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A Life in Iron, Metal, Concrete, and Soil!
Fujii Kiho (National Institute of Technology, Maizuru College)
There are many good things that come with being a student at National Institute of Technology, or Kosen. The best part of it is to have the freedom to find our own personality – the freedom to be unique. Because of our somewhat unusual situation here, this is especially true for female students.
I entered Maizuru Kosen after graduation from junior high school. Let me begin with a story. 
Upon walking into homeroom for the first time, I saw only five female students. I found the courage to talk with one and asked, “What is your hobby? What do you do in your free time?” She answered, “I collect screws. Last weekend, I bought up all the Ultra Low Head screws because they are hard to find.” I thought, “What are Ultra Low Head screws? What’s she saying?” It was my first time to meet a high school girl with such a unique hobby. It felt like talking with someone from a different planet.  
Later, I met a girl reading a book about railroad parts with interest. What she read was not a railway guidebook but technical blueprints for the various parts of a railway carriage. 
How unusual! But increasingly I noticed these girls were the norm, not the exception at Kosen. 
Let’s compare the experiences of girls who attend a regular coeducational high school, and those of us at Kosen. Well, in a regular coeducational high school, female students make up about fifty percent of the student body. There is much more peer pressure, conformity, competition, and even rivalry among high school students, but because girls do not have to work together as a gender minority – not much solidarity. Boys can be mean, but the girls are often meaner. 
Facebook, Twitter, and other SNS sites are often used by girls to boast about their “Riaju lives.” “Riaju” is a person who is content with his or her private life in the “real” world.

I think most coeducational students are made too insecure to communicate what they really think – to BE what they really are. In one way or another, peer pressure may force you a kind of conformity to the same pattern. They conform to what they think is a “group standard,” moving from one classroom to another, on guard even when they go to the restroom. If a girl allows herself to be different, the others might gossip and exclude her from their clique like an outcast. Frankly speaking, I used to think peer pressure, gossip, and enforced conformity were a normal part of school life in Japan. Well, do you think this is conducive to study? 
On the other hand, what do you think about Kosen students?  Now I want to talk more about us, especially female students like myself. 
Firstly, since Kosen students come from an entire region, and not just a neighborhood, they almost always meet their classmates for the first time.We all have a chance to re-invent ourselves or “start over” as a student here. 
Secondly, only seventeen percent of Kosen students nation-wide are female, and, in my school, that number is less than ten percent. For that reason, I sometimes feel lonely and helpless in my class. So do other female students. After all, we Kosen girls are usually recognized as one group, and, because we are a gender minority, develop a kind of “inter-group solidarity.” We tend to help one another, rather than judge and attack. 

After getting over the initial strain of being a gender minority, Kosen is great! The boys are too shy to be boisterous. And, in a sense, we enjoy freedom from the boys’ attention, and no peer pressure from other girls. We can study and live authentically without caring about what others think. 
Of course, there is some “social pressure,” but the best part of being a female at Kosen is not denying other peoples’ personality. We are allowed to develop our own authentic personality, more so than at coeducational high schools.
Years ago, I thought the most important thing in life was to be like everybody else. To “fit in” meant liking the same things and expressing the same ideas as other people. 
But since meeting many “colorful characters” in that first year of study, I have come to realize that being like everybody else is not what I want to do. 
There is a famous French expression that suggests, “Life is a rose.” It means life should be full of happiness and pleasure – a kind of “rosy life.” But girls, why don’t you choose a Life in Iron, Metal, and Soil instead!
