Growing up in a family deeply connected to Okinawan heritage has shaped both my identity and my
aspirations for the future. My mother, Kimiyo Michaeli, was born and raised in Okinawa, and | have
visited many times to see my grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. | have always been
invested in celebrating my Okinawan background as a student of Japanese language and culture. Even
as a preschooler, | joined a class for Japanese music and dance along with other children of Japanese
background, and | have studied Japanese language from elementary school up to my current class in
AP Japanese. | also currently serve as the president of Northside College Prep's Japanese Honor
Society. My primary motivation for studying Japanese has been to connect with my family in Okinawa
on a deeper level, especially my grandparents, and to better understand the Okinawan culture that is
a part of my identity.

As a child visiting Okinawa, | was mesmerized by the festivals with taiko and sanshin playing in the
background. | joined taiko classes as a child and would like to pick it back up in the future. My
grandfather and uncles are amazing sanshin players and | also hope to learn from them. While in
Okinawa during the summers after my freshman and sophomore years in high school, | attended
Okinawa Shogaku High School for about one week and a half each summer. It was a truly
transformative experience. From the simple things like taking the bus to school to practicing with the
soccer team, | was not only able to appreciate all of the things | would have taken for granted in the
United States, but | was also able to immerse myself in the daily lives of

Okinawan students, gaining further insight into their educational system and values. | formed
meaningful friendships with the students there, many of whom | hope to stay in contact with and
reconnect during my future visits to Okinawa. | had such a great experience in high school that | hope
to study abroad in Japan in college.

My family has stayed connected with the Chicago Okinawa Kenjinkai throughout family membership. |
have volunteered at events such as the Spring Festival and Summer Picnic, where | had the
opportunity to connect with more Okinawan Americans, which felt great to see people with similar
backgrounds and experiences. | have also written 2 newsletters for the Chicago Okinawa Kenjikai
talking about my experience at Okinawa Shogaku High School as well as Okinawa.

In the fall of 2026, | will be attending Illinois Wesleyan University, where | plan on majoring in
Business, with a minor in Japanese, along with playing on the soccer team. | am excited to learn more
about the Japanese department such as the interesting Japanese classes and their study abroad
opportunities. | want to continue studying Japanese as | want to become fluent, and even possibly
live in Japan some day.

Looking into the future, | plan on visiting Okinawa as soon as this summer in July, and hope to create
stronger relationships with my family and friends. I'm really excited about exploring Okinawan culture
and history in a deeper way. | want to create further memories, knowledge, traditions, and ideas that |
can share with the Chicago Okinawa Kenjikai community and as an incoming student at Illinois
Wesleyan University.



