
 
 

Is My Student “Ready”  
for the  

5th Grade Cultural Exchange to Japan? 
 

 
The 5th grade trip is designed for those kids who are eager to go to Japan and are socially and 
emotionally ready to travel overseas without their parents.  Over the years a culture of 
entitlement and expectation has developed surrounding the 5th grade cultural exchange, leading 
families to mistakenly believe that all children deserve to go, or must go, on this trip.  Neither is 
true. 
 
This exchange is designed to be a cultural experience, only.   It has no bearing whatsoever on a 
student’s success in the JDLI program, and participation in the trip is 100% voluntary.  Nothing 
experienced on the exchange will be referenced in the classroom - before or after - other than 
anecdotally.  Each year many families choose not to send their 5th graders, for a variety of 
reasons, and this is perfectly ok.  Additionally, ONK is under no obligation to send every 
student. However, it IS under the obligation to make certain that every student who does attend 
can and will behave appropriately, and will not be a risk to themself, or threaten any other 
participant’s safety. 
 
Every year we have children who participate who are not ready.  What organizers are learning is 
that many students - not just a few extraordinary ones - are simply too young for this experience. 
And that is not just ok, it is absolutely normal.  This exchange is physically, socially and 
emotionally more demanding than anything most children experience at this age.  
 
This document is a tool for you to assess whether or not your student is a good fit for the 5th 
grade Cultural Exchange to Japan.  “Readiness” has been divided into four categories: 
 

● Travel Readiness 
● Academic Readiness 
● Homestay Readiness 
● Social and Emotional Readiness 

 
Please, take the information you read here seriously.  Be thoughtful and honest about whether or 
not you believe your child can handle the situations we describe.  If you or your student has 
concerns,  take the time to talk to a trip leader to learn everything you need to know in order to 
make a decision that will ensure your student’s long term joy, safety, and success.  
 
 
 

 



 
 

 
 
Travel Readiness 
“Really hard to know who will do well―in a few cases, kids that one wouldn’t expect much 
homesickness absolutely lost it for a couple days.  Conversely, a few different kids rose to the 
challenge like they’ve never done in a classroom.”  
 
Travel ready means your student: 

● can function adequately on less than 8 hours sleep, and/or on an irregular sleep schedule. 
● does not require a regular daily schedule to be followed – including mealtimes and 

bedtimes. 
● handles last minute schedule changes without anxiety.  
● has a flexible diet – can reasonably work with a family to eat what is served without 

requiring too much modification. 
● is willing to enjoy different food from what they are used to eating, including healthy 

food. 
● does not typically suffer from homesickness. 
● has been away from their parents and other family members overnight successfully, 

ideally for more than one night. 
● has a basic level of physical stamina for sightseeing, including long walks and bus rides. 
● can handle heat and humidity. 
● does not have any extraordinary issues with traveling by plane, train, bus or automobile. 

 
My student is travel ready: yes no not sure 

 
 
Academic Readiness 
“Had a student that rocked the classroom.  In 4th grade she began feeling very stressed, stomach 
aches, etc.  Family figured out that it was the trip on her mind that was causing real anxiety. 
Family pulled kid and she bounced right back ― no regrets.  Still in JMP.”  
 
Academic ready means your student: 

● is comfortable listening and interacting in Japanese, even if they do not understand all 
that is being said. 

● readily tries to use Japanese to the best of their ability. 
● gets along well, interacts with and respects all of their classmates, not just their friends. 
● behaves properly in the classroom and is not disruptive.  
● handles conflicts with peers appropriately and is willing and able to ask for help when 

needed.  
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● is able to easily follow instructions from adults readily (teachers and volunteers) - in 
Japanese and English. 

● understands that they will be expected to attend school in Japan, and has a positive 
attitude about this. 

● Respects and are courteous to adults who are tasked with student supervision/leadership, 
whether they be teachers, chaperones, or other community adults. 

 

My student is academically ready: yes no not sure 

 
Homestay Readiness 
“A couple kids ate only white rice for 10 days…no energy at all, lead to bad choices and kids 
were miserable.  Homestay families and chaperones were very concerned―added quite a bit of 
stress to that trip.” 
 
Homestay ready means your student: 

● has proper table manners – can use a fork and knife appropriately and knows to not use 
their hands to eat or serve themselves.  

● can sit at a table respectfully for a meal for at least 20-30 minutes. (Dinner especially is 
conversation time in Japan, so it may take longer). 

● can manage their own hygiene independently and without making a mess – bathing, toilet 
use, tooth brushing. 

● can go to sleep with no lights or minimal lights on, and does not require a very particular 
sleeping environment. 

 
My student is homestay ready: yes no not sure 

 
Social/Emotional Readiness 
“A student was not able to function without one-on-one support for multiple days―this lead to 
teacher-in-residence having to spend most of their time supporting the one student, versus being 
available for others.  A big ask for a parent volunteer-led trip to be responsible for this high need 
kiddo.” 
 
“The 5th grade trip should be, in my opinion, something students APPLY to attend. It should not 
be a guaranteed trip. Appx 8 of the kids in Kōbe were not prepared emotionally or behaviorally 
to participate on this exchange.” 
 
Social/emotional ready means your student: 

● wants to go on the 5th Grade trip to Japan (you know this because you’ve asked them).  
● wants to homestay with Japanese families (again, you have asked this question). 
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● wants to make good friends with Japanese students. 
● is fine being in groups with students who are not their closest friends.  
● understands and maintains appropriate and respectful boundaries regarding nudity and 

sexual expression. 
● consistently and without prompting says please and thank you in English and in Japanese, 

and understands the importance of their use. 
 

My student is socially and emotionally ready:   yes no not sure 

 

If you circled “no” or “not sure” for any of the above categories, please think carefully and 
honestly about whether or not your student should participate on this trip. If you have questions, 
or would like to talk further about what readiness means, please contact: 
 
~ Saori Clark, 5th Grade Trip Parent Leader and former chaperone (saori.clark@oyanokai.org) 
~ Amy Starr Thomas, ONK Co-President and former chaperone (amy.thomas@oyanokai.org) 
~ Alison Walcott, ONK 5th Grade Cultural Exchange Coordinator (onkculturalexchange@gmail.com) 
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