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1. Could you start by telling me about yourself and your international experiences?
Horie: My first international experience was at university, when I entered the School of Education at Nagoya University. Until then, I was not very interested in exploring anything outside of Japan, or I would say, anything in general. I was just a high school girl, and I just enjoyed everyday life. But once I joined university, I met international students from many different parts of the world, and it was eye opening to me. It was 1988, and Japan was experiencing a bubble economy, so we didn’t really need to worry about our future. But all the international students I met were different because they looked so passionate about how they could contribute to the further development of their home countries. I remember I spent a lot of time together with students from China, Korea, Greece, Myanmar, Nigeria, Algeria, and many other different parts of the world. That was really eye opening. Then I started a student group to connect the local community and international students in 1988. 
One day, a Chinese professor came to me and said, “Miki, there is one space available for the one-year exchange program in China at Nanjing University. Are you interested?” And I said, “I am.” I just decided to go, without thinking about it too deeply. But, when I talked to my parents, they were surprised. My mom didn’t like that idea because she just felt so sad about me physically leaving. But I had made up my mind, and so I went to China. That was my first time being away from Japan, being by myself, and being immersed into a different culture.
At that time, there was no internet and no cell phones, so I was totally separated from my home country, and I tried to adjust to Chinese culture. At the same time, I realized it was so much fun to express myself in ways that were not as culturally acceptable in Japan, for example, by using straightforward expressions or stating my opinions directly. In China, to survive I really needed to be straightforward. I already knew that that was not that culturally acceptable in Japan, but I was somehow uncomfortable with that. I realized this when I was in China, so I started trying to express myself in various ways, and I sometimes realized, “Oh, okay, this is me.” I felt like I was liberating myself.
At the same time, I realized that there might be many different parts of the world where I could express myself more freely. I understood that intercultural experiences were really meaningful for me and probably also for any young people who were trying to develop their identity. That was my first international experience, and I realized that it was something I wanted to pursue academically.
When I came back to Japan, I went through a really tough re-entry shock phase. During that phase, it was very helpful to communicate with my international student friends, and my friendship with them really helped me get through that time. I realized this was something I would like to pursue further, so I decided to move on to the master’s program at Nagoya University under the same professor who understood what I was trying to do. And he told me, “Miki-san, you can go anywhere if you find a place,” because he knew that there was no doctoral program in Japan that could accommodate that kind of topic. He already knew that I was searching for a doctoral program overseas, and he was totally supportive.
I found a PhD program at the University of Minnesota, and I studied there for almost three years. During those three years, there were a lot of ups and downs, but it was a meaningful experience, especially the tough times. When I came back to Japan, I started my first job in a faculty position as an international student advisor at Nagoya University. My mentor was taking maternity leave, and they needed somebody who would fill the gap for one year. At the time, her colleague remembered I was in the States finishing the program, so she called me in Minneapolis, and I said, “Okay, I’m going back.” At that time, I had finished everything except my PhD dissertation, so I was ABD.
I came back and I worked for one year as an international student advisor. Even then, although I was better at handling my re-entry shock, I really needed some help adjusting to the Japanese culture again. But I didn’t want to go back to how I was before; I wanted to keep my uniqueness, such as my characteristics, knowledge, and skills, and use them to contribute to others. But I was really struggling with how I could do that.
In my case, the one thing that was really influential was that before I went to the United States, I had already committed myself to the field of intercultural communication and international education in Japan. So, I already knew a lot of practitioners, and they were really kind and helpful. Now I understand they really expected me to grow, come back to Japan, and contribute to the field. Before I went to the States, one of them came to me and said, “Miki-san, come back, okay? You have a lot of things to do here, so please come back.” I said “okay,” but I didn’t take it very seriously. But after studying in the States for three years, I realized that I should bring all of those experiences back to Japan and do something.

2. In broad terms, how much time have you spent living or working in Japan and abroad?
Horie: I spent one year in China. Then, right after I came back from China, I went to Korea for one month to join an exchange program supported by the governments of Japan and Korea. I was really interested in Korea and, honestly, I also really wanted to escape Japanese culture. I was always searching for an opportunity to go somewhere at that time. 
Then, I spent three years in the United States for my doctoral study. After that, I basically stayed in Japan, but always working with international students. In 2014, I took a sabbatical year, so I spent six weeks in the States at the University of Minnesota, three months in Milan, Italy, and four months in Taiwan. 
After that, I came back to Japan again, continued to work as a university professor. Then, I was appointed principal of the university’s affiliated schools, and that was again something like an intercultural experience for me. School cultures are totally different, and being a university professor and a school principal is also very different. I thought that that was the time I should use all my intercultural competence, adjustment skills, and communication skills. 
Before, because I have some experience working in the international education field, I thought I met people with very different backgrounds, but I realized that it was limited, actually. Once I started working for the schools, I started talking with teachers and students’ parents with many different backgrounds. Everyone was a local parent, but everyone had different jobs, different specialties, different personalities. And the kids were 6 to 18 years old, so diverse. I took it as a new training phase for me.
Last year, I took another sabbatical, and I spent seven months in Seoul, Korea. I wanted to experience another transitional cultural adjustment process, but it didn’t really happen because I knew what it was like. I actually used that opportunity to be by myself, away from all the social expectations and pressures that I unconsciously internalized while being a school principal for 7 years. I just got rid of everything and went to be myself as a transition back to university professor.

3. How did your own experiences studying in Japan, China, and the United States shape your understanding of study abroad programs?
Horie: Short-term immersion in a different culture is meaningful, but I think long-term immersion is more impactful because we have to face challenging situations where we really question our own cultural values or ways of thinking. I think that moment is educationally meaningful. 
If it’s short term, you can just go really superficially and have a wonderful, fun time. But once you start working or studying with the local people or the international peer students, and you build certain friendships and relationships, that is not always easy. I always tell students that the “not easy moment” or the “awkward moment” is the opening door for invisible cultural differences. That’s the opportunity to realize something you were not aware of. That kind of intercultural learning happens only after you spend a certain period of time and are in a certain relationship with the local people.
When comparing my time for a year in China with my three years in the States, they were very different because the three years were in a PhD program. My purpose was to obtain the degree, so I needed to go through everything, all the requirements, readings, writing, and giving presentations together with the local students. There was no “foreigner” excuse. But in China, I was like a guest student studying Chinese. If I didn’t understand something, I could just excuse myself or say, “I’m sorry, I’m a foreigner.” In the States, there was no excuse like that, so there was more pressure. But I was also able to develop deeper friendship and very good relationship with the professors, so I was able to get a lot of help. 
We should provide different types of programs to accommodate various types of students. I think short-term programs are okay too, if we can provide well designed pre-departure training and post-program training. In this way, we can make it more educationally meaningful. When I look at many different practices of study abroad, in many cases, short-term programs just offer students a chance to go and come back, and they say, “Well, it was fun.” That’s okay, but we can make it more educationally significant. 
My research team and I tried to develop an easy follow-up program which supports students in verbalizing how they grow and what kind of skills and attitudes they gained, based on specific episodes. Just a little intervention like this would help students express themselves better, for example in job interviews, and it would also give them confidence.

4. Throughout your career, you have worked closely with educational stakeholders in Japan and abroad. Could you tell me what you have noticed in terms of team dynamics?
Horie: Regarding school dynamics, they are very different at universities/colleges, primary schools, and junior high schools. I believe every school has a different culture and very different dynamics. Some schools are more collectivistic, and some schools are more top-down. Throughout my experience I realized that there is always change in the dynamics, culture, and organization. No organization is static; they’re always changing. 
When I was a principal, I really wanted to use that flow in a positive way, but it takes some time to understand how it works because it’s like studying and working in a different culture. So, when I first joined the school as principal, I decided to be quiet for a while. I tried to observe the kids, the teachers, and the parents: what kind of values they had, what made them happy and unhappy, the systems, and everything. I think this is the same principle as when you go to a different culture; you want to observe how society works. So, I applied that to different schools, but it takes some time and energy. 

5. What strategies have you used for effective communication in intercultural teams?
Horie: First, say hello, and try to be open, cheerful, and welcoming. I think that’s necessary in any context. Then, I try to listen to people. I use active listening skills. I try to understand what they are really trying to say. I also always try not to judge things right away. I would say tolerance for ambiguity and non-judgmentalness are very important because my judgment comes from my standards, and I know that my standards don’t really apply to every context, so I am really careful about making judgements.
As a principal, I needed to make judgments, so I tried to spend enough time having open discussions. At some schools, people were not necessarily trained to have open discussions yet, so I needed to let them trust me first. In some school cultures, when they see the principal, they think she or he would judge or evaluate them. That could be their first response, so I just needed to get rid of it. I kept telling them “Well, I’m not interested in evaluating you, I just want to listen to you.” It’s not easy for people to open up, so it took some time, but I think it worked at  the schools.
6. Have you faced any challenges working with and leading diverse intercultural teams?
Horie: Oh, all the time. It’s challenging. I would say it’s not an easy or simple thing because we all have different backgrounds. We have different ways of thinking and different personalities, so I think we should invest in communication; otherwise, we cannot take anything for granted. We need to make sure that we verbalize the important things. The challenging part is the cost of communication, but I think it’s necessary. Also, I see the diversity in such communities as a treasure. We can be something really unique as we are.
I talked about my experience going from Japan to China as an exchange student. In China, I felt so comfortable because people were really straightforward, and they just honestly told their opinions. But when I came back to Japan, I felt it’s more like people look at everyone’s faces to decide, “Should I say this or not?” So, still I feel some expressions are not direct enough, and I can’t really understand what they’re trying to imply. I know that we sometimes imply and expect people to understand, but I feel that kind of communication style can be too confusing in cross-cultural settings. In an intercultural community, we should be more open and direct in our expressions. I think assertiveness is also very important.
In general, we do not learn how to be assertive at Japanese schools, so we started to teach students to be assertive at the Ritsumeikan Primary School by introducing the “Peaceable School” Program that was invented and has been implemented in the Netherlands. In this program, the kids learn how to express their opinions and how they can deal with problems between peers. We started that some years ago, so now the first and second grade students have obtained that skill. I observed them and I was amazed by how those small kids behave. So, that is possible. I’m hoping that it can be expanded to more grades. I think it is always effective to start earlier. 
As a principal, I also started teaching intercultural competence and communication skills to the fifth and sixth grade students. They are so open, and they haven’t built up prejudice and bias toward other people. Also, they have a lot of opportunities to meet international students of Ritsumeikan University visiting their school, and they just accept the international students of various backgrounds as they are. 
I wanted to bring in the contents that I was teaching at the university to the fifth graders. The teachers said, “Let’s give it a try,” and they helped me translate those contents into fifth grade, and sixth grade materials. The kids’ response was really good; sometimes, there were much more thoughtful comments from the kids than from the university students. Now I’m trying to develop teaching materials together with the teachers, and I want to include that intercultural competence training as part of the moral education curriculum.
I also tried to examine some moral education textbooks. I noticed that some textbooks had a section talking about international understanding, diversity, and understanding others of various backgrounds. But as I read it, I felt a little uncomfortable. I realized two things. One is that this is a typical pattern of moral education: they give you a story, and kids are expected to understand what kind of value is important. So, after reading the story, they say, for example, “Well, it’s very important to respect the elderly.” There is an expected answer. I want to change the learning point and this pattern to make it open to various perspectives. 
One thing I did for my fifth-grade students was explain the theory first. For example, the iceberg model or high-context and low-context communication. Then, I let them think about how they could apply that to their daily lives. The kids were able to come up with so many different good examples. They realize, “Oh, the iceberg model. When I talk with foreigners,  of course I think about this, but my friends probably also have that different iceberg, so we should respect the invisible differences.” 
Another thing I sensed was related to accepting differences. As I read this story in the textbook, it was a “we are accepting you” type of message. I don’t like it. I thought, “No, we are also part of the diversity.” I think that should be the starting point. 
So, there are at least two approaches that I want to change, and I was so glad to know that the teachers at Ritsumeikan Primary School also agreed with these points. I didn’t want to do this without the teachers’ involvement, but they actually suggested that we include this in the moral education contents, and they tried to develop something themselves. Our advantage, in a way, is that we are a private school, so we have the freedom to try out new teaching styles, as we have for a long time. I sense that the teachers have so many ideas to improve their curriculum and teaching approaches. One thing we did was to increase the amount of time spent on inquiry-based learning. To do the inquiry-based learning, we have to make sure that teachers don’t provide “right answers.” We have to let the kids think and explore different possibilities, and they come up with the best solution. We just need to support them through the trial-and-error process. 
However, that is a totally different approach from sharing knowledge with students in a one-way direction. For teachers who have to change their teaching style completely, that sometimes threatens them because, as teachers, they feel that they are the authority, they have all the ideas and all the answers. That type of teacher can have a really hard time shifting toward inquiry-based learning. It was interesting that at Ritsumeikan Primary School, many teachers already had a willingness to learn together with the kids, and that they recognized themselves as  facilitators for the kids’ learning, so they were not afraid of taking risks by trying out many different things.

7. Much of your work has focused on promoting and developing international education in the Japanese context. How has the landscape of international education in Japan changed over the years, and what have been some of the biggest challenges you’ve faced in promoting international education in Japan?
Horie: I think it has expanded so much. When I was a college student and I wanted to explore the mechanism of intercultural development and intercultural learning, there was no field in Japan called international education or intercultural education. It was really the beginning. When I established a student group for on-campus cross-cultural exchange in 1988, there was only one international student advisor at Nagoya University, and she did everything for the whole university. I closely worked with her and observed what she was doing, and it was very hands-on: completing all the necessary tasks for international students. But after that, when I came back from the States, an International Student Center was established. So, from one person, it became an organization with about ten faculty members. It became more systematic to support international students.
That was possible because of the 100,000 International Student Plan: the government’s push. After that, there were a series of internationalization policies, such as the G30 [Global 30] and the TGU [Top Global University Project]. All the government input gave more resources for universities to develop international and intercultural education as practices, at the same time, it also grew as an academic field. 
If you study international or intercultural education now, you can find related jobs, but in the 1980s and 1990s, there was nothing like that. In the U.S., NAFSA had already been established; JAFSA was starting. When I decided to do a PhD in international education in the States, I didn’t really think about what kind of job I was going to do afterward because there was nothing. 
One of the big changes is that international affairs was kind of a marginal area before. For example, when I first joined the International Student Center at Nagoya University as a staff member, the center was very small and had no influence over to the whole university. However, recently it has become more mainstream, and universities see internationalization efforts as very important. Many big universities are adding it as part of their main strategic policy. The challenge I experienced when I first joined the International Student Center was that it was small, with no influence within the university. So again, I needed to invest in communication, visiting different parts of the university to explain what we were doing. But now it’s much easier. I wouldn’t say it’s easy, but at least people recognize there is an internationalization initiative.

8. What kind of competencies do you think are necessary for students who are considering living and working cross-culturally in the future?
Horie: I think they should be open to personal growth and development. Going to a different country and culture means learning a whole new social system and meeting different people. They should at least enjoy such learning process, otherwise, everything is too tough. I want students to take it as an opportunity to grow. Also, be open-minded not only toward other people but also toward yourself. In a cultural learning process, you sometimes have to try unfamiliar behaviors, but I think you should accept that too. We have internal diversity, and I think accepting yourself is very important. Non-judgmentalness is always very important. So again, don’t judge people, don’t judge yourself. During the intercultural experience, when you are experiencing differences, you have to have a dialogue with others and a dialogue with yourself. 
9. Can you think of any strategies that you have acquired through your experiences and research that can help prepare students in Japan for future careers in education and policy?
Horie: I don’t know if I would call it a competency, but I believe students benefit from fostering an attitude of enjoying open communication because such attitudes help students to learn collaboratively. For example, when I was at a primary school, one of my important tasks was problem-solving because many problems, incidents, and accidents happened every day. It was quite challenging, but open communication with colleagues, students, and parents was always helpful and we were always able to come up with solutions by exploring various aspects together. Also, I occasionally witnessed moments when students suddenly realized something new and experienced growth. Those are really rewarding moments for me as an educator. 
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