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This volume collects three group projects from Sophia University, University of Vienna and FU Berlin 
that involve students as researchers at different stages in their academic lives. In all three cases, stu-
dents actively participated in gathering data for a group project and reflected on their experiences. 
We emphasise that students, rather than being mere receivers of knowledge, may also actively 
contribute to academic research and be part of the collaborative production of know-
ledge. Further, we show how research as a team has to be adjusted, but nevertheless 
can be conducted despite the troubling circumstances of the pandemic.

RESEARCH INTO  
JAPANESE SOCIETY  
Reflections from three projects involving students 
as researchers during the COVID-19 pandemic

Antonia Miserka is a PhD student at the Department of East Asian Stud-
ies at the University of Vienna. Her research focusses on rural regions in 
contemporary Japan, specifically the every-day lives of locals and new-
comers within the Aso region in Kumamoto, Japan. In her PhD thesis she 
analyses the connection between social relationships, regional landscape 
and well-being of residents of the Aso region.  

Sebastian Polak-Rottmann is senior research fellow at the German Institute 
for Japanese Studies (DIJ). He received his PhD from the Department of East 
Asian Studies at the University of Vienna in 2022, working on well-being in rural 
Japan funded by a DOC-team grant of the Austrian Academy of Sciences. His cur-
rent research focuses on resilience in rural Japan, including community integrat-
ed care and political participation. Together with Hanno Jentzsch, he organised 
the Aso Winter Field School 2022, an online field school for undergraduate and 
graduate students on the impacts of the pandemic in rural Japan.

edited by 
Sebastian POLAK-ROTTMANN & Antonia MISERKA

BEITRÄGE ZUR JAPANOLOGIE 50



RESEARCH INTO 
JAPANESE SOCIETY

REFLECTIONS FROM THREE PROJECTS 
INVOLVING STUDENTS AS RESEARCHERS 

DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
edited by

Sebastian POLAK-ROTTMANN & Antonia MISERKA



BEITRÄGE ZUR JAPANOLOGIE

Veröffentlichungen der Abteilung für Japanologie
des Instituts für Ostasienwissenschaften

der Universität Wien

Band 50

Reihenherausgeber*innen

Ingrid GETREUER-KARGL 
Ina HEIN

Wolfram MANZENREITER



RESEARCH INTO 
JAPANESE SOCIETY

REFLECTIONS FROM THREE PROJECTS 
INVOLVING STUDENTS AS RESEARCHERS 

DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
edited by

Sebastian POLAK-ROTTMANN & Antonia MISERKA

VIENNA 2023



The copyright of the individual contributions lies with the respective authors, the 
copyright of the book rests with the editors, and the copyright of the series Beiträge 
zu Japanologie belongs to the Department of Japanese Studies, Institute of East Asian 
Studies, University of Vienna. 
© 2023, Vienna, Austria

In addition to the print version, an electronic version is also available on PHAIDRA  
(https://phaidra.univie.ac.at/) under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license (Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International).

ISBN 978-3-900362-33-1 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25365/BZJ-050-000 

Publisher and copyright:  
Abteilung für Japanologie, Institut für Ostasienwissenschaften, Universität Wien, 
Spitalgasse 2, Hof 2, Tür 2.4, 1090 Wien, Österreich

Printed with the support of the Faculty of Philology and Cultural Studies at the 
University of Vienna.

Print: Riegelnik GesmbH, Neustiftgasse 129, A-1070 Wien, Österreich.

Cover design: Julia Ramprecht 
	 Student researchers cycling in Aso.

Recommended citation:
Polak-Rottmann, Sebastian / Miserka, Antonia (eds.)
2023	 Research into Japanese society: Reflections from three projects involving 

students as researchers during the COVID-19 pandemic  (= Beiträge zur 
Japanologie; 50). Wien: Abteilung für Japanologie, Institut für Ostasienwis-
senschaften, Universität Wien.  
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25365/BZJ-050-000



5

Table of Contents

Sebastian Polak-Rottmann & Antonia Miserka

Research into Japanese society: Reflections from three projects  
involving students as researchers during the  
COVID-19 pandemic—Introduction	 7

Part 1—Giving students something worth researching: Involving undergraduate 
students in research at Sophia University

David H. Slater (Project advisor)
Giving students something worth researching	 17

Ayano Soma (Student)
Positionality in student research with an African refugee: Negotiating 
successful interviewing through student mentoring as senpai	 33

Thaw Tar (Student)
Shifting perspectives under political stress: Interviewing Burmese stu-
dents stranded in Japan	 43

Megumi Faith Mallari (Student)
Understanding vulnerabilities virtually: Oral narrative research on a 
Syrian refugee amid the COVID-19 pandemic	 51

Part 2—Experiencing rural Japan through remote fieldwork: Involving under-
graduate and graduate students in research at the University of Vienna

Hanno Jentzsch & Sebastian Polak-Rottmann (Project advisors)
Rural spaces, remote methods—the virtual Aso Winter Field School 
2022	 63

Wolfram Manzenreiter (Project advisor)
Training for fieldwork in Japan at home: Reflections on the 2022 D 
Summer Field School	 79

Katja Palaszewski, Stefan Pöllitzer, Hannah Pilar Egger & Tobias Simek (Student project)
Loneliness in Aso: Community-building against ageing, depopulation 
and pandemic influences	 97

Johanna Mayr, Lenka Miyanohara & Benedikt Schultz (Student project)
Tanoshimi ga nakunatta: Effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on social 
activities in the Aso region	 111



6

Wilhelm Man Donko, Melanie Steinbrugger, Max Fortin (Student project)
The potential of remote areas—the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the disaster-prone tourism sector of the Aso region in Japan	 121

Rabia Deveci, Kaloyan Ivanov & Juliana Neuninger (Student project)
The promotion of migration through the local Chiiki okoshi 
kyōryokutai in Minamiaso	 131

Part 3—Urban-rural migration and rural revitalization in Japan: Involving PhD 
students in research at Freie Universität Berlin

Cornelia Reiher (Project advisor)
Studying rural Japan with PhD students during a global pandemic: Ex-
periences from the research project “Urban-rural migration and rural 
revitalisation in Japan”	 145

Tu Thanh Ngo (Student)
Overcoming the COVID-19 pandemic: Lessons learned from joining a 
group project in times of turbulence	 161

Cecilia Luzi (Student)
Adapting schedules and learning to collaborate: Reflections on a PhD 
experience in a group project during the pandemic	 173

Part 4—Book Talk

John W. Traphagan talking with Sebastian Polak-Rottmann

Cosmopolitan rurality and changing life in rural Japan	 187

Contributors	 211




