 

Without her effort none of this would be possible, so I feel appreciative for what she has done for us.  

Before the trip we had two meetings at Tokyo Gakugei University that were attended by 11 

students volunteered to be part of this project. Those are: Caro (Columbia), Marie (Philippines), Ana 
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(Mexico), Kelly (France), Erin (Hawaii), Mitchel (Hawaii), Ka (China), Lin (China), Sack (Laos), 

Yusuke (Japan), and me (Bosnia) all persons with big heart full of love. All of us took it really 

seriously and we were eager to do it in the best possible way. You could feel the positive energy. It 

was a good start with lots of plans for each school that we were visiting.  

Finally, the day of our trip to Ishinomaki, Miyagi prefecture arrived. I was so excited that I 

got the opportunity to volunteer in such big project. In about seven hours in our school bus we 

should arrive to our destination. I was really excited but also bit confused, since I did not know what 

to expect and how my reaction would be to the consequences of such powerful devastation.  

We arrived to Ishinomaki around 9 pm. We were welcomed by people from YUI NPO. (Aya 

Nakagawa, Ebisu Kawai and Ryo Tsukahara and the next day two new people would join us Akira 

Nagao and Satoko Azami). The word YUI means UNITED in helping those people in need which is 

the primary goal of people working there. It is a non-profit organization. Around 80 people work 

there, some of them in Tokyo, where their offices are situated and some are on the field in Tohoku 

region. The organization has been supported by different companies and MEXT. Their work is 

incredible in terms of providing support to children to continue with education and reconstruction of 

the affected area. Having a full time job did not prevent them to be part of this unselfish endeavor. 

They are special people that will always be in my heart. 

We were supposed to stay in one house but the plan was changed when we came to 

Ishinomaki, and the boys stayed in the house and the girls in the fish factory where second floor was 

used as a temporary accommodation for around 80 people whose houses were destroyed by tsunami. 

We were told that people stayed in two big rooms for around one month. There is only one toilet 

without bathroom. Only 7 of us were sleeping in that room and I can only imagine how hard was for 

40 people to live in the same room for a month.  

Since there is no bathroom we were offered with two options. We could take a shower in the 

accommodation where the boys stayed or we could go to 'onsen' all together. Without any doubts we 

all decided to go to 'onsen'. When we finished Aya san, Tsuka chan and Ebisu san took us by car to 

our accommodation. It was raining and foggy. You could see only few people walking in the street. It 

was so quite. We also went to 7eleven to buy breakfast for the next morning. When we came to our 

accommodation we had briefing where they explained the next day schedule. So we had meeting at 

8:30 in the morning. I couldn't wait till the next morning to start with the work. 

I have to admit it was hard for everybody to wake up so early :) but all of us were so excited 

to start our volunteering journey. We met two new people from YUI organization that joined us in 

the morning meeting (Akira Nagao and Toko chan). After brief explanation about YUI NPO we 

watched the video that was filmed after disaster where people were giving the interviews about the 

disaster. 

The facts about disaster were compelling; 850 days have passed since then. The devastated 
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Pacific coastal areas of the Tohoku region with more than 18,500 people killed around 2,668 people 

are still missing. Around 315,000 people still live away from their homes, including more than 

150,000 people who had to evacuate because of radiation risks from Fukushima nuclear power plant. 

The combination of three major disasters that happened was unprecedented. 

Around 15.000 people from Ishinomaki, Miyagi prefecture are still living in the temporary 

houses. 11 schools have been heavily affected, 80 children still missing. 

We were told that there are two reasons why so many people lost their lives when tsunami 

hit the area. The first one is that they tried to escape by car and they were stuck in the traffic jam. 

Second reason is that people got back home and they didn't expect that tsunami would hit the land 

more than once. The actual damage by the earthquake wasn't so high. The people living there were 

surprised by a huge tsunami that even reached the land where they were sure it was impossible for 

tsunami to come so far from the coast. 

Since we were supposed to visit the schools and temporary shelters we were asked few 

essential questions, such as what we should keep in mind when dealing with kids and teachers; in the 

temporary shelters if the kids approach us and start hitting us how we should react; whether taking 

the pictures should be ok or not; whether we were allowed to ask questions about the disaster. 

The people from YUI NPO told us how they respond to these situations. They advised us 

not to ask them about whether they lost their families and about the disaster but if they started 

talking about it then it would be all right just to listen to them without saying anything. It is not good 

to say:”gambate kudasai” and be taken with your emotions since they are not miserable people. It is 

ok to keep distance and not to be emotionally involved with locals. Many volunteers, celebrities 

came to the shelters and they said that they would come back and they never did. So is good to say 

“sayonara” (goodbye forever) not “matane” (see you) if you don't mean that because kids can be 

heart if you don't come back and you said that you would. People have enough food and clothes so 

they don't need that. It was not allowed to take picture without their permission. Such information 

was very useful to us. 

We got the schedule for Monou junior high school. I was placed in two different classes of 

3rd grade. I had 30 minutes for each. Since Arisawa sensei told me that I wouldn't have projector in 

my class I prepared my presentation about Bosnia and Herzegovina on a poster with photos of my 

country. Below every picture I wrote the explanation in Japanese language so that students could 

understand better and it was helpful for me too in case I got confused, but luckily I didn't :). I 

prepared to teach students the greetings and few words in Bosnian language so that they could see 

the difference among different languages. And as last task I would play the game “scramble words” 

with them. The students would be divided in 6 groups and they would compete. If they guess the 

word they are supposed to write it down and raise the paper. If the spelling is ok then they come to 

the board and write the word on the board and they get the point. The words are simple and the 
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students should be familiar with them. I was supposed to do this presentation for two different 

classes. 

So the time came when we would see Ishinomaki and how this area was affected by disaster. 

Since we arrived late at night we couldn't see much. The area was cleaned and only you could see 

were new fabrics and field with some traces of devastated houses. Two or three houses had walls 

only and part of the roof so you could conclude that there used to be one community. As we drove 

further we saw pile of steel and lots of damaged cars.  All of that was from the disaster. It was 

shocking. 

When we arrived to school we were all welcomed by the principle and other teachers. There 

was a written note at the entrance that we would come. We went to the principle office where they 

shortly introduced the school. Later students came for each of us and brought us to assigned class to 

have lunch together with them. My host was English teacher. That was good because I could ask 

questions about his teaching and his opinion about communicative approach in teaching English 

language. 

Everything was so well organized. Everybody was happy that we came to visit their school. 

They performed the dance for us in gymnasium. When we were entering they were applauding.  

Arisawa sensei told us that it would be good to introduce ourselves in our mother tongue so that 

students could hear different languages. That was great idea. She translated in Japanese everything 

we said. 

After that, we went to the classroom where we had our presentations. Since in Japanese 

classes there are around 30 students or more and it is said that is hard to form groups of 5 or 6, I was 

afraid that I would fail in trying to do the scramble word activity. Surprisingly they formed groups 

really fast because during the lunch time they eat in groups and everything went perfect. Students 

enjoyed a lot. I was so happy to see all that. Both classes did excellent work. It was my first time to 

teach Japanese class. I learned a lot from them too. Thanks to the principle, teachers and students we 

really felt special. 

After that, we split in two groups and we went to different temporary shelters. I was in the 

group with Ana, Mitchel, Marie and Lin. There was a place where kids could come to play, women 

could chat, sew, cook. Some of older kids were in the corner playing video games and the smaller 

ones they wanted to get to know us better. So they started to test us :), to be more precise to hit us.  

I was really surprised when I saw that it was not meaningless pushing that kids sometimes 

do but they were hearting us at some point. Then I remembered that the same morning we were 

asked the question what we should do if that happened. And I didn't take it seriously. I was thinking 

about how to react properly when the small boy hit me so hard in my back that I could count all the 

stars. Since I saw my friends politely laughing whenever they have been hit, I thought that if I react 

in the same way they would continue since we were sending them message that it was fun for us.  
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If we didn't tell them what was right and what was wrong how they could know. So I 

approached the small boy explained him that when he hit me that it was painful for me and it was not 

nice to hit other people. I said that he was supposed to apologize to me. And he did. After that they 

started to play with us. I was so surprised because I thought maybe they wouldn't listen to me. They 

asked me to go with them to the playground outside. I met other kids there and then they wanted to 

take pictures with me. I was interesting to them because I look so differently and of course because 

of my long, blond hair. Later the girls wore my high hills too :). When we were leaving they asked 

us whether they would see us again. The advice that we got in the morning meeting was really useful 

in this situation. So we all said that we still didn't know, what was true and told them “bye bye” :). 

We had dinner in the traditional Japanese restaurant. I had set of sashimi and it was delicious 

and cheap :). It was good day for everybody but still we had lots of work to do. We had the meeting 

in the 'girl's accommodation'. We had to plan activities for the next day. All our meetings were useful 

and productive. 

The next day we planned to visit Omagari Primary School that was affected by tsunami. We 

would meet two classes and this time we would be all together in one classroom. I proposed that we 

could sing the activity song 'Hop Like a Rabbit' as a first activity. It is a song about animals and 

everybody should be involved, for example when we hear 'hop like a rabbit' we were supposed to 

hop and kids would follow us. The funniest part for me was when I had to show how the alligator 

crawls. In the meeting they made me do that and we laugh so hard. The next activity was proposed 

by Mitchel and Erin. The name is 'Duck and Goose'. I love that game. After meeting we, of course, 

went to 'onsen' :). It was long and successful day. 

The next morning we had meeting just to confirm the schedule. When we came to Omagari 

Primary School we were warmly welcomed by the deputy of the principle. He showed us the place 

till where tsunami reached the school. The first floor was completely destroyed. Later the director 

came to greet us. They were really kind and nice. Then we went to the classroom to meet the 

students. All of us, including the students of course were enjoying doing 'Hop like a Rabbit' and 

'Duck and Goose'. 

After that we were split in small groups. Each group prepared questions about our countries. 

While I was presenting something about Bosnia it was surprise for me when I saw them taking notes. 

The students were well prepared and well organized. It was obvious that teachers in this school work 

hard. When we finished we had lunch with them. The students were good behaved and smart. 

Meanwhile the deputy and other teachers prepared the presentation about how tsunami 

affected that area, school and people. When the earthquake happened at 2:46 pm they students were 

about to go home from school. First they stayed in the school and waited till it stopped and then 

everybody went outside. Since the school is around 5 km from the coast they didn't expect the 

tsunami to reach their school. They heard the warning siren for tsunami so they decided on their own 
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that it was the best if they take the students back to school. Later it showed that was the best decision. 

The tsunami floated the entire first floor. They didn't have electricity and water. They spent all night 

at school. Students were hungry, thirsty and cold. It was amazing that none complained. They knew 

that the situation was extreme. They used the curtains to cover the kids and protect them from cold.  

Nobody was prepared for that. 

Some teachers lost their homes too. During recovery period lots of people lived in the 

school. Teachers and people from community helped in cleaning the school. Lots of people lost their 

home and family members. Two kids from school are still missing. As a support to the families who 

lost their homes and jobs school provides free lunch and books. 

In case of the disaster in the school there is one classroom with food (rice, instant food, 

water), blankets, gas for cooking, and other basic necessities. There is notice in the front door that in 

case of disaster if nobody is in the school people are allowed to break it and come inside. The 

highest building in the place is this school and there are no hills that surround this place so the safest 

place is to go to the school. They also put sign in each classroom for each community so that they 

can be together if the disaster happens again. I just hope that they will never need that. Those are 

really nice and brave people. We learned a lot from them. 

After that we split again in two groups and me and my group went to the same shelter and 

the other group they went to different one. This time we were better prepared. The kids were happy 

when they saw us again. After while we started playing 'Duck and Goose' game. We didn't want 

them to force to play with us so we started the game by ourselves. At the beginning they were just 

observing us and later one by one started to join us. Some new kids also came. Later Mitchell and 

me played cards with the girls. They were more open to us than the previous day. The lady gave us 

the rings that were hand-made. This was such a nice sign of gratitude.  We stayed with them for 2 

hours. 

When we finished we went to the shopping mall to meet other group to have dinner, to buy 

'omiyage' and breakfast of course :). Since we had really successful days the girls, including me :), 

decided to celebrate so we stayed awake a bit longer. Erin thought us belly dancing. She is 

professional :). Toko chan also showed us how people in Syria preformed similar dance. I really 

enjoyed spending time with the girls. We had such a good time together.   

It was so hard to wake up early in the morning but we didn't complain because we knew we 

had one more task to do and it wasn't easy at all :). In the meeting we had to practice how to play 

'Tee Ball' because the plan was to go to the school yard to play with kids this game. Lots of kids 

came to play with us and I can just say that even though they are small they are definitely better 

players than we are :). I enjoyed playing the game a lot.  We also talked to kids and they were 

happy to meet foreigners. 

We finished around 12pm and the bus came to pick us up. We decided to have lunch in the 
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local fish market. The set of sashimi only cost 600yen which is amazingly cheap. It was really 

delicious. 

The time came when we had to say goodbye to these wonderful people from YUI NPO. 

Ebisu san, Toko chan, Tsuka chan were all the time with us. I cannot describe by words how much 

they mean to me. They are people with lots of love. I will never forget the moment when we played 

Tee Ball and when each of them so intentionally observed each kid and whenever they saw that 

someone was standing and not playing they would go there and talked to them in such nice way with 

lots of love. It was amazing to see them giving so much love to those kids. These people are so 

dedicated and full of love. I am grateful that I got the opportunity to meet them. Take care and be 

well.   
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Emotion struck at my very heart as I stared wide eyed at the television set on 11, March 

2011. Nothing but silent tears flowed, as the only thing I could feel was empathy for the people 

involved in this horrific display of mother-nature. I wanted to do something, to reach out from my 

home 8,000 kilometers away. But at that time all I could do was pray. However I felt then that 

prayers could only go so far. And while donations were good, in my opinion it wasn’t enough. What 

I truly desired was to get involved, even in some tiny way, which is why when I heard of this 

volunteer opportunity to the Touhoku area, without any hesitation I offered my time. Despite the 

heeds from the news and family about radiation exposure, I couldn’t care less. I thought, “If these 

people can overcome adversity daily against things they can’t control, I can do the same for a mere 4 

days!” 

I felt blessed to have been placed with a group of volunteers who had just as much 

compassion in their hearts as I do. Regardless of prior warnings on very minimal accommodations 

we faced it head on in good spirits. Our sole purpose was to bring positive energy to the children of 

Ishinomaki, not worry if we were going to stay in a luxury suite. In fact we ladies stayed in a second 

floor, garage style warehouse with an adjacent tatami room. We had no kitchen but one sink and a 

toilet to share. Each day we had to purchase semi-nonperishable foods for breakfast and to bathe at 

an onsen each night. (For some reason, I looked forward to bath time more than usual!) We thought 

the place was very spacious for 7 women and made it feel like a sleep over from back in our younger 

days. We learned the next morning that the tsunami flooded the bottom half of the warehouse while 

our floor once held 80 evacuees and lived in that condition for months. We gasped, and reanalyzed 

our living quarters with an even greater appreciation.  

Our hosts from Project YUI welcomed us with open arms and were with us every step of the 

way. They educated everyone about the destruction of the area we stayed in and what was in store 

for us at each location we were to visit. Our trip would have been useless had it not been for their 
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hard work. It’s thanks to their support that we were able to visit schools, temporary shelters, 

restaurants, stores and finally take us back to our home bases each night. I couldn’t help but to 

admire their dedicated work ethics, what with many workers living more than 7 hours away from the 

Touhoku area in Tokyo, commuting back and forth has to be rough. Yet each member was friendly, 

easy to talk to and had a child-like spunk about them, which I loved. 

On the day of our first school visit, Project YUI first drove us through Ishinomaki city 

where we got our first exposure to the areas that got demolished. And while I’m sure that my 

volunteer predecessors saw something more ruinous than what we witnessed, never the less what we 

did see was hard to swallow. We traveled in between fields of overgrown weeds that had the 

occasional lone standing house, the bottom half of which was gone, the upper half left in tatters; it 

was unbelievable that these wide fields of new over growth were once beautiful neighbourhoods. I 

still saw small household objects like broken VHS tapes, tools and some children’s toys dispersed 

among the overgrowth.  

We ventured on down the coastline and saw that many of the shipping warehouses have 

been newly rebuilt but some busted framework from old warehouses still remained. There were also 

areas that were blocked off that contained all the debris that was cleaned up. Inside these compounds 

were various objects like broken cars/trucks, rusted metal, refrigerators, splintered wood and other 

damaged household articles. We then crossed a bridge right over a large canal where the wave came 

sweeping up into the town. As I looked out over the jetty, I couldn’t fathom the thought of that wave 

approaching, it would have scared me to death. Before we reached the school, we saw a small 

peninsula that housed a huge compound of rubbish that piled at least 3 stories tall and I don’t know 

how many kilometers long. 

As we approached the school, I thought back on our meeting that morning and was told that 

the children we are to visit, either at the schools or at the shelters still might have some post 

traumatic shock that they’re dealing with. And to be safe we were advised to keep our comments and 

questions tactful. I understood the reason behind the warning, and to be honest, before I went on this 

trip, I didn’t even think to ask the children about their home life nor their experience during the 

earthquake and tsunami. All I wanted to do was to give them something to break the monotony that 

they must be enduring. The middle school we visited pulled out all the stops for us, making us feel 

so welcome by holding a full blown assembly and even performing a matsuri dance that I enjoyed 

very much. The principle and staff were great people to work with and were very kind to us. This 

specific school visit was the most intimidating for me because going up to teach in front of a whole 

classroom alone is hard, to do it bilingually is another matter. I admit I froze a few times but I tried 

my best. I wore my usual smile as I taught and communicated with these bright, very shy young 

adults. I left there believing they learned something good about my culture and where I come from.  

A completely different atmosphere engulfed us when we arrived at our first temporary 
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shelter. These long rows of rectangle, split living quarters seemed so cramped, but otherwise neat, 

clean and some inhabitants were even growing plants and flowers outside their personal porch. The 

community common room we went to housed chairs, couches, televisions, piano, toilets, a kids play 

area and a kitchen, all for everyone’s use. As we stepped into the common room, some of us were 

confused where to begin. Until some children simply grabbed us, or in my case “stabbed” me with a 

toy sword and we began to play with them. At first it was awkward until eventually the children got 

used to our presence and became friendlier. They actually baked cookies earlier and shared them 

with us. I think the two guy volunteers we had in my group had it hard, particularly the poor fellow 

who gave a horse ride with 7 kids on his back. I couldn’t help but laugh. I wanted to take a photo so 

badly, but I was worried if we could or not. I wanted to respect the children’s privacy. Until our YUI 

leader Toko took out her camera, then rest was history. The children loved to take pictures with us, 

as well as using our camera to take pictures of us. Eventually we started playing outside as well, 

basketball, jump rope, bouncy ball and bubbles. When clean up time came, I was beyond impressed 

that the remaining children helped with packing Project YUI’s van with the play mats, supply tubs 

and toy chests. They even deduced among themselves how to place the supplies so they fit neatly in 

the back. Now, I was raised in mainland America, and to see this kind of site is truly very rare. Most 

American children have to be nagged to do minor chores and here were these children no older than 

7 or 8 getting together to assist the adults without being told.  

The following day had to be my favourite portion of the trip. We paid a visit to one of the 

elementary schools that received direct impact and suffered a few fatal losses because of the tsunami. 

Here we worked with two groups of 5th graders. First we were to play games with them then gather 

in intimate groups to answer the questions they prepared for us about our countries. It was too much 

fun playing with these kids. At first they were nervous but they didn’t know yet what fun and 

interesting activities we planned for them. We played a follow-a-long song where we had to imitate a 

certain animal to music. (The crocodile crawl was everyone’s favourite!) After that I introduced a 

childhood game from America called Duck, Duck, Goose. This game too was a huge success with 

the kids. They immediately laughed and cheered watching me trying (and failing) to run away from 

the Goose! When we got into our groups, I got nothing but great reactions from learning about me 

and my partners’ respected countries. They were the most engaging, eager to be taught students I 

ever had met in Japan yet. Our lunch with them was just as fun. They tried with so much vigor to get 

you to sit at their desks with them. And when you do you get treated to smiles and giggles the whole 

time while talking to them or else getting buried by them as they try to squeeze into the frame as you 

take pictures together.  

Meeting up with the vice-principle after lunch, we were told an impressive story that I 

would no sooner forget. Back in 2011, the tsunami’s black water washed mud and rubble right up to 

the front entrance, flooding the school under 150 centimeters of water. While trapped on the 2nd and 
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3rd floor of the school, the teachers gathered all their strength to help protect the students and some 

local residents from the winter cold. Many huddled with the kids to warm them while other staff 

members pulled down curtains from the classrooms and wrapped as many people as they could with 

them. It was here that I found it really hard not to cry. Since then this school, which is the tallest 

building in the area, was turned into an official evacuation center. They prepared an easy access 2nd 

floor classroom filled with emergency blankets, food, water, portable stoves and toilet paper. They 

even moved the staff room and the classrooms all on the upper floors. Finally at the end of our visit I 

felt elated that these children are in such a well-cared for environment. It was easy to sense that 

between the principle, vice-principle, their teaching staff and students, they all formed a great family 

like bond. I will definitely take these stories and motives back with me to Hawai’i to share. 

On our final day in Touhoku we got to play tee-ball with elementary students and enjoyed a 

Sashimi lunch before boarding our bus to take us back to Tokyo. All in all, this entire trip has left an 

exhausted smile on my face. We played hard and laughed even harder with the folks at Project YUI, 

the children and the few locals we were fortunate to meet each day. I felt hope and rebirth in the air. I 

could tell that the people were more than willing to move on and live life moving forward. I wish for 

nothing but success to everyone of Ishinomaki and to whoever is working hard towards that 

endeavor. I pray they will remember that there is nothing that cannot be overcome with a good 

attitude and a hearty laugh. 
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It has been a little over two years since the tsunami caused by The Great East Japan 

Earthquake hit the area of Ishinomaki in Miyagi prefecture, leaving a wake of destruction that left 

scores of families homeless, businesses ruined and communities struggling to comprehend what has 

happened.  Thousands were killed and many in dire situation. Ever since then, the communities 

have been trying to regain their formal lives, gradually rebuilding and overcoming the hardships.  

The scale of the recovery is enormous, very time-consuming and expensive. For this reason, this job 

requires not just local resources, but from all domestic and international partners as well. Much of 

this support comes from organizations, corporations, governments and volunteers. When the 

opportunity showed itself, a group of international individuals and I were more than happy to 

become part of this initiative. With Project Yui, a Non-Profit Organization that focuses on the 

support of children, we interacted with children in hopes of not only teaching about our cultures but 

also mitigating the hard to bear memories that these children have.  

I was very delighted to have this volunteer opportunity. I remember in my upper level 

Japanese class back at my home university, as a class project, we decided to do a bake-sale where we 

sold cupcakes and other bake goods. The profits we made were donated to the Japanese Red Cross.  

We also wrote support letters and folded 1000 cranes, and sent them to schools. This was done at our 

university and many students, teachers, and community members were supportive of our efforts. At 

the time, this was what I was only able to do for the people in disaster-stricken areas. This time, I am 

here physically to offer direct assistance. It was handwork, but very satisfying and rewarding at the 

same time. 

The first couple days served as a reorientation of myself of what had taken place in 
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Ishinomaki. Through the news and internet, I saw images, clips and read stories about the tsunami 

and how it affected many communities. Though you understand the situation, it’s difficult to imagine 

what it’s like without living it firsthand. Once our volunteer group got together for our orientation, 

everything began to affect me on emotional level. The location where this orientation took place 

served as a shelter for evacuees totally 80 who spent months after the tsunami living together in a 

confined space. From deep inside myself, I started to visualize how these evacuees lived and it 

generated a feeling of grief. Even the movie that we watched about the situation before, during and 

after the tsunami, and the tour through the devastated areas had the same affect. The open fields 

which are now covered with grass sit empty. Buildings that do stand are either remnants or newly 

built. Either way, it’s a constant reminder of what had a happen. This was definitely a personal 

reorientation of what I had known and felt about the devastation. I now know how real the situation 

was and how it still is.  

The school visits was definitely a happy experience. Even for the children and teachers, they 

were deeply moved. They expressed a fond interest in our cultures, especially the teachers; they 

know how important these visits are to the well-being and academic success of their students. The 

first school was to Monou Junior High School. They greeted us with a festive atmosphere, 

performing their local traditional dance with the accompaniment of taiko drums and flutes. Even the 

lunch we ate together reflected a festive theme, a Japanese cultural event called Tanabata (Evening 

of the Seventh). Since it’s the star festival, the food items were shaped or had some characteristics of 

stars. Because of this, it felt as if we volunteers are exchanging cultures with the students. I taught 

them about Hawaiian culture, focusing on the meaning of the lei (Hawaiian flower necklace). As a 

surprise, I had them create their own leis. Though many didn’t get to finish their leis, I can see from 

the expressions on their face that they relished the moment.  All the information presented was new 

them and so I am glad that I was able provide them knowledge and a fun hands-on activity to 

immerse them in my culture which is so different from theirs.  

The second visit was to Omagari Primary School. Unlike the first school, the tsunami came 

inland far enough to reach this school. The first floor was completely damaged.  Because the school 

was the only multi-story building in the surrounding area, many people came to seek shelter there.  

The tsunami water remained for a week, before it receded enough to start the recovery process. On 

the first few days of that week, it was tough living. There was little food and water, space was 

crowded and the nights were chilly. A staff member who was lecturing about the school said they 

had to hug the students and community members with window curtains to keep them warm.  

Knowing this and what the community went through, I was really moved. This inspired me to show 

the students a good time and brighten up their day. The students were young students so the activities 

were geared to their age level. While listening to a song about animals, we performed each animal’s 

movements. We also played a common childhood game called “duck duck goose.” The students and 
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some of the volunteers sat at in the circle. There is one student considered the “duck,” who walks 

around tapping on the heads of the people sitting down, calling each a “duck” until finally picking 

one to be a “goose.” The “goose” would then have to chase the “duck” around the circle and try to 

tag him or her before the “duck” returns where the “goose” had been sitting. There is a game similar 

to this in Japan but they use a handkerchief instead to identify who is the “goose.” These two 

activities were in some sense icebreakers that helped reduce anxieties that the children might have 

and got them comfortable with us, which helped when we talked about our countries in small groups. 

They weren’t shy. They were very curious about Hawaii’s culture and they had a lot of questions to 

ask. 

Besides schools, we also went to temporary shelters to play with children. These shelters 

were built for families or individuals who had lost their homes due to the tsunami. It was a 

depressing sight.  The living accommodations seemed inadequate and there is little privacy.  

However, the children and the families who live there seemed happy and content. Of course, they 

would be happier if they have their own place, but they weren’t complaining. The kids were hard to 

approach at first but slowly they began to come to us. I especially got close to one girl. Despite this, 

I had to keep my emotional distance since our visitation was so short and I didn’t want to upset her if 

I didn’t come back. I was surprised a much older child came up to me and asked if we could play 

cards. For most of the time, she kept to herself but she had the confidence to approach me in the end.  

The boys were much harder to interact with, for they were too focused on playing videogames. Some 

boys did play with us but not too much. When I observed how these children play, I really see a 

strong bond that these kids have developed with each other. Even though they live in such conditions, 

by playing, they help each other forget the unpleasantness of it and they just enjoy life.  

As I look back at our volunteer trip, though we only had a limited time to interact with 

children, teachers, and families, our efforts have contributed so much to the whole initiative of 

Project Yui. As a group, we worked together with the same goal in mind and that is to simply bring 

smiles to people’s faces. By bringing them smiles and laughter, we have made a difference in their 

lives. For me, it was difficult to say goodbye but definitely, I will return one day to offer my support 

again.      
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Though it was just three days, I experienced more than I ever learned about the disaster. 

Ishinomaki was destroyed by the tsunami on 11th March 2011. Then two years has passed after the 

disaster, but you can still feel something horrible in heart. This time, we mainly served as volunteers. 

We went to visit the schools, then played with children living in the temporary shelters and heard 

lots of real stories happened there.  

From 2011, the northeast part of Japan is always being the topic of the world, whether the 

tsunami or the nuclear power plant in Fukushima. We can also hear some news happened there.  

When we reached there for the first night, it was already dark. You can find the shops with 

lights, and it seems that there is no difference from other cities in Japan. But you cannot judge the 

situation only from what we see in the darkness. At that time, I was scared of seeing the scenes in the 

videos on the website--- the ship climbed on the roof of the house and the cars crashed with each 

other. Just by watching the video, I felt that I experienced the effect by the earthquake, and I still 

remembered the countryside swallowed by the black waves of the tsunami. Now, after two years, I 

was wondering what has changed in the affected areas. 

We lived in the house of the NPO YUI, and I also made some new friends with them. 

Akira,Tsukahara,Ebisu, Toko and so on. In some degrees, they are the real volunteers. Since the 

disaster, they worked there all year around. Comparing with them, what we did there was tiny and 

limited. 

In the next morning, we were introduced the local situation before we started the 

volunteering work.  

So many people died in the disaster in Ishinomaki. About 4000 people, including 140 
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students lost their lives. Now the population of Ishinomaki changed from 160,000 to 140,000. Many 

of the local people chose to leave there and rebuild their hometown. The number of people chose to 

leave is beyond my imagination. I felt the confidence of reconstructing their towns and restoring 

their normal life. 

One thing I really learned this time is that I know the main reason causing the hurts. When 

the disaster happened, most of them ran away by car , but they didn’t win the time to survive 

because of traffic jam and there are some residents died in the disaster because they didn’t expect the 

second wave and third wave would come back. 

Hearing about this, I felt much sadder because some of them should have the chance to 

survive, while they lost the common sense of the tsunami and chose the wrong way. Since we left 

Ishinomaki, it has passed one week. But I still can’t forget the words written on the stele ‘When an 

earthquake occurs, be prepare for tsubami  which means you still should pay attention to the 

tsunami after the earthquake. From now, everyone in Japan or lives near the seaside should never 

forget the sayings from the ancients. When a disaster happens, how should we help ourselves? We 

should remember that the disaster will occur repeatedly.  

Then we also visited the city by car. During daytime, you can see everything more clearly. 

The destroyed school and the sank roads, the wide place just with one or two houses. You can also 

find the waste cars piled up like a hill. The smell, the pictures drew by the children on the dam. 

Though they are just the separate view outside of the window, you can’t help combining all the 

views together. Everything makes you heartbroken involuntarily.  

In the afternoon, we started to visit the schools. We got a big welcome from the Monou 

Junior High School. During the lunch time, we had the school lunch with the students, and talked 

about the life of the school. At that time, the tanabata festival in Japan was approaching so that the 

food was also made into the star’s shape to celebrate it. How cute it was. Then in the afternoon, we 

taught them something about our countries. The students really showed great interest in our 

countries though they were a little shy. I taught them how to cut papers, and finally we finished the 

work. You could find the smile from the bottom of their hearts. I gave them a lesson, so did I get the 

happiness to share. 

When I visited the temporary shelters, I was really shocked. As far as I am concerned, not 

all of the students in the junior high school suffered from the disaster. However, there were no 

children playing in the shelters who did not suffer from the disaster. So it’s the first time to approach 

the victims so closely. The place was not open all the time. To make the children happy, every time 

the stuff of the NPO YUI like Tsuka and Ebisu took the toys to the shelter and brought them back the 

same way. Not only the toys and games but also the drawing and the tools for baking were prepared. 

What a heavy work that was. The children there showed a little different from children in other 

places. They lost their houses and had to stay in the shelter, so they didn’t have much choice of 

59



where to play and what to play. It’s hard to measure how much the hurts they are suffering. Looking 

at their faces, you can read the short time for playing here is how important to them. We had a good 

time with the children. Even though I didn’t remember their names, I can still remember their smiles 

clearly. They need more care not only from their parents but also from the society. What they need is 

not just a temporary playmate, but also your smile, your friendship which is able to tell them they are 

not alone. I hope they will grow happier and healthier.  

After a short supper, we had another meeting. We summarized the whole day and shared 

what we learned. Elma and Erin behaved the best, I thought. They could always give us some new 

ideas and lead the meeting to do self-examination. There were also lots of good things and some 

unhappy things. Through the meeting, we got clearer ideas about what we should do next. It was 

really necessary. Talking with everyone was also full of fun. I always got encouraged by the new 

ideas and inspired by the warm atmosphere. And I also gained the skill of how to discuss with others 

more effectively. The short meeting impressed me so much. 

As a result of good preparation, our work on the second day went very well. The children, as 

well as us had great fun in the game of Elma’s and Erin’s. Thanks to the prior meeting and 

preparation, we communicated with the children more effectively. We made cookies and drew the 

characters of cartoon. We had a nice time. Sometimes we need some patience and skills with 

children. We had done it well. 

At last, we said goodbye to Ishinomki. Through this time, I did not only do something to the 

children, but also made lots of friends. Akira, Aya, Ebish, Tsuka and Toko. They are the people really 

worth to be respected. They insist to work there year after year. Thanks for their warmness, patience 

and passion. Thanks for Ms. Arisawa who provided us a good chance to experience the life in 

ishinomi, we will never forget it all life. The guys we lived together got very well with each other. 

Mitchell was busy making the paper flowers on the way to there. A very earnest man. Yusuke gave 

us lots of support and was really very kind. Kelly Lin and Sithisack were really kind-hearted and 

always prepared to help others. Carolina, Maricel and Ana are really good teachers, I think. They 

know how to teach and how to win the children. I learned valuable things from them .Thanks for 

Carolina, I also learned a lot about the wonderful culture of Colombia. The people most impressed 

me were Elma and Erin because they could always keep the group happy and I love their smiles.  

We were not the first volunteers, or the last volunteers. We just contribute what we can do to 

give a confidence for the people there. Children are the hope of the future in Ishinomaki. I wish 

Ishinomaki will get better and better.  
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Over two years have passed since the earthquake that struck on March 11, 2011. We went to 
Ishinomaki on July 3, 2013, wondering how the area would look. Ishinomaki is on the coast in 
an area that suffered terrible damage. From the briefing and the images Project YUI’s Akira-san 
showed us, we found out that two or three tsunami hit, engulfing buildings and cars and taking 
numerous lives. Some buildings have been repaired, but it is hard to picture the bustle of the 
original residential areas. The remaining buildings are in shambles, standing lonely in the 
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disaster-struck area. Rows of destroyed cars are lined up near the ocean. There are no signs of 
people. They probably do not want to go back there, since it isn’t as if a tsunami will not hit the 
same place again. Moreover, people would also probably remember that family members and 
relatives who died there. 

As for my own experiences, I went to two schools during this visit: Mono Junior High 
School and Omagari Elementary School. I do not deal well with children, so I had been uneasy 
for quite some time. I worried about what I should do. On top of that, I had heard from the 
teacher that the children were very shy. That only increased my unease, because I am also shy. If 
there were no answers at all it would be a complete flop.  

Moreover, all the other volunteers had done a lot of preparation, so I felt like I was the 
only one who wasn’t ready. My PowerPoint presentation also looked likely to end in two or 
three minutes, and I had no confidence in the content. I wondered whether I could give a good 
explanation of the game I had prepared and whether it could even be played. Anyway, I was 
worried right up until the presentation. Caro-san and I were assigned to the same class at the 
junior high school. She had been a teacher for around ten years, was very calm, and paid a lot of 
attention to me because I was driving myself crazy.  

Lunchtime was another trial for me. The students called us into the classroom, and I sat 
down and began eating when everyone said “Itadakimasu.” Since finishing the meal in total 
silence would not do, I tried to come up with some topic so that I could talk about with the 
students. Absolutely nothing came to mind. What do junior high students usually talk about? 
And it would be best if I could start on a topic smoothly since I didn’t want to leave them with 
an excessively abrupt impression.  

Right, I’d introduced myself just a while ago, so how about asking them to introduce 
themselves next? I had them introduce themselves to me. However, after finishing that, other 
students began chatting happily with each other. I fell silent once again. I thought frantically 
about what to discuss next. No really good ideas arose, so I asked a student sitting next to me 
about this and that. What do you call this? What is that? They were all dumb questions. Finally 
the long-awaited end of lunch arrived. It suddenly occurred to me that I should have asked them 
what kinds of things they liked or whether their classes were difficult, and all sorts of ideas 
welled up. 

After that washout I was quite worried about my presentation, especially since I was 
going ahead of Caro-san. I remained uneasy about the long half an hour I had to fill as I began 
the presentation. I was very nervous at first, but gradually calmed down. The students were 
unexpectedly cheerful and not at all shy, answering readily. I had felt that my presentation was 
light in content, but it ended up taking 40 minutes. On top of that, I thought that I had covered 
all the content I prepared, but there was still some left. We did not even play the game I had 

63



made. How did I feel? (With apologies to Caro-san.) As though the worry and mistakes had 
disappeared somewhere. 

We played games together at Omagari Elementary School and then split up into groups 
to talk about our countries and answer questions from the students. The students really had fun 
doing this, and had even thought up various questions in advance. 

After lunch, the assistant principal told us about the day of the disaster and then showed 
us where food and drink kept aside in case of emergencies were stored. He also told us that all 
the classrooms were now above the second floor because the tsunami had inundated the first 
floor of the school’s buildings. I think that they are now very well prepared against disasters. 

We went to the temporary housing facility at the same place, Minna-no-ba, both days. 
The kids were very cute, but children are not my strong suit and I was useless. I passed the time 
by simply doing what the kids wanted, such as playing tag. Even so, I became friends with some 
of them. We made things together.  

When we played tag outdoors the first day one of the kids fell down while running and 
burst into tears. I had no idea what to do, but gave the child a hug. The child came back to me 
later and was very cute. When we went to Minna-no-ba on the second day that child sought me 
out. Even though I had been unable to do anything, the child had made me many origami rice 
balls (made of paper). I guess for the children it was meaningful just for us to be there. 

Finally, I would like to add a comment about the local volunteers who helped us on this 
visit. Akira-san, Aya-san, Ebisu-san, and Toko-san all have day jobs and apparently live in 
Tokyo. While working at their real jobs during the two years since the earthquake, they have 
also devoted tremendous efforts to volunteer activities. The other person, Tsuka-chan, is a local 
staff member but also apparently lives in Tokyo. I believe that round trips to Ishinomaki are 
tough for them all. I offer my respect to these five and other volunteers. I also pray that the local 
area is able to quickly recover. 
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I remember clearly when I heard the news, first about the earthquake, and then about the 

tsunami. I was preparing to go to work when the radio announced a major earthquake in Japan. But 

knowing how Japan was used to earthquakes, I was not so worried. Later in the morning, a colleague 

announced there had been a big tsunami and that the Tohoku region had been severely hit. Videos 

and pictures of the disaster quickly spread and it was quite a shock to realize that even an advanced 

country such as Japan could be stricken by such a disaster.  

I, too, was shocked, and as many, I tried to contribute to the fund raisings that widely 

occurred in the aftermath of the tsunami. But I felt it was something that was not involving enough, 

although I could not figure how to do more. 

So I was very happy when Arisawa sensei told me about the volunteer trip in Ishinomaki, 

since it was a way to be involved in the disaster relief, even for a short time. Moreover, it was as if I 

had the occasion to get some news of an old friend, whom I knew was ill but with whom I could not 

meet or get in touch for a while. 

We were to visit schools and play with children in temporary shelters, but I could not really 

imagine what to expect both from the situation over there and from the children. Fortunately, before 

going to meet the children, the Project Yui team organized a preparatory meeting where we have 

been explained what the situation in Ishinomaki was, and how to act with the children in practical 

terms. They might kick us, or play “tsunami” which was not so surprising so far, although it was 

worth to be said. What was the most useful was to be warned not to ask question about their families, 

since many of them might have lost a relative in the tsunami. We were also usefully reminded that 

although they had to face this natural disaster, they still were children, and that they had to be 

considered as such, even if it meant to scold them if they did something bad. That was important, 

because being in Ishinomaki for such a short time, we could have thought it was no big deal, let go 

and bear with it. 

With these advices in mind, we proceeded to the Monou Junior High School, where students 
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welcomed us performing a dance they had prepared for us. I really felt like a special guest and it was 

very moving to see how serious the children were. In the afternoon, I made a presentation about 

France, and how French language is linking people all over the world. Knowing the audience would 

be 13 years old teenagers I tried to make it interesting in using songs popular among children the 

same age in France. The class was very quiet, and it seems to me that some of the children looked 

bewildered, so I do not really know if I had been successful… 

In Omagari Primary School, we first played together with the children, dancing the 

crocodile song introduced by Elma, and running with Erin’s duck and goose. Then, our time has 

been shared between two groups of children with whom we had to discuss about our countries. I did 

not know if I could manage to interact with elementary school children, but I found there was no 

need to worry, since they were very enthusiastic and very curious about France. I showed them some 

pictures of Paris, of the Eiffel Tower, and of some places in the south-west of France, where I usually 

spent summer holidays. I also played some traditional children songs. I was happy that they 

appreciated it, and also moved by the fact that they were really discovering something new. 

In the afternoon, the principal of Omagari Primary School explained us how the school and 

the surroundings, despite being two kilometers away from the coast, had been stricken by the 

tsunami. He showed us in a presentation the destructions, but also all the efforts made by the 

teachers to clean and rebuild the school as fast as possible. During the tour of the school, we had 

been explained what were the new measures to secure food and water supplies, and evacuation 

procedures in case of a new disaster. I have been very impressed by the principal, whose decision not 

to follow the manual actually saved the lives of most of the children in 2011. 

We visited two “Minna no ba” in temporary shelters. While some of the children were very 

curious about who came to visit them, others were just playing as usual. The fact is I had forgotten 

how lively children could be when they are under 10 years old (and most of them were). We played 

Uno, jumping rope, ball, in the first shelter. I tried to cheat to win at Uno, but the children were 

really good at it (and I might have learnt some new rules that are not so canonical…). In the second 

shelter, the neighborhood preferred that the children play indoor, so we tried to entertain them with 

cooking cookies, drawing, playing dodge ball or video games. I was part of the cooking team and we 

had been led by a little boy who was already a chef at making cookies. I am still laughing when I 

remember the little 4 or 5 years old girl who said to me in Japanese: “You can speak in English, I am 

used to it” ( .) as I was trying to find words in Japanese to explain 

her how to prepare the dough. 

We ended the trip by a tee ball game on a school playground. I don’t remember who won the 

match but it was very funny. Again, even if some of them were a bit shy in the beginning, children 

played with us quite naturally. 

People are very surprised when I say that I had fun spending time in Ishinomaki, but it is 
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true! Of course, I think that the group formed by all the volunteers was one of the reason for this 

feeling. I could get to know better other Gakugei students and I am very glad of that. But, the main 

reason is that the children welcomed us wholeheartedly, with a sheer enthusiasm. At the schools, we 

could see that they put a lot of efforts in welcoming us and that the volunteers visit was very 

important for them. Even if we had to face shy and giggling teenagers in Monou Junior High School- 

one girl even strongly refused to say anything to me- we could see that they were really serious and 

committed in this event for their school.  In Omagari Primary School, I, as an adult was a bit 

reluctant of doing Elma’s “crocodile dance” but seeing how it made children happy I could not help 

enjoying it as well. 

I somehow feel that I have been given more than what I could give, and I am thankful to the 

children, but also to the Project Yui, to Arisawa sensei and my trip mates who made me enjoy this 

experience. 
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I joined volunteer work in Ishinomaki from 3 to 5 July. I stayed there only three days but I 

experienced a lot, think a lot, and learned a lot. I write what I though there and after coming back to 

Tokyo.  

First, I talk about children. Before going there, I’ve thought that they would be depressed or 

hurt not only physically but also mentally. However, those who I met there looked really lusty and 

cheerful as if there was nothing happened. I thought they had already overcome the disaster because 

more than two years had passed. But I can’t believe they could overcome it because there must be 

some children who lost their friends, family or their house. Still I don’t know what they are thinking 

about the disaster. Some of them might see adults working very hard for reconstruction, which means 

they may know that it would get them into troubles to say something selfish or they could not deal with 

it well because of their age. Moreover they were some children who had lived near harbor and now 

living in the temporary houses. They are generally said a bit rough. But I don’t know where their 

roughness comes from. Honestly I could not know what’s inside of them even though I actually went 

there and talked with them. It was really good to discuss remarks of how to treat children. I faced some 

situation that I didn’t know what to do. At the time the discussion helped me a lot. I went to a few 

schools and temporary houses so that the time we can share with the same children was limited. In the 
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limited time I don’t think we can solve their problems or help them a lot. But through playing some 

games or helping oversea students introduce their countries, I realized that it is good to have fun 

without thinking of other things. It is important to face the disaster and try to overcome it but I think it 

is also important for them to just have fun. In term of this, I want more and more outsiders to get 

involves in this. 

Next I talk about volunteer work. According to the story from Yui, Right after the disaster a 

lot of people including celebrities came and helped them but now the number of people coming to 

Tohoku is decreasing. They said there are still many things to do. I think the reason why people 

coming to Tohoku is decreasing is less opportunity to take up this issue in Japanese media and they 

would think it’s already ok because they don’t see the problems on TV or something. Actually I was 

one of them who think it’s already ok. I have wanted go there since it had happened but without this 

opportunity I’m not sure if I went there. But what I realized is that it’s not ok. Still there are a lot of 

people who are living temporary houses and there are broken schools, houses and so on. My image 

for this area has changed. Now I think we need to make it clear that what we need and what kind of 

help we need and tell them to many people. And I realize what we know from some medias is 

different from what we know by going and see there. In order to know what exactly happened, we 

need to go there and I want a lot of people to go there and see by themselves. Next time I’ll make an 

opportunity to go there again by myself. 

 This time I went there with oversea students, which made me feel strange because we 

usually used English and their points of seeing things or the ways of thinking are different from mine. 

But because of this I think we could find some points that we might not find without them. There are 

some points because of this member. I am really happy to have been there with them. This just 

comes from my image of three days stay. But even though there are some after-shock, I felt they 

were strong and positive for this disaster. 

 At last I appreciate having this opportunity and I want to say thank for people in 

Ishinomaki, professor Arisawa and oversea students. 
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During the first program in 2012 we learned what types of materials were needed, where 
educational activities were being conducted, and which methods were most effective for 
distributing supplies through our work in sorting stationery items, books and other aid materials. 
Our visits to temporary housing facilities also showed us what kinds of support children who 
had lost their homes and places to play needed and the kinds of support volunteers could 
provide. 

During this second program we did not sort aid materials. Our findings differed from 
the last time because the program primarily consisted of cross-cultural interaction with students 
at two schools in addition to visits to a temporary housing facility. 

Although there was a language barrier, the students at Monou Junior High School 
listened intently to what the visiting students said. According to what the Monou Junior High 
students wrote, many would like to go overseas at least once, and that if people from other 
countries could speak Japanese they felt they also needed to study English more. I was pleased 
that the get-together was so successful. 

At Omagari Elementary School we took part in a fifth-grade class whose goal was to 
promote understanding of the world outside Japan. The students eagerly asked questions they 
had prepared, wondering among other things what the Philippines’ most famous festival was 
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and what languages people spoke in Hawaii. The visiting students were impressed by the deep 
interest the very young students showed in the cultures of their home countries. Following the 
get-together, the assistant principal and curriculum coordinator provided a briefing with photos 
about what it was like at the time of the disaster, the status of the recovery efforts, and, finally, 
what kinds of disaster preparedness measures were being implemented against further disasters. 
The curriculum coordinator was handling responses at school at the time of the disaster, and his 
graphic description provided an idea of the teachers’ strong desire to protect the children and 
people in the community. 

We felt that the adults fervently wanted the children at the schools that planned the 
cross-cultural get-togethers and invited us—Monou Junior High School and Omagari 
Elementary School—to become people who are active in the wider world. Recovery in the field 
of education is continuing to take visible form in terms of infrastructure and materials, but we 
also sensed that the adults were able to convey their innermost feelings about protecting the 
children from new disasters and affording them an even brighter future. 

We started this volunteer program because we wanted to contribute in some small way 
to the disaster region’s recovery, and wanted students visiting from other countries to see the 
local area with their own eyes. At Gakugei we frequently visit schools in metropolitan Tokyo 
and the suburbs, but there are few opportunities to see educational venues elsewhere.  

Moreover, issues related to children in temporary housing and the environment around 
them are seldom apparent unless you visit the disaster region and interact with them. We 
believed that visiting students who are learning about Japanese education and culture would 
discover and realize many things through volunteer activities in local communities that had 
experienced disasters and interaction with children and the people there who are trying to 
restore education. 

The time frame for this second program was short—just three nights and four days—but 
we were able to accomplish quite a lot. Despite their nervousness, unease and confusion in an 
unfamiliar environment, I sensed that the participating students made great efforts to engage the 
local children, thinking about how they should talk to them, what information the descriptions 
of their countries should contain, and what kind of games would entertain the children because 
they wanted to cheer them up. I was happy to see how the visiting students felt, engaging in 
exhaustive discussions until late at night. I am also grateful to undergraduate student Konishi 
Yusuke, who acted as a go-between for the international students and local people this time, 
providing interpretation and other types of support. 

In closing, I want to thank Monou Junior High School principal Sai Takashi and the 
school’s staff and students, as well as Omagari Elementary School principal Kikegawa Takao 
and the school’s staff and students, for their cordial hospitality. And I want to again express my 
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gratitude to Project YUI Consortium director Nagao Akira, Nakagawa Aya, and local staff 
members Kawaai Kazuyuki, Azami Satoko, and Tsukahara Ryo for coordinating our activities 
and their meticulous attention to our daily lives in Ishinomaki. 
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