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Imabari / Lakeland Student Exchange 2023

Thomas Palmer
President of Lakeland Sister Cities International

This year’s student exchange went very well. The
students from Imabari-Ehime did a fantastic job of
representing their city. The families and citizens of
Imabari should be very proud of these young adults.
Hiroki Yano, Sawako Sasama, and Tomoko Hashida
did a wonderful job of chaperoning these young
adults. The chaperones worked together as a team
and all three of them were very attentive to all the
students’ needs and concerns.

Sawako and I had been emailing each other for
about 6 months working on this year’s exchange.
This was the first time that we had worked together
on an exchange. I had worked the last 5 exchanges
with Akiko Tokura, and it was a very smooth
transition to start working with Sawako. The City of
Imabari, ICIEA and Akiko should be very proud of
Sawako’s hard work. We had a few hurdles to deal
with like COVID but in the end it was a true success.
Tomoko was picked to be a chaperone on a very short
notice, she did a wonderful job translating for many
of the days. Hiroki did a super job as the city official,
and he really took up with the students.

I will have to say that all the hard work really paid
off. Everything seemed to go as we had planned. I
would like to thank everyone that helped make this
year’s exchange so successful. I would like to thank
Josh and Colleen Bolger, Matt and Dawn Gewirtz,
Mike and Kathy McGee, Mike Burford, Pam
Garzarelli, Lynn Garifi and everyone else that
helped with making the plans. I would like to say
thank you to all our host families, the Garifi family,
the Mutz family, the Wilkes family, the Ginn family,
the Goodwin family, the Gewirtz family, the Bolger
family, the Orme family, Pond family, the Lovely
family, the McCrees family, the McGee family, the
Johnston family, and the Tenpenny family. Thank
you for opening your house to our guest from
Imabari.

Our ten days started with picking up our guest at
Tampa International airport. The flight was on time,
and we made it back to Lakeland on schedule. Our
guests met their host families and spent the evening
with their host families. The next day was Kennedy
Space Center. Then we had Saturday and Sunday
which were host family days. I saw pictures of our
guests going to the beach, kayaking down a river,
going to the museum, Epcot, TopGolf, boating,
swimming in pools, cookouts, taking in a baseball
game, and even getting a haircut!

Then on Monday we met Mayor Bill Mutz, who
was also a host family, for a tour of city hall. Then
we visited the police and fire departments. Monday
night was the welcome party, and this was enjoyed
by all. Our guest performed a traditional dance in
their “Happi” coats, then many of the host families
joined the dance. Tuesday, we went to Catapult,
Shuffleboard and Bonnet Springs. Wednesday was
Walt Disney World. Thursday, we visited Santa Fe
and Valleyview Elementary schools. Then they
visited Florida Southern College and ended the day
at the Family Fun Center. Friday was Summerlin /
IB schools which teaches Japanese, then Harrison
Center for the Visual & Preforming Arts then they
went to a cooking class. I would like to thank all the
schools for hosting our guest from Imabari. We
finished the week with a beach day with the host
families.

Then came Sunday! The day nobody wanted to see,
1t was time to say goodbyes to our new friends. After
many hugs and a few tears, we had to say, “See You
Soon!” Looking forward to next year when Lakeland
will send students to Imabari!

I would like to close by saying thank you for
letting us share 10 days with your students and
chaperones. Thank you again to everyone that made
this an exchange to remember!
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Imabari / Lakeland Student Exchange 2023
Josh Bolger

Vice president of Lakeland Sister Cities International

The ten days that we shared with your delegation
and students reinforced the importance of this
cultural exchange between our cities. I believe that
travel and immersion into another culture is as
important and may have an even greater impact
than any course of study at university for students
and families alike. Lakeland Sister Cities
International (LSCI) is proud to be able to host the
Imabari students and share with them Lakeland
and more well-known parts of Florida, like Kennedy
Space Center and Walt Disney World. The presence
of Imabari students is our most demonstrable
measure of who and what LSCI is and does for our
city.

Not only were we able to share Lakeland with you,
but we were also able to share you with Lakeland.
This sharing has a long-lasting impact on people as
the personal connections shrink the distance
between our cities. The impact of your city’s
delegation and students opens new interest in LSCI
and educates our citizens to the bond between
Imabari and Lakeland.

One of the most indelible experiences that I
witnessed was the collaboration art project with the
Imabari students and the students of Harrison
School for the Arts. Two groups of young people
united in one goal to make art together: both a
personal and cooperative project simultaneously. In
this age of impersonal communication via social
media and electronic communication, it was
refreshing to see these young people who have been
immersed in these forms of communication to make
human tangible connections, by hearing, seeing, and
feeling.

' FHF HaRRISON

I believe one of the most fun experiences with the
host families is the meal made by the Imabari
students. This is another example of a shared
human experience that helps solidify the bonds
between our cities. The students share your culture
with us through the cooking process and we partake
in that culture through our pallet, one of the most
human experiences, a shared meal.

These ten days of shared experiences culminate
in a bittersweet goodbye on the last morning of your
visit. It is at that time that we truly feel the impact
of those experiences. That is the morning we must
say goodbye and feel the pull on our hearts as you
depart. Our mission statement is to encourage direct
personal and professional relationships at the grass
roots level. We are proud to say that Imabari holds
a fondness in our hearts because of these shared
experiences over the last four decades.

The planning for 2024 has begun and we look
forward to sharing our students with your city and
building new bonds that will hopefully pull on your
hearts when you must say goodbye on their last
morning in Imabari. Thank you for the kindness and
generosity of spending time with us and being a
great Sister City.
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Imabari / Lakeland Student Exchange 2023
Colleen Bolger

Secretary of Imabari of Lakeland Sister Cities International

As the secretary of Lakeland Sister Cities
International and a current Imabari committee
member, it has been my pleasure to be a part of the
2023 Imabari Student Exchange. I worked closely
with Tom, Josh, and Liz in the planning phase of this
exchange and was also privileged to host a student
in my home for the second time.

The committee reviewed the schedules from the
past to help guide us in the planning. We kept many
of the activities from our past exchanges as well as
added some new local activities. We spent a lot of
time coordinating as many activities as possible so
that we could give them the full experience.

Lakeland welcomed them with “open arms.” The
local businesses and schools were thrilled to help us
and be a part of this. We thoroughly enjoyed hosting
the Welcome Dinner filled with entertainment from
the Imabari students as well as American student
dancers. Host families, students, and members of
Lakeland Sister Cities joined together in this
celebration. We spoke about our past exchanges as
well as all of the fun events we had planned for 2023.

Disney, Kennedy Space Center, and school visits
were top on our list for planning. We were able to
visit and tour one elementary school, three high
schools, and a college campus. The students had

some great interactions with the students we visited.

They taught American students origami, how to
write their names in Japanese, attended a Japanese
language class, and made some amazing artwork.
The Imabari students and the American students
interacted with each other well. They held
meaningful conversations and had the opportunity
to learn about the cultural differences and
similarities. '

The Lakeland Day visits were filled with tours
from City Hall, the Police Department, the Fire
Department, Catapult, Bonnet Springs Park,
Lakeland Library, and The Children's Museum. The
students had the opportunity to meet the mayor and
talk to the police and firemen. We also planned some
fun lunches and afternoon activities. The students
were able to try new foods. They also attended a
cupcake baking class where they each made their
own cupcakes and icing. At the Family Fun Center,
the students were able to have fun with laser tag
and arcade games. We also planned a great morning
of shuffleboard followed by a nice picnic lunch.

On the last Saturday of the exchange, we had a
“Goodbye Beach Party.” All of the families gathered
for one last day of fun together. We had beautiful
weather and the students spent much of the day
playing in the ocean, only taking a break to eat the
BBQ lunch that we had provided.

The students from Imabari were terrific guests.
They were all polite, friendly, engaging, and willing
to try new things. Personally, hosting a student in
my home has been so rewarding. I will never forget
all of the conversations and experiences that I have
shared. I have learned so much about Imabari and
all of the great things that your city has to offer. I
am looking forward to having the opportunity to
visit and see all of it for myself.

Thank you for sending three great Imabari
chaperones to help guide this successful exchange.
All of them were very helpful throughout the entire
trip as well as very engaging with the students. I am
very thankful to have met them and made new
friends.
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Visit to Lakeland City
Imabari City Tourism Division Hiroki Yano

I would like to sincerely thank the Lakeland
Sister City Committee for their efforts in making
our visit a success, and our host families for their
warm welcome. I am glad that all 12 high school
students and their three chaperones were able to
depart and return home safely without any illness
or injury.

Through this visit, I felt that it is largely due to
the cooperation of the Lakeland Sister City
Committee members that this, and all previous
visits, have been carried out safely so far. Imabari
City is very pleased to have a sister city
relationship with such a wonderful city as
Lakeland, and to have been able to share
exchange programs for many years. We recognize
the importance of interaction with Lakeland and
hope to further foster this relationship.

This year marks the 28th year since our sister
city agreement with Lakeland, and this is the
14th time a delegation has been sent to Lakeland
City. The main purpose of dispatching the visiting
delegation is to deepen the sister city relationship
between Lakeland and Imabari cities, and as the
leader of the delegation, I am proud that the high
school students who visited Lakeland this time
fulfilled their role as goodwill ambassadors. I was
also pleased to see that, as the day of returning
home approached, they showed great growth,
especially in their communication with American
people. I look forward to their further growth by
taking advantage of this wonderful opportunity.

For myself, this was my first time in the U.S.
and my first homestay. I cannot thank the McCree
family enough for their hospitality. Thanks to
them, I was able to enjoy my time in Lakeland
without any nervousness. I have made many
wonderful memories.

-
- -

I will never forget, for example, being taken to
Mr. McCree’s favorite barbershop, swimming in
the pool with him, watching American football
games on TV while relaxing after dinner, and
eating donuts at their favorite café. On the day I
returned home, they sent me off saying, "You are
our son and a precious member of our family".
They are my precious American family too.

I myself am not fluent in English, so I
sometimes used a translation app and managed
to have a conversation. However, I realized that I
still need to improve my English language skills
in order to enjoy the conversation more. I also
found that non-verbal communication such as
loudness of voice, facial expressions, attitude and
gestures are also very effective. Actually, when I
tried to express my intentions in a variety of non-
verbal ways, I was able to communicate much
more smoothly with my host family.

I think this is the same when speaking in
Japanese. Until now, I realized I've neglected
expressing my intentions in ways other than
words when talking to my family, friends, and
colleagues. I will continue to keep this in mind
and strive to have even more enjoyable and
effective communication. I visited Lakeland as a
leader of the delegation, but I also feel that it was
a wonderful 10 days where I could grow as an
individual in many ways.

Finally, I would like to thank everyone who was
involved in our visit to Lakeland.
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Lakeland-Imabari Exchange 2023 ~10days of gratitude~
ICIEA Sawako Sasama

After a long flight from Japan, we finally
arrived at Tampa Airport. The moment I saw the
smiles of everyone from the Lakeland Sister
Cities International, including Mr. Tom Palmer,
all the worries and tension I had been feeling
melted away, and I was touched by their warm
welcome.

This year, I was in charge of preparations for the
visit on the Imabari side for the first time, and
exchanged many emails with Tom. I was deeply
moved by the warm hospitality in previous visits,
but this time I was even more moved because I
understood how much preparation they made for
our visit. As for the itinerary, Tom and other LSCI
members wanted us to experience as much as
possible in the United States. However, it was
summer. Summers in Lakeland are very hot and
humid, and this summer was particularly hot. In
addition, there was a budget problem. Prices have
risen in the United States and the dollar-yen
exchange rate was very bad this time. It must
have been an incredible challenge to plan a
fulfilling, yet physically comfortable, low-cost
itinerary. Tom, Liz, Josh and Colleen had many
meetings and handled this difficult issue.

I have always believed that the noteworthy
activities of this sister city visit are the homestay
and school visits. These two activities would not
be possible without the kind support of the people
of Lakeland. They are indeed valuable and unique
opportunities. This time, we have resumed the
exchange program after 4 years. I believe the
LSCI members put a lot of effort into matching

host families with each of the high school students.

In addition, they took great care to ensure that all
the students could feel at ease with their host
families by, for example, encouraging everyone to

start contacting each other via email before the
visit. The host families gave us a warm welcome
even before our visit and, during our stay, they
made every possible effort to help us relax and
enjoy ourselves. I am truly grateful for their
support.

The homestay was also a wonderful experience
for us, the chaperones. During the host family
days, we went for walks collecting seashells, took
photos of pelicans gliding past the balcony...we
had a luxurious time at the seaside condo. I will
also never forget the wonderful breakfasts I had
every day with Mike, Kathy and Tomoko. At the
second host family's home, Julie loves to cook, so
Tomko and I were treated to delicious home-
cooked meals many times. She has good taste and
the tableware was very lovely. We also enjoyed the
TV time in the evenings! I am deeply grateful to
Mr. and Mrs. McGee and Mr. and Mrs. Johnston
for having me at their home.

In addition to the homestay, another highlight
of the visit was the school visit. We were able to
visit as many as four schools during the busy start
of the new school year. At each school, we had the
opportunity to observe and experience the
learning environment of American students. Not
only that, they had prepared special programs so
that the American and Japanese students could
enjoy interacting with each other through verbal
and non-verbal communication. We are deeply
grateful to everyone at each school that accepted
and gave us valuable experiences.

Although we stayed only for 10 days, the
chaperones, including myself, could see the
students grow through the programs in which
they interacted with the people of Lakeland. It
was very rewarding for us. I also feel that the fact
that the people of Lakeland could see the students
growing was very significant in our sister city
exchange. At the report meeting, we were very
proud to be able to show our results to our mayor
and the people of Imabari who support the sister
city exchange. I sincerely hope that this
meaningful exchange will continue for a long time.
I would like to express my deep appreciation to
Lakeland Sister Cities International and Imabari
City Office. Thank you very much.
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The proud sister city relationship between Imabari and Lakeland
ICIEA Tomoko Hashida

In April 2023, T began working at the ICIEA,
where the Lakeland goodwill exchange project had
been paused because of the pandemic. However, it
has now started moving forward, and I have been
involved in the preparations. I never expected that I
would suddenly find myself traveling to the United
States as a chaperone for this year’s visit.

This is how I decided to participate in this friendly
visit, and I would like to express my heartfelt
gratitude to everyone involved in LSCI. I especially
want to thank the two host families who were my
pillars of support.

First, the McGee family warmly welcomed me
despite my late-night arrival. They have hosted us
on every occasion and have even visited Imabari
City before, so they knew members of previous
visiting delegations and chaperones. The second
host family, the Johnston family, had previous
experience hosting students and were good at
cooking. I had conversations about Japanese cuisine,
culture, and Imabari City, and time passed quickly.
As I struggled with the unfamiliar role of being an
interpreter every day, these two host families
listened to my stories and gave me strength. I am
truly grateful to them.

During our stay, we visited the City Hall where
Mayor Bill Mutz explained the rapid growth of
population, housing, public works, and the economy
due to immigrants from Mexico and other states. He
also talked about the current urban planning issues
that Lakeland City is facing. During the tour, we
were led through the conference rooms and the
mayor's office, and I saw a large painting by MAYA
MAX, an artist from Imabari City, displayed in the
corridor. My heart warmed to know that they
considered Imabari City precious here.

What impressed me the most on this friendly visit
was the welcome party. The venue was decorated
with a swan motif and Tom Palmer, President of
LSCI, explained the history of our sister city
friendship. We received a lot of souvenirs and a
warm welcome, and I could not help but be amazed
at the long friendship exchanges between the two
cities that has been built up by past visiting
delegation members and LSCI members.

The "Onmaku" dance is performed every visit
wearing a yukata, but this time it was the first time
that it was performed wearing a headband
(Hachimaki) and a “Happi” coat. Originally, we were
planning to perform the dance on our own, but the
students, perhaps inspired by spending two days
with their host families, approached them and
expressed their desire for them to join in. We all
danced together. There was a sense of unity in the
venue, and I was surprised, and at the same time,
relieved to see the positive attitude of the students.

We also visited the police and the fire department,
entrepreneurial facilities, architect Frank Lloyd
Wright's buildings, and some schools during our trip.
I cannot detail all the episodes here, but I must not
forget that the members of LSCI volunteered to
accompany us throughout the day, from early
morning to late at night. I would like to express my
gratitude to Tom and Liz Palmer, Josh and Colleen
Bolger, ; to Mike Burford, who served as our driver, ;
to Dawn, Alex, Lilly, Andrea, who helped us with our
health during a hot day at Disney, ; to Pam
Garzarelli, who took care of us during school visits,
and all of our host families. And to our group leader,
Mr. Yano, our escort, Ms. Andrea, and everyone at
the City Hall, thank you for your hard work.

Next year, students from Lakeland are scheduled
to visit Imabari City, and in two years, we will
celebrate the 30th anniversary of the Sister City
Agreement. We will continue to make efforts to
continue our sister city exchange for many years to

come.
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My second home and family
Miki Kayakabe

I am hoping to work internationally in the future,
and I participated in this visit to Lakeland in the
hope that it would be the first step toward that goal.
Up until now, I had been doing online English
conversation almost every day and putting a lot of
effort into learning English, but I was worried about
whether I would be okay with my current abilities.
However, when I actually went to Lakeland, I was
warmly welcomed in many places, and my fears
were blown away. The memories of my 10 days in
Lakeland are my treasures.

My experience visiting Lakeland can only be
described as wonderful. One of the most memorable
days was my host mother Liz's birthday. That
evening, I made Liz's favorite dish, ramen, with her.
My host family really liked it, and they drank every
drop of the soup, even though they were eating it
with chopsticks, which they were not used to. The
best part of the day was when Liz said very happily,
"It was delicious! Thanks to you, I had a great
birthday." Also, when I gave my speech at the
farewell party at the beach, she complimented me
sincerely, "We are so proud of you." When Liz told
me that Tom cried a little when he heard my speech,
I almost cried too. I became to love my host family,
who are always cheerful and kind, like my real
family.

Through my various experiences in Lakeland, I
realized anew the importance of embracing diversity.
In Japan, people tend to be concerned about what
others think of them and try to fit in with their
surroundings, making it difficult for them to do
what they want to do. In the U.S., it is normal to be
different from others, including race and
appearance, and people live freely without being
overly concerned about what others think. For
example, when it comes to clothing, they were not
overly conscious of their body shape, but instead
followed their favorite fashion style.
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I also realized the importance of thinking about
future careers. When I visited a military school and
an art school and interacted with the students, I was
inspired by the fact that high school students of my
age have their own dreams firmly in mind. Although
I haven't decided what I want to do in the future,
interacting with them gave me a good opportunity
to think about my own career.

I was able to become more positive through this
visit. In the U.S., unlike in Japan, it was very
important to express one’s opinion. When asked
about what you want to eat or what you want to do,
it is not acceptable to give vague answers. My host
family asked my opinion every time something
happened, so it was important for me to think and
make my own decisions. If I couldn't answer, they
would ask me again. Through this experience, I
think I am now able to express my opinions more
clearly than before I went to America. It also
definitely helped me improve my English skills. By
the time I returned to Japan, I had become
accustomed to listening to English and was able to
understand the content in sentences rather than
words. Although there were times when I couldn’t
come up with what I wanted to say in English, I
enjoyed talking with my host family and didn't have
any trouble using English.

My experience in Lakeland has helped me grow a
lot and has left me with memories that will last a
lifetime. My new goal is to improve my language
skills and to visit my host family again someday.
Until that time comes, I want to continue to grow by
experiencing and learning new things so that I can
show them a more mature version of myself. I also
hope to continue to cherish the connections with the
Japanese students and American people whom I
met on this trip. I would like to thank my host family,
ICIEA, and everyone involved in this visit for giving
me such a wonderful experience.
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Awesome Homestay!
Reika Matsubara

Through this high school exchange program, I was
able to have many wonderful experiences and create
many memories! Everything was new to me, and I
was very nervous and anxious, but thanks to the
warm welcome I received from my host family, and
the valuable experiences I had, the 10 days seemed
to fly by and I was able to enjoy my homestay.

In fact, there were many difficult experiences as
well as enjoyable ones there. I am not good at
English, however, I participated in this visit because
I wanted to actively communicate and improve my
English as much as possible. As I had expected, the
language barrier was as thick as I thought it would
be. When my host family was speaking, I wanted to
join in the conversation, but the speed of the
conversation was so fast that I could not keep up, or
I did not understand what they were saying in the
first place. I felt sorry many times because I wanted
to talk to them, but I did not know how to, and ended
up sitting on the stairs many times without being
able to talk to them! However, my host family were
kind and talked to me a lot, and eventually I was
able to talk to them. My host family was happy and
I was very happy, as well. The difficulties I had in
talking to them are now good memories.

During my stay, every day was full of discoveries
and surprises. Food that was too big to finish, my
host family's big house, the numerous lakes (as the
name Lakeland implies), alligators and swans that
I saw in the lakes, even a short drive was never
boring at all. Spending time with my host family
was my favorite part of the two weeks.

Even though my host father Bill was very busy
with work every day, he took me to Epcot (Walt
Disney World) for host family day. Epcot was a place
I had always wanted to go. It was right at the
beginning of my homestay, and I think I was silent
a lot of the time. However, he was kind enough to
introduce each area and attraction to me in a way
that was easy to understand and detailed. They also
bought me many souvenirs and made it a very
enjoyable Host Family Day.

s Y U .

My host mother, Pamela, always spoke to me
slowly and in simple words and listened to my poor
English. The fried eggs she made for breakfast, the
cookies we made together, and the cake she gave me
to eat on the plane were all very delicious. My host
sister, Emma, loves Disney just like me. When we
watched a Disney movie at night, we sang and
danced together and had a lot of fun. She was also
very kind to me, when I couldn’t understand well,
she took out a translator and use gestures to help
me understand. Trinity, the dog, was very cute and
really liked the toys I brought from Japan. She
always came close to me and it was hard to say
goodbye.

There were a lot of group activities and I was able
to enjoy and discover many things every day. I think
I have grown through this program in that I am now
able to express my feelings to others and I have
gained a little confidence in my English. I will never
forget the many wonderful people I met and the
invaluable experience I had. I definitely want to go
back to Lakeland again someday and meet my
favorite second family in the United States.

Lastly, I would like to thank the Mutz family for
picking me up and dropping me off, and taking care
of me from early in the morning until late at night.
(I am so glad that I was with them.) Tom and Mike,
Yano-san, the leader of the group who worked with
us for two weeks, two chaperons, Sasama-san and
Hashida-san, the kind and interesting group
members, the people involved, and my family who
graciously sent me off to the United States. I am
glad I was able to participate. Thank you very much.
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10 dreamy days

Hana Sugiyama

I participated in this trip because I thought it
would be the first step toward fulfilling my dream of
working abroad in the future. I had been longing for
this visit for a long time and wanted to participate
someday. When I heard about this from my teacher,
I thought it was my last chance, so I applied.

My 10-day stay in Lakeland was full of fun,
surprises, and excitement, and it was one of the best
memories I will never forget. As this was my first
visit abroad, everything was a new discovery, and I
was overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the world.
Every day I was constantly impressed by everything
I saw. Seeing the people around me speaking
English, the colorful food, and the wvast and
abundant nature made me realize that I had come
to America and felt like I was in another world.

My host family included Brian (host father),
Kristy (host mother), Ashlyn (host sister) with
Poppy and Cali (dogs), and Lily (cat). I exchanged
many e-mails with them before I came to the U.S.,
and my expectations grew higher and higher. At the
same time, I was worried about whether I would be
able to communicate with them with my English
skills. However, thanks to their warmth, constant
smiles, and the fact that they treated me like a real
member of the family, the anxiety I had inside
vanished before I knew it.

I was very happy that my ears gradually became
accustomed to English, and the English I could not
understand at first gradually became easier to
understand. On the other hand, there were many
times that I was able to understand what was being
said, but when I tried to speak, the words did not
come out as I wanted them to. Although I had a lot
to say, the language barrier got in the way and I was
often unable to communicate properly. I would like
to put more effort into learning English, acquire
sufficient English skills, and definitely visit my host
family again to talk more with them.

During the 10 days of my stay, what was
particularly memorable was the school visits. When
I gave a presentation about Imabari City at an
elementary school, I was very happy to see that the
students listened very hard and reacted positively.
Also, when we did origami, it was very difficult to
explain how to fold the paper in English, but we
were able to communicate with them by making up
for it with gestures and facial expressions. I was
glad that they were pleased with the completed
cranes and heart shapes.

At the high school, I was able to make many
friends by positively talking to them. Among them,
Argeliss, whom I became especially close with, came
to my last farewell party, wanting to see me one
more time before I went back to Japan. My heart
was filled with joy to have made friends with whom
I became very close in the limited time I had.

The time I spent with my host family during this
visit was an irreplaceable treasure. They planned
many things for me to do that I could not do in Japan
so that I could enjoy my stay to the fullest and be
able to have a meaningful time. The sunset I saw
while cruising with my host family's relatives was
amazingly beautiful, and I still remember it in my
mind's eye. Also, kayaking, watching baseball
games, going shopping, making sushi, and talking a
lot are all memories I will always cherish!

Although it was only for a short period of 10 days,
every day I was touched by the compassion and
kindness of many people. By being exposed to
authentic English, I learned firsthand the
importance of English and my motivation to learn
has definitely improved. I would like to continue to
challenge many things and make my dreams come
true by utilizing the positive attitude and confidence
I acquired through the visit. I would also like to pass
my experiences on to younger people so that they
will be interested in studying abroad or
communicating with American people, and to

become a bridge between Imabari and Lakeland. I
am truly grateful to all the people who made this
such a valuable experience for me. I will cherish
these encounters, keep in touch with them, and will
definitely return to Lakeland again.
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Memories of Lakeland

Shinnosuke Morita

It was a fantastic 12 days in Lakeland. I had
always dreamed about having a cross-cultural
exchange experience overseas. My numerous
first-hand experiences included going abroad,
staying with a host family, doing kayaking and so
on. The time passed quickly.

The memory of Lakeland is still clear and
running through my brain. The sister city
exchange program has become a precious
experience for me. I am so grateful for all the
people who helped me to have such a special
opportunity. Thank you very much.

My favorite time in Lakeland was spending time
with my host family. When I arrived in Florida to
meet my host family for the first time, the host
parents welcomed me so kindly that it made me
relax. The children were fun to play with.
Grandfather warmly watched over me and taught
me many things. Everyone was so kind that my
Lakeland days were enjoyable, rich and colorful.
Playing games, paddling the kayak, and
practicing English and Japanese to help each
other, are also important memories for me.

I was grateful that everyone was gentle and
supportive when I was struggling to communicate
in English. In the process of interaction with
gestures and using a translation app, I realized
that our will to understand each other was the
most important crutch. My host family always
listened to me carefully and laughed at my little
jokes. The elementary and high school students
we visited were interested in listening to my
speech and enjoyed Japanese culture such as
origami that I showed them how to make.

I love Lakeland! The environment was easy to
live, with beautiful nature, the people were
relaxed and encouraged me whenever I made a
mistake.

I am interested in various things and wanted to
try to do them. I failed many times, of course, and
sometimes I felt discouraged. However, I was
happy to have a cross-cultural experience
overseas. Before the visit, I was very worried
about communication and very nervous, but I
tried to be positive and to try anything in
Lakeland. I learned a lot, and moreover, I became
more confident, even though I made some
mistakes.

The fun time passed so quickly and my fulfilling
12 days had passed before I knew it. Finally, I had
to say goodbye to everyone I had become attached
to. I gave a thank-you note to my host family and
gave them a big hug. I could not force back my
overflowing emotion and tears. The children told
me in English to come back to America. I replied,
“I will be back,” with tears.

I came back to Imabari after a long trip. It was
like coming back to reality from a dream world. It
still feels a bit weird sorting out my feelings. Now,
I am doing well, thinking about the things I
learned in Lakeland.

Lakeland has become a special second home. 1
would like to work hard so I can show my progress
when I return to Lakeland again.
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Special Summer Holidays
Yuna Ikeda

After a 12-hour flight, I finally arrived in
Lakeland, in the U.S. The time changing on my
smartphone told me that I was leaving Japan. I
suddenly felt uneasy, realizing that I would be
surrounded by foreigners, with no-one who
understands Japanese, and that I have to stay
there for ten days. However, my excitement was
bigger than my fear because it was the first time
I visited the U.S., and my first homestay! I
encouraged myself to enjoy this opportunity.

I got nervous when I met my host family for the
first time. I was wondering if I could make myself
understood in English, or if I could speak well.
Then they called my name with big smile and my
anxiety disappeared. Eric, my host father, Trish,
my host mother, Lindsey, their daughter, and
Allison, her sister, who wasn’t at home. They have
a dog, a cat and a rabbit. When I entered their
home, Casey, their dog, welcomed me with his tail
wagging.

I had prepared souvenirs for them from Imabari
and presented them on the first night. Japanese
pot noodles for Lindsey as I knew that she liked
ramen. I presented a key ring of Bari-san, who is
the mascot character of Imabari City, and a face
pack printed with Kabuki makeup on it. Lindsey
put her Bari-san key ring onto her school bag. I
was so glad to see that. My family gave me snacks,
tumbler, and clothes.

On host family day, we went shopping, played in
the pool, walked Casey, and I made ramen for
them. When I took a walk, I saw a lot of squirrels
and rabbits. I was surprised to know that they
have a big pool and it is not so special for
American people to have a pool at home. One of
my happiest memories is playing with my host
family in their pool. After that we had hot dogs
and had a good time.

We wvisited the police department, the fire
department, and the Lakeland City Hall. At the
police station, they allowed me to ride a police
motorcycle. I could not have done that in Japan.
We also went to the Kennedy Space Center. We
could see a genuine rocket and experienced rocket
launching. At Disney World, which I was looking
forward to the most, I was totally mesmerized by
the dream world because everything is made
precisely. We enjoyed the fireworks at night. The
projection mapping on the Cinderella Castle and
the Disney music were also very beautiful. I was
so impressed that I will never forget that night.

I watched a volleyball game because Lindsey
was on the team. They played games at night. It
was different from Japan. I cheered for her in a
loud voice and her team won the game. I was so
happy. After the game, we took pictures together.
They were cheerful and friendly.

When we visited a local high school, we made
origami and drew pictures. We could exchange our
Instagram details before we left. We could make
friends with each other. Now I have a lot of friends
in Lakeland, which I never imagined before. I'm
sure that these friendships will be treasured for
life.

I was so glad to be able to visit Lakeland. I
learned the importance of challenges and positive
attitudes. Eric was warmhearted, he always made
me smile with funny stories. Trish was a very good
cook, she picked me up anytime, anywhere.
Lindsey was always my best friend, she taught me
a lot of things. All my words are not enough to
express my appreciation for them. Of course, I am
grateful to my family who encouraged me to go to
the U.S. and the support staff members from
Imabari. Thank you very much.
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My Challenge

Asami Watanabe

I believe that I have grown up through this
homestay program to Lakeland. It was my first
homestay experience. I was so anxious that I
almost canceled before the date of departure. But
my teacher encouraged me to join and I could
finally make up my mind.

After hours of a long flight, I was in the U.S. It
was a totally different world to me. I was excited
to get there, but I felt uneasy at the same time. I
did not know if I could do it. My host family, father
Matt, mother Dawn, and sister Lilly, blew my
anxiety off though. They all welcomed me warmly.
They have three dogs and a cat.

On the first day, I enjoyed a BBQ with another
host sister Alex, and her boyfriend James. I was
surprised at the size of the sandwiches, they were
so big! As for English, all I could do was listen
carefully to what they were talking about. I could
not talk much. I lost confidence again. And my
host family blew it off again. I went to an island
with them by boat. It shook so roughly with the
waves it was like we were on a roller coaster. |
picked up some sea shells with James. I took a
long walk along the beach talking with Lilly. I
think I could speak better then than on the first
day. I really had a good time with them.

We visited City Hall to see the Mayor of
Lakeland and we looked around the police
department and the fire department. We danced
the Kiyama-Ondo dance at the reception party. At
Disney World, the part I was looking forward the
most, another host family guided me. I enjoyed
talking with them while I was waiting for the
attractions.

We also visited some schools. I enjoyed making
origami with the students. I drew pictures with
the students in the art school. I drew Mickey
Mouse with his teeth. They all laughed at it. I was
glad to hear them saying that I was good. I know
that my English was not good enough to
communicate with them. However, having the
same experiences such as origami and drawing
helped us to become friends.

I enjoyed the ten days of homestay thanks to my
host family, especially Lilly, my host sister. She
listened to me patiently and taught me a lot of
things. We made cookies, went out to eat ice
cream and played cards together. Those are my
precious memories. I really had a good time with
them, including their dogs and cat.

I have learned various values and the
importance of challenge through this homestay. If
I don’t know the exact English word that I want
to say, I can say it using other easy words I know
or body language. I talked to a lot of people. It is
important to make the first move with a positive
attitude.

I wanted to know my capability and to grow up.
That is why I took part in this program. I am sure
that I have grown up and I feel that I am now
more positive than before. If I had canceled, I
could not have changed myself or moved forward.
This program is definitely worth joining even if
you are hesitating like me. I am very happy to
have had this precious experience during the last
high school summer. I am very grateful to
everyone who supported me; members of Imabari
City International Exchange Association, my host
family, my family and my teachers. Thank you so
much.
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Best memories

Himea Higaki

I stayed in Lakeland, Florida, U.S.A. for ten
days. Lakeland is a sister city of Imabari. I was
excited because it was my first homestay and
foreign country. I was looking forward to seeing
my host family and visiting Lakeland.

I was getting nervous while I was on the flight
from Chicago to Tampa. There, my host family;
host father Josh, host mother Colleen and their
son Carter, were waiting for me. They showed me
around their house after we got home. It was
beautifully organized and spacious. We didn’t
need to take off our shoes. It was decorated with
art works of flamingos and swans which are
famous birds in Lakeland. Surprisingly, I found a
lot of presents on the bed in my room. A lot of
American sweets, a tumbler and a swan necklace.
I was very glad to see that they prepared them for
me.

After a few days, I felt as if they were my real
family though I am a very shy person because
they talked to me a lot with smiles. They asked
me to go see a movie and talked about it. I could
talk in English because of their patience. I relied
on a translation app at first but gradually I could
talk without it. I was glad my listening skill
improved.

I enjoyed the two host family days the most. On
the first day, we rode on a boat. I was surprised at
the speed. It was fun to feel the wind while my
body bounced. We went an island and swam in the
sea. Josh kindly helped me pick up pretty shells
because I said that I liked them. We had
sandwiches for lunch, which Colleen had gotten
earlier to make for us. There was ham and cheese,
my favorite. She’d asked me what I preferred
beforehand. We ate hot dogs for dinner. I was
surprised because the sausage was very big and it
overflowed from the bread. When I showed them
the small and thin sausages of Japan, they all
laughed.

On the second day, we went tubing, which I
didn’t know in Japan. We drifted through the
river on a float. A dragonfly got on my foot and I
saw a turtle. I had very good time there. In the
evening, I went to a supermarket with Colleen. I
was really surprised at the store itself, each item
and the cart, everything was bigger than those of
Japan. I wonder if the size of the country is bigger,
the size of vegetables also gets bigger. Asami and
her host family joined us for dinner. My host
family has a pizza oven. Josh put pepperoni and
cheese on pizza dough and baked it. He was good
at it and the pizza was very delicious.

I made Okonomiyaki for them to introduce
Japanese food culture. They ate everything and I
was happy. Josh loves Japan and he uses
chopsticks very well. He can say “Good morning”
and “Good night” in Japanese. When I said that I
would make Japanese Okonomiyaki, he seemed
delighted.

On Colleen’s birthday, August 18th, her mother
and older brother came and I could meet them. We
ate out together on that day and enjoyed it. When
I handed a card and heart-shaped origami for her
birthday, she was pleased very much.

The ten days flew fast. The time to say goodbye
came. When I hugged them, I remembered the
happy days I spent there and cried. I met many
people during this homestay and was able to grow
up. I will study English harder and want to talk
to them better when I see them again. And I
would like to go to the U.S. again. I was really
happy to join this homestay. I am grateful to
everyone who supported this experience. Thank
you very much.
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Precious Experience
Hanane Abe

With mixed feelings of anxiety and excitement, I
arrived in a foreign country, Lakeland, U.S.A. It took
more than 10 hours by plane from Haneda Airport.
It had a different atmosphere from the Japanese
countryside being rich in nature in a vast land with
lots of large lakes. I was very excited about what
kind of events were waiting for me during the 10
days of my stay here.

It was my first time to fly for more than 10 hours,
and also it was my first time to be away from my
parents for 12 days. I got excited with everything I
saw. I remember that I felt so happy when I arrived
at Chicago Airport from Haneda Airport after being
released from the long flight. And I was excited
about the fact that I was in the United States. Then
I met my host family for the first time. I was nervous
because I didn't know what they were like. However,
my host mother, Trish, host father, Eric, and host
sister, Lindsey, were all very kind, and soon I wasn't
nervous at all. Also, Ikeda-san, who stayed with me,
was a big help.

The most memorable part of this Lakeland visit
was the high school visit. Interacting with American
people my age was something that I hadn’t had a lot
of chances to do so it was very exciting. I was not
very good at origami, but I got to teach them how to
make cranes, hearts, paper planes, and Japanese
helmets with the help of other Japanese students.
The local high school students tried their best to
understand my poor explanations. They made
origami by watching me, so I overcame the difficulty
of a complicated explanation with a demonstration.
While folding origami together, I introduced what
we do in Japan and what I like to do, and answered
questions from the American high school students
and vice versa.

The local high school students were the same age
as me, but they all seemed very mature and I was
overwhelmed. But when I talked to them, I was
relieved to find that they were just normal high
school students inside. Before I left, we exchanged
Instagram and other information. We still keep in
touch and talk about what I wanted to do in the US,
what was good there, and also the differences
between high school life in the U.S. and Japan.

The thing I was most worried about was my
English conversation skills for this Lakeland visit. I
was worried that I would not be able to make myself
understood, or that I would feel awkward if I could
not have a smooth conversation, and so on. However,

those fears disappeared when I actually went there.
I realized that it was natural for us to worry about
not being able to use English well because it is not
our native language. If our English is not good
enough, we just need to make an effort to
communicate. For example, I tried to look up words
and phrases I didn't understand on the Internet and
tried to communicate with gestures. I learned that
it was important to communicate what 1 was
thinking.

On the first day, I hesitated to tell my host family
my opinions and what I wanted to do or what I
wanted them to do because I was worried about my
pronunciation and grammar. However, the local
people always tried to listen carefully to our English.
They did not mind our pronunciation or grammar,
and they always accepted us and our opinions with
warmth. I think I grew a lot by being around kind
people who tried to listen to my slow and poor
English.

The distance between Imabari and Lakeland is
far, but I believe our hearts stay close. It was a
wonderful place that I definitely want to return to. I
would like to pursue my future goals with this
precious experience.
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Moments with my Host Family
Honoka Shigeoka

The reason why I participated in this project is I'd
like to become a midwife who can play an active role
in a global society in the future. I believe going
abroad and learning about cultures and values that
differ from those in Japan would help me make my
dream come true. Since it was my first time abroad,
I was anxious about many things, but thanks to my
host family who talked to me a lot during my stay in
Lakeland, I did not feel anxious at all and was able
to spend 10 very fulfilling days filled with surprise
and excitement every day.

Spending time with my host family was what I
enjoyed the most during the 10 days. My host
mother, Terri, picked me up and dropped me off
every day, even though she had to work early in the
morning. During the ride, she introduced me to
famous places, talked about her love of sports, and
her wonderful encounter on the golf course with my
host father, Jeff. Jeff was in the garage all day after
his morning run, so we didn't get a chance to talk
much, but at dinner Jeff told me about his mother,
who is an alpaca farmer and used it to make various
kinds of crafts. After that, I was given socks made of
alpaca hair. They were very fluffy and warm, so I
will wear them in winter.

Whenever I was eating, Jeff always asked me, "Is
that food good?” I was very happy that he cared so
much about me. My host sister Kendall seemed very
mature and I thought she was around 20 years old,
but I was very surprised to find out that she was
only one year older than me. Kendall was very kind
to me, using simple words and speaking slowly so
that I could understand her.

I was also surprised to learn that in the U.S. they
can get a driver's license at the age of 16. Kendall
and I enjoyed going out for dinner and after 9 pm we
went out for ice cream. I felt a little guilty, because I
don't often go out late at night in Japan, but it was
a lot of fun. The sun sets very late in the U.S,,
around 8:00 p.m. is about the same as 4:00 p.m. in
Japan, and I didn’t realize it was night until I looked
at my watch. Perhaps because of the long daylight
hours, my host family were night owls, waking up
late in the morning and staying active until late at
night.

On the night of Host Family Day, we went to a golf
range. I had never played golf before and had no idea
how to do it. Then Terri taught me how to hit the
ball, and when I hit a shot, she was very
complimentary even if I didn't score. She livened up
the place. It was also the first time for Kendall, so
two of us were competing for points. I won by three
points! I was happy. Afterwards I went home and
ate the food Terri cooked for the first time. It was
steak on rice, and it was very delicious.

It was when I thought I was finally getting used to
life in the U.S. that it was time to say goodbye. I was
going to say goodbye with a smile on my face, but
when we hugged goodbye, I couldn't stop crying as
the fun time we had together came to my mind.

As I got involved with the people in Lakeland, I
realized that I could do more of what I wanted to do
without worrying about what others thought of me.
Terri also told me that it is important to speak up
and have confidence in myself. There were times
when my English was not good enough to express
what I wanted to say or to join in the conversation
with my host family, so I would like to study more,
learn to speak fluent English, and visit my dear
family to show them how I have grown.
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Valuable Experience

Yumena Tone

Although it was only 11 days, I had precious
experiences that I will never forget.

I had never been abroad before, and I don't speak
perfect English, so honestly, I felt nervous during
the 10-hour flight. I didn't feel that the fact that I
was leaving Japan and going to the US was real.
However, when I arrived at the airport, I saw only
foreigners around me. The scenery and everything
was so different from Japan. I finally felt that I had
come to the US. And my anxiety was gone when I
decided that I should enjoy it because I had come all
the way here. It was really good to have a student
from the same school in the visiting group.

For me, the most worrying part of my stay in
Lakeland, was meeting my host family for the first
time. Of course, I was looking forward to meeting
them, but I was also worried about whether I could
catch their English, understand it, and answer the
questions that they asked in English.

There are two people in my host family, a mother
and her daughter who is 15 years old, a first grader
in high school. They both spoke slowly so I could
understand their English. And if I got stuck when I
was speaking, not knowing which word to use, they
smiled and said, "It's totally fine. Just take your
time." They were really kind people.

The time that I felt we were becoming closer was
dinner time. My host sister, Avery, and my host
mother, taught me how to cook dinner and we made
dinner together. During the meal, they asked me
many questions about my family and my favorite
things, and I asked questions too. We got to know
each other and it was a great time.

I had many surprises during this visit. All the food
in the U.S. was so big, tasted strong, and the sweets
were almost too sweet. I often saw pizzas in the U.S.,
they were so much bigger than Japanese ones and I
was really surprised at the difference between
Japanese and American food cultures.

I was also surprised at the differences between
American and Japanese high school students. As a
group, we visited a local high school, and on Host
Family Day, my host sister Avery brought her high
school friends who were in the first grade. The
American high school students were tall and they
didn't look like high school students. They looked
more like adults. However, when I listened to their
conversations, I felt that they were not so different
from Japanese high school students. Everyone was
very kind to me and I really enjoyed talking to them.

As a delegation, we visited many places such as
the Kennedy Space Center, a park with a museum
and other facilities, high school, a university, and
Walt Disney World. By visiting many places, I got to
see a lot of American culture and nature. Lakeland
was a truly wonderful place with lots of greenery
and large lakes that were attractive and beautiful.

I am really glad that I made the decision to go to
the U.S. as a member of the goodwill delegation.
Although it was only for a short period of 11 days. I
will never forget anything that I experienced in this
short period of time. They are all truly wonderful
memories that I will never forget. I cannot thank
enough everyone who supported such a valuable
experience. It allowed me to think about my dreams
and it was a big step for me to grow as a person. I
will treasure this opportunity and will make the
most of it in my life.
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My Best Summer
Hikaru Shintani

I learned about the sister city trip for the first
time during an interview with my teacher. When
my teacher asked me about my future dream, I
answered, “I would like to work overseas.“ Then
she suggested, “Would you like to participate in
the overseas project in August?”. I was surprised,
but my eyes started shinning. I felt that the
timing of the trip was some curious coincidence. |
had no choice other than going. I replied right
away that I would go. This is how I joined the trip
to the U.S. during my first summer holiday of
high school.

On the 10th of August, our departure day, we
gathered at the City Office at 4 am in the early
morning. I could sleep for less than an hour the
previous night. After eleven and a half hours of
traveling by bus and airplane, we finally arrived
in Tampa airport. Mr. and Mrs. Palmer, Mr. and
Mrs. Bolger, Alex and James welcomed us. It was
an awkward moment for all of us, but we could
greet each other. My host family told us that their
house was small, however, it was not true! Their
house is huge. In America, there are large
residential areas, and they look comfortable to
live in. I was so tired from the trip that I fell
asleep right away.

On August 11th, our first day in the U.S., we
visited the Kennedy Space Center. The Kennedy
Space Center 1s the NASA facility that was
established by president J. F. Kennedy. There are
various replicas of rockets, more than 10 meters
long. We saw a launching platform, which is
amazingly cool! As we learned the history of
NASA from a video, they talked about the Apollo
spacecrafts. The Apollo 8 finally reached the moon
after making many mistakes. I was so impressed
that the rockets have hundreds of thousands of
parts.

The 12th and 13th were my host family days. I
went to the gym with James, the son of the family,
and enjoyed it a lot. We also went to the
supermarket, played table tennis, and tried other
various activities. I had a really good time.

On the 14th, we visited Lakeland City Hall, the
police department, and the fire department. Each
facility is bigger than in Japan and has a strict
atmosphere, especially in the police department.
We had a valuable experience that we would not
have had in Japan.

On the 15th, we went to an art gallery in an
automobile company. The pictures were drawn
carefully with a lot of details. After visiting the
gallery, we went to see a company that supports
entrepreneurs in Lakeland. I was amazed by the
many buildings surrounding the company. Also,
we tried a popular sport in the U.S., so it was a
good day where I learned more about Lakeland.

The 16th was a much-awaited day for me. We
visited Disney World! I was looking forward to the
day very much. We went on the attractions in a
counterclockwise direction. All the chaperons
were very kind to us. I enjoyed everything all day.
Finally, we looked at the fireworks and my eyes
were filled with tears.

On the 17th and 18th, we visited schools
including high schools, a college, and an
elementary school. We spent a fun day with the
students. I enjoyed exchanging Instagram
account with some of the students.

On the 19th, we had a farewell party on the
beach. We got together randomly to have a
wonderful time with other students of the group.
When I was packing to leave, I realized that I
might have lost my passport. I was upset!
Fortunately, it was found on a bus I had been on
the previous day.

I would like to say thank you to Mike, for driving
us every day, Josh, for escorting us, Tom, for
organizing everything, our group leader, Yano-san,
and two chaperones, Sasama-san and Hashida-
san, as well as those who supported this project.
It was the best summer I've ever had!
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After Visiting Lakeland

Mutsumi Yamamoto

It was my first time to go abroad, so I was very
nervous, wondering if I would be able to do well in
a foreign country with my English skills, and
about being on a plane for more than 10 hours.

However, when I arrived in Lakeland, I was
relieved because the people who greeted me were
kind and spoke simple English. I was also nervous
about meeting my host family, but they were so
cheerful and they spoke to me kindly so I was able
to relax.

On the first day of Host Family Days, they took
me shopping. First, we went to a candy store. I was
excited about finding American sweets that I had
seen in Japan and I bought some of them. I also
found some Japanese snacks were sold and I was
surprised to see that they were extremely expensive.

Next, we went to a cosmetic store. It was fun just
looking at all the different kinds of perfumes, body
creams, and candles. My host sister and I bought the
same perfume.

I had roast chicken for lunch. It was too much for
me to finish, but I really enjoyed the sauce on the
chicken. After the lunch, we went to the house of my
host mother's mother. She welcomed me with a big
smile. I told her many things about Japan. After
that, we went back to my host family's house and
played in the pool with my host mother and sister.
There were trees around the pool, and I was
surprised to see squirrels, which are hard to see in
Japan. They were very cute.

Afterwards, my host mother took me for a drive
around a large and beautiful lake. Then we went to
my host mother's friend's house near the lake and I
played the piano for them. They have a dog and a
cat, and when the cat got on the piano and walked
on the keyboard to make sounds, I played the piano
together with the cat.

For dinner, they prepared a lot of pizza at my
request. The pizzas were very large and thick, so I
got very full. After dinner, we watched a movie,
relaxed.

On the second day, we went to the aquarium. It
was interesting to see the fish swimming from above.
The sea otters were very cute. The aquarium was
actively working to protect dolphins, and I learned a
lot by watching a video about dolphins. On the way
back, we drove along a beautiful beach.

During the visit to Lakeland, I learned many
things that I had not known before. By staying with
my host family, I could learn different values and
ways of thinking. Also, the experiences listening to
real English and using English myself motivated me
to study English after returning home. I want to
apply what I learned from this trip to my future and
do my best to become a good English speaker.
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