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Japanese Students Head
Abroad to Become Doctors
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By Hiroshi Matsubara
Asahi Weekly

decade-long quest to ful-

fill his calling led Shiro

Suzuki, a 30-year-old
Osaka native, to a country that he
had only known by the brand of a
popular yogurt and the sumo
wrestler Kotooshu.

Seeking to become a child health
care professional, Suzuki, a former
cram school teacher and law school
student, flew to Bulgaria last
spring to enroll in a national med-
ical college.

At Medical University Pleven in
Pleven, Bulgaria, Suzuki studies
medicine with seven other Japanese
students. An increasing number of
doctor-wannabes are bypassing
highly selective and expensive med-
ical schools in Japan to enroll in
medical programs in developing
countries. Some 10 Japanese stu-
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dents are waiting to be admitted
into Suzuki’s university this spring.

“Despite repeated failures to en-
rolling in Japanese medical colleges,
I could never give up my dream to
become a pediatrician,” said Suzuki,
who started his sophomore year in
the school’s English-only course this
month.

“The medical lectures in English
are so hard that I often literally cry
when studying at home, but I feel
I'm having a productive time by
doing what I really wanted.”

With the school’s diploma, stu-
dents can obtain a medical license
in Bulgaria, which allows them to
practice medicine in some European
Union countries, said Hiroyuki

. Takagiwa, the college’s Director of

Admission in Japan.

Still, the school's admission
process is far less stringent than its
Japanese counterparts.

Students who have earned above
average scores in biology and chem-
istry in high school, and have passed
the Level 2 “Eiken” English profi-
ciency test, may enroll if Takagiwa
deems the applicant motivated
enough to complete the six-year
course.

In addition, the school’s tuition is
only about ¥500,000 a year, and
about the same amount is needed

each year for living expenses.

“Med schools in many
developing countries now
see foreign students from
developed countries as a
precious source of earning
foreign currency;” Takagiwa
said. “Tt is now recognized
as an alternative and
cheaper path to achieve a
dream to become a doctor.”

Takagiwa estimates
there are about 100 Jap-
anese students studying

medicine in devel-
oping countries,
including Bulgaria,
Slovakia and the
Dominican Republic.

But once enrolled
in a foreign pro-
gram, students
realize how difficult the discipline
of medicine is, paired with the fur-
ther burden of studying it in a for-
eign language, Suzuki said.

Classes run from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m.
weekdays, and Suzuki said he must
study four to five hours each day
after his classes.

“The encouraging thing is that the
tough discipline creates strong fellow
feeling among foreign students from
across the world, and it has certainly
enlarged my horizons,” Suzuki said.
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While Suzuki said that all his
classmates are highly motivated to
complete the program, it remains
uncertain if they can eventually
practice medicine in Japan.

The Ministry of Health, Labor and
Welfare sets stringent licensing cri-
teria for those who have completed
foreign medical schools or obtained
a foreign medical license.

Of applicants with degrees from
foreign medical schools, only 30 to
40 percent are allowed to directly
take the national exam for medical
practitioners, a ministry official
said.

Others are required to first pass
a preliminary examination, an ex-

tremely difficult pathway.
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“From my own experience, I would
advise my juniors not to go to over-
seas schools if their final goal is to
practice medicine in Japan,” said
Chiaki Moriya, 45, a pioneer of the
alternative path to becoming a
doctor.

As one of the first Japanese stu-
dents to enter a medical college in
a developing country, Moriya
enrolled in a Dominican Republic
medical school in 1984 after years
of failing to pass medical school
exams here. Facing various obsta-
cles, such as temporary closure of
the school, it took him 12 years to
earn his diploma.

While he worked as an intern
physician in Dominica for a year, he
has never taken the national exam
for doctor’s licensing in Japan.

“I am not certain if the highly
respected medical circle here would
accept someone with an extraordi-
nary career like me,” he added.

He is now studying in a language
course at a Chinese university and
hopes to eventually practice medi-
cine in China or elsewhere.

In Bulgaria, Suzuki remains
undaunted by his uncertain future.
“I believe medicine is a profession to
serve patients wherever there are
people in need,” he said.
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