
Four students from Middlebury Col-
lege participated in an intensive, four-week 
service-learning program in Japan over the 
summer that took them from the busy city 
streets of Tokyo to the quiet, rural com-
munity of Tenryumura. Two students from 
International Christian University and four 
students from The Chinese University of 
Hong Kong joined them. 

The group of ten students came from 
GL̆HUHQW� FRXQWULHV�� DFDGHPLF� GLVFLSOLQHV�
DQG�YDU\LQJ� OHYHOV�RI�-DSDQHVH�SUR¿FLHQF\��
'HVSLWH�WKHLU�GL̆HUHQFHV��WKH\�DOO�HQJDJHG�LQ�
service activities such as planting soybeans, 
clearing blueberry patches, teaching in el-
ementary classrooms 
and interacting with 
elderly Japanese citi-
zens. 

Sanae Eda, direc-
tor of the Middlebury 
C.V. Starr School in 
Japan, and Kristin 
Mullins, coordina-
tor for the College’s 
Language in Motion 
program created and 
piloted the program. 
They realized that the 
service learning cen-
ter at ICU in Japan 
allowed students to 
participate in service 
learning projects in 
countries throughout 
Asia and Southeast 
Asia, but not in Japan. 

“[We] really wanted to have a program 
where students [came] to Japan from other 
countries, colleges and universities. The 
SURJUDP�LV�QRW�MXVW�GL̆HUHQW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�FRO-
ODERUDWLQJ�EXW�DOVR� VWXGHQWV� IURP�GL̆HUHQW�
institutions collaborating,” Mullins said.

Mullins and Eda wanted an intercul-
tural program that encouraged students to 
explore the meaning of service within an in-
ternational context.

“The question we kept looking at was, 
‘What is service?’ Do we have a shared un-
derstanding of service within this group? 
And then when we are working with com-
munities and community members it’s not 

as if you have one community, one personal-
ity and one perspective,” Mullins said. 

Michiko Yoshino ’17, a Japanese Studies 
and Sociology double major and a member 
of the service-learning project, said that dur-
ing orientation the students discussed the 
idea of service, but did not leave with one 
FRQFUHWH�GH¿QLWLRQ�

Imagine Yoshino’s surprise, then, when 
the vice mayor of Tenryumura, instead of 
asking the students to perform labor-inten-
sive tasks, requested that they share a meal 
and converse with older members of the 
community. The vice mayor emphasized the 
value of young people spending time inter-
acting with Japan’s aging population.

5HÀHFWLQJ� XSRQ� WKH� SURJUDP� <RVKLQR�
recalled, “At that point I questioned every-
thing. It was a pilot program, so I didn’t 

know what to 
expect. Mak-
ing connections 
and hanging out 
with residents 
in Tenryumura 
didn’t feel like 
‘work’ and I kept 
wondering when 
we would actu-
ally start helping 
people.” 

It was not 
until Yoshino let 
go of her precon-
ceived ideas of 
service that she 
began to under-
stand.

“ S e r v i c e 
LVQ¶W�DERXW� µ¿[LQJ�

what is broken,’” Yoshino said. “It’s [about] 
strengthening a community in whatever way 
that we can. And if people were happier be-
cause we played in the water and helped pick 
blueberries, then that is serving a commu-
nity. I didn’t realize how much of an impact 
I would have on the community – I still get 
updates via Facebook about the soybeans we 
planted.” 

Mullins explained that spending time 
in Tenryumura was important because the 
town is struggling with an aging popula-
tion. 58 percent of the population is 65 years 
or older, which means that older residents 
do not spend a lot of time around younger 
people. While Yoshino questioned whether 

or not spending time with host families ben-
H¿WWHG� WKH� FRPPXQLW\�� VKH� ODWHU� UHDOL]HG�
that the elderly residents loved talking with 
the gaikokujin, or “foreigners”, and hearing 
about their lives outside of Japan. 

Both Mullins and Yoshino enjoyed 
playing ‘gate ball’ – a 
game similar to cro-
quet – with residents. 
After the game, those 
residents laughed 
along with service 
learning students 
at how games and 
sports can unite peo-
ple regardless of their 
culture or language. 

Students also 
participated in ser-
vice projects in Tokyo 
where they facilitated 
classroom activities and helped out with 
after school programs. In one school, the 
Japanese children taught the daigakusei 
san (or college students) how to play with 
traditional Japanese toys.

“It was a wonderful mutual learning op-
portunity,” Mullins said. She described how 
the Japanese elementary school students 
loved sharing their culture’s customs and 

traditions with their “teachers,” who then 
reciprocated with games from their home 
countries. 

When asked about the activity, Yoshino 
laughed and said, “I thought it was cute. 
None of us, the college kids, knew how to 

play with the toys 
and the kids really 
enjoyed interacting 
with us.” 

The four Middle-
bury students who 
participated in the 
program were se-
lected out of about 
eighteen other ap-
plicants. Mullins said 
she hopes to continue 
the program but is 
unsure of its future.

The One Middle-
bury Fund, a one-time grant administered 
E\� WKH� 2̇FH� RI� WKH� 3URYRVW� GHGLFDWHG� WR�
strengthening interactions between various 
Middlebury programs, the College’s Japa-
nese Studies department and the Center for 
Community Engagement’s cross cultural 
fund originally covered all the expenses. The 
one-time nature of the funding, however, 
means that the program may not continue.

The Observatory, located on the roof of 
%LFHQWHQQLDO�+DOO��KHOG�WKH�¿UVW�RSHQ�KRXVH�
of the season on Friday, Sept. 16 to welcome 
students back to school. The event was open 
WR� VWXGHQWV�� IDFXOW\�� VWD̆� DQG� WKH� JHQHUDO�
public and showcased several smaller tele-
scopes where viewers could see features of 
the night sky including the full moon. The 
larger, 24-inch telescope on top of the Ob-
servatory was also open and viewers were 
able to glimpse both Mars and Saturn. The 
Observatory, which is the best-equipped ob-
servation facility in the state of Vermont, has 
another open house scheduled for Sept. 30 
where visitors will also be able to view both 
planets.

Jonathan Kemp, Telescope Specialist 
and acting Observatory manager, collabo-

rated with students to plan the event. 
“We often get up to a few hundred peo-

ple attending our Observatory public open 
house events,” Kemp said. “These usually 
involve a healthy mix of students, faculty, 
DQG� VWD̆�� DQG�PHPEHUV�RI� WKH�SXEOLF� IURP�
surrounding communities–both adults and 
children.”

At the event, students from the College 
were stationed at the smaller observation 
stations to assist and educate viewers while 
Kemp operated the 24-inch telescope. Toby 
Aicher ’16.5, who has worked as a telescope 
assistant for the past three years, helped at-
tendees to view the full moon. Aicher said 
stargazing can be a humbling experience. 

“I think astronomy gives an important 
perspective on our place in the universe,” 
KH� VDLG�� ³:H¶UH� ÀRDWLQJ� RQ� D� VSHFN� RI� GXVW�
revolving around a vanishingly small point 

of light in a vast cosmos, and it makes you 
appreciate the preciousness of the earth and 
human life.”

For students interested in exploring as-
tronomy on campus, Aicher recommended 
checking out astronomy classes in the phys-
ics department as 
well as taking advan-
tage of the extracur-
ricular space-related 
activities. 

“There are a few 
great opportunities 
for students who 
want to get more in-
volved with the ob-
servatory,” he said. 
“The Space Club, run 
by Ben Belinski ’18.5 
and Roo Weed ’18.5, 
brings together students who want to talk 
DERXW� DVWURQRP\�DQG�EH�QRWL¿HG�DERXW� DV-
tronomy events on campus.”

 Sam Cartwright ’18, one of Aicher’s fel-
low telescope assistants, also said that stu-
dents of all interest levels are welcome to 
explore astronomy by attending Observatory 
events. 

“Whether someone is a die-hard space 
junkie or is just curious about what constel-
lations they can see, the open house events 
are great opportunities to feed their curios-
ity,” Cartwright said. 

No matter interest level or prior knowl-
edge, Cartwright said he hopes that the peo-
ple who attend the Observatory open houses 
walk away with a new enthusiasm for space. 

“I hope that people learn something in-
teresting or even inspiring about space that 
will change the way that they look at the 
night sky,” he said. “In a place where our 
focus is often locked onto the happenings of 
our small campus, I hope people walk away 

from the events having gained at least a small 
sense of the vast beauty of the universe.”

Kemp echoed Cartwright’s sentiment. 
“I hope that people who attend our events 
gain an appreciation for our place in the Uni-
verse and the wonders of the night sky,” he 

said. “Many people 
who view an object 
through a telescope 
have an emotional or 
visceral reaction to 
what they see, and I 
hope to help inspire 
both a curiosity about 
and an understand-
ing of the cosmos.”

According to 
Kemp, the Observa-
tory does not host 
open houses regularly 

later in the semester because the depart-
ment needs to use the facility for academic 
purposes. 

“After our fall outreach programming 
ends, we will again start scheduling public 
Observatory events in the spring, and gener-
DOO\� R̆HU� DSSUR[LPDWHO\� ZHHNO\� RSSRUWXQL-
ties in the summer when Language Schools 
are in session,” Kemp said. “However, I also 
try to keep students apprised of potential 
visitor scholars who may be available to talk 
to and meet with students.”  

Kemp also emphasized that one doesn’t 
need fancy equipment to deepen their appre-
ciation for the stars. 

“Any reasonably dark location with a 
largely unobstructed view of the night sky 
can allow you to observe constellations, 
SODQHWV�� DUWL¿FLDO� VDWHOOLWHV�� DQG� WKH�PRRQ�´�
he said. “We have a variety of resources on 
our Observatory web site to help people en-
joy the night sky from wherever they might 
be.”
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³6HUYLFH� LVQ¶W� DERXW� µ¿[LQJ�
what is broken. It’s [about] 
strengthening a community 
in whatever way that we can. 
And if people were happier be-
cause we played in the water 
and helped pick blueberries, 
then that is serving a commu-
nity.”

Michiko yoshino ’17

Service Program participant

“The question we kept 
looking at was, ‘What is 
service?’ Do we have a 
shared understanding of 
service within this group?”

kristen mullins

coordinator, language in motion

7KH�2EVHUYDWRU\�KDG�LWV�¿UVW�SXEOLF�RSHQLQJ�RQ�)ULGD\��OHWWLQJ�SHRSOH�JOLPSVH�RI�
Mars and Saturn. There will be two more observation events on Sept. 30 and Oct. 7.

Jonathan Kemp

“I hope people walk away 
from the events having 
gained at least a small sense 
of the vast beauty of the uni-
verse.”

Sam Cartwright ’18


