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Second year * Department of Physics

When Zach Kagan and I first arrived at KEK we were not sure what to expect.
Armed only with our limited Japanese and a couple bags, we made our way through the
Shinkansen trains and cab rides all the way to the J-Parc dorms. We knew that we
would be doing muon spin relaxation, but other than that, we had little to no idea what
this conference would be like. Over the past two months, Zach and I had seen many
amazing and beautiful things in Japan, but one thing we had missed was interaction
with people our own age. We knew that we would have plenty of opportunities to
interact with like minded university students at KEK Summer Challenge, but beyond
that, we were very much in the dark. Would they shun us or help us? Would we be able
to communicate? Would we be able to work together? Luckily, thanks to the help of the
KEK staff and Professor Kojima, everything turned out better than we could have
hoped.

One of the best things we experienced at KEK was the community. From the
moment we arrived, everyone was accommodating to us and tried to make us part of the
group. Our group leader, Masa, helped us to communicate with the rest of the group and
made us feel at home despite our language barrier. It was largely due to his help that we
were able to get along so well with our fellow students. The Summer Challenge is a very
busy time, so it was very nice of the Summer Challenge staff to throw parties for us
throughout the week. These parties were great opportunities to meet and interact with
other students and teachers. Many of the people we met there could speak a little
English, and with our little bit of Japanese, we got by.

Of course, any summary of our time at KEK would not be complete without the
science. In our group, we got to build a cosmic ray detector and program it to function.
This was extremely exciting, and the entire process was completely new for me. I got to
help with the wiring and the programming, and though it was difficult, the entire
process was extremely rewarding. When we finally started getting real results, I was
extremely excited. Though we sometimes worked long into the night, and stayed up late
working on our presentations and machines, the whole process of building an apparatus
and watching it work was wonderful.

Neither Zach nor I had ever been to Japan before, so it was an entirely new
experience for both of us. The KEK Summer Challenge surpassed all our expectations
and was really one of the best times of our trip. Between the people we met, the
friendships we made, and the science we learned, I think that the KEK Summer

Challenge is an experience I will always remember. To any other foreign students



considering research in Japan, I cannot recommend the KEK Summer Challenge more.

It is an amazing program, and any foreign student should consider applying.

Second year * Department of Physics

I was thrilled by the opportunity to study condensed matter physics with
Japanese students at the KEK Challenge Summer School. The Columbia graduate
student who oversees me, however, was less excited. You won’t learn anything(] he told
me,travel is fun, but it would be better for you to stay here and get experience..] We do
not disagree often. He is a very intelligent and accomplished researcher, and he has
been very supportive of me. However, this was an opportunity that I couldn’t turn down.
I chose to spend that time participating in the KEK Challenge. I didn’t know what to
expect, it was a big risk. Now, after coming back to work at Columbia, I can say without
a shadow of a doubt that it was time well invested.

Chris Jordan and I were welcomed by the Japanese students, and we became
their friends. The language barrier was a challenge. The lectures were all given in
Japanese, so we relied on the diagrams, some English textbooks I brought with me, and
Doctor Kojima’s explanations. While some students spoke English, many did not, and
we only knew rudimentary Japanese. However, despite these difficulties we still were
able to interact. We were working towards a common goal, and muons do not care what
language you speak. It was difficult and frustrating, but in the end very rewarding. Our
team leader, Takahiro Hirose, spoke English and Japanese very well, and so he acted as
a bridge between the American and Japanese halves of our group. With the guidance of
Dr. Kojima and the graduate students, we were able to make a functional cosmic ray
detector. Outside of the lab we got to know the students we were working with. We
played cards in the evening and ate meals together. We were able to interact in a way
that I had not imaged possible, and it because we shared such strong common interests.

The KEK Summer Challenge was about more than just lectures and
experiments. We got to see Japan’s foremost particle and condensed matter research
facilities up close by taking tours. While the lectures were difficult to comprehend for a
non-Japanese speaker, the tours were very informative. We got to see equipment and
experimental set ups in action, and the tour setting allowed Dr. Kojima to translate for
us and explain things that we may have missed in the lecture. The three essential
components of KEK come together quite nicely. The lectures and the theory prepare you

for their investigation in the experimental part, and the lab tours show you how



research is taking these ideas forward. In this way, I believe, the KEK summer
challenge was designed for students to grow as aspiring scientists. It was clear to see
that it was effective among the Japanese students, and I feel it was effective for me as
well.

I returned to the lab at Columbia knowing more physics, having a broader
experimental background, and equipped with the realization that scientific research is a
process that does not stay confined in borders. I take a more active part in experiments
at Columbia, and I exercise my knowledge to understand more deeply the concepts we
are investigating. After a few weeks working, it was clear that I did learn something. T

learned a lot, and it was a great experience. I wouldn’t have chosen any other way.
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