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The Joys and Challenges of Raising

a Fillipino Family in Japan
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_ Karen Pamplona-Lopez

Sixteen years ago, a young bride so full of hope and
excitement came to Japan to be with her groom. She
ignored her fears of leaving her family and all things
familiar and comfortable behind in her home country.
She was eager to start a family in a land so foreign to
her she is gripped with both excitement and fear.

| am that bride, although not so young anymore but
still living with excitement in the land still so foreign to
me that foreign became the familiar norm in my life.
My name is Karen Pamplona-Lopez, a Filipina married
to a Filipino and raising two boys here in the Land of the Rising Sun.

Needless to say, language is the biggest challenge for me. Perhaps one of my greatest
blessings is having the opportunity to work as an ALT in one of the elementary schools in
Narita. Knowing how the school system works makes me look and feel less ignorant at
least in my eyes and in my children’s eyes. Getting by for myself is one thing, but
understanding so many things in my children’s daily life is a whole different level. Luckily for
me, my husband knows enough Japanese that he is in charge of all the documents at
home.

Japan has one of the best public school systems in the world. In Narita, they even
provide translator in school for foreign students and parents who cannot speak and read
Japanese. There is a system in place that works and everyone is expected to do their share.
We are expected to be involved for at least one year out of our children’s entire years of stay
in school. They are very considerate to people like me who have limited Japanese skills. But |
still try my best to do the simple tasks given to me.

And then there's the extra-curricular activities! Sports is a big part of children’s life here,
be it in school or outside of school. My boys are very active in sports. Mothers are active
participants too. There is a toban ( mom-in-charge) assigned for the day who will watch the
kids, prepare the drinks or just be present for anything that arises. We also have to drive
the kids to a venue for competition from time to time. E-mails are constant and for this
google translate is my best friend! Knowing limited Japanese is not an excuse to limit my
family’s activities. | learned not to be afraid to ask questions and to not mind that |
sometimes look foolish for asking them. | learned to be resourceful. Most importantly, |
learned that there is always someone willing to help. | just have to ask and show that | am
willing to do my part. And in making the effort, | gained new friends and learned a lot.

Japanese culture is so different. A few times we find ourselves explaining to our kids why
some of the things we do are different from what they see with their friends. It's hard when
we tell them some things and they see another. We have to sit down, explain and teach them
that one is not right over the other. It's just different and they have to respect the difference.
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