President’s Address at the 2024 Autumn Saitama University Entrance Ceremony

It is with great pleasure and profound honor that I extend my sincerest congratulations to you all on your admission to the Graduate Schools of Saitama University. Today, we welcome 22 students to our master's programs and 36 to our doctoral programs. Among you are 52 international students, hailing from nations including USA, Thailand, and Pakistan. Your decision to further your academic pursuits in the verdant environs of Okubo, whether from within Japan or across international borders, fills our faculty and staff with immense joy. We also extend our heartfelt congratulations to your families and all those who have supported you to get here.

As you embark upon life in a new context of graduate school, I invite you to reflect upon your aspirations and ambitions. Undoubtedly, you are eager to immerse yourselves in the rigors of research within your chosen fields, aspiring to make tangible contributions to the vast tapestry of human knowledge. Rest assured, our institution stands ready to provide you with unwavering guidance and support in the pursuit of your scholarly endeavors. I urge you to broaden your horizons, glean novel insights, and dedicate yourselves wholeheartedly to your research and study. The thrill of charting unexplored intellectual territory is truly exhilarating, and I hope you savor every moment of this enriching experience.

However, academic achievements are not solely the result of a well-equipped research environment and passionate students. In my experience, there is an indispensable additional factor—an "extra" element—that is vital for true success. Today, I would like to talk about this concept and emphasize its significance in your academic journey.

There are two essential components of this "extra" factor: the ability to adopt multiple perspectives and understand their implications, and the ability to actively engage in meaningful exchanges with others. These abilities require that you connect with your peers, enthusiastically engage with those outside your specific field of study, and embrace diverse viewpoints with an open mind. This approach is crucial to counteracting the potential narrowing of academic vision that sometimes befalls further engaging in specialized research.

First and foremost, one must acknowledge the inherent limitations of an individual's perspective—a fundamental quality for any researcher. The magnitude of this truth cannot be overstated.

Consider the groundbreaking work of Dr. Shinya Yamanaka, the Japanese researcher awarded the 2012 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for his pioneering research on induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cells. While Dr. Yamanaka's name is justifiably at the forefront of this achievement, it is essential to recognize that this monumental breakthrough was not the result of his efforts alone. In interviews, Dr. Yamanaka himself has emphasized this fact.

In 2000, Dr. Yamanaka established a laboratory at the Nara Institute of Science and Technology that attracted numerous young students in their early twenties. Together, they conducted the experiments that laid the groundwork for iPS cell research. During a prolonged period of setbacks and uncertainty, it was a student with an engineering background—not biology—who proposed and implemented an experimental technique that led to a critical breakthrough. Reflecting on this period, Dr. Yamanaka stated, "iPS cells would not have been possible without every single member of our team at the time. I was still relatively young, and the students were in their early twenties—true novices in the world of research. Yet, it was the collective power of these individuals coming together that yielded extraordinary results. Those years are when I truly became aware of the incredible potential of collaborative effort."

These words reveal Dr. Yamanaka's early awareness of the power generated by combining diverse perspectives. He also recounted how insights from plant biologists at the same university, who pointed out that many plant species propagate through grafting or cuttings, provided him with the crucial inspiration that "plants are like a collection of pluripotent cells."

These anecdotes exemplify Dr. Yamanaka's mastery of the "extra" factor. Had he relied solely on his own expertise and dismissed the input of young students or researchers in other disciplines, subsequent breakthroughs might never have been achieved. From an early stage, he understood that "extraordinary power is produced" when diverse strengths and multidisciplinary insights are combined. This understanding was possible only because of Dr. Yamanaka's regular engagement with others and his openness to accepting their input.

I hope you now comprehend why I emphasized earlier that acknowledging the limitations of one's individual perspective is an indispensable quality for a researcher.

Today, we are fortunate to have among us a significant number of international students who have courageously ventured from their homelands to study in Japan. For our Japanese students, this presents an invaluable opportunity to engage with peers from diverse backgrounds. I urge you all to draw from this rich context. Young adulthood is often a time of heightened sensitivity about venturing into unfamiliar territory, but I am highly confident that you—our highly diverse cohort—will overcome those hesitations and become pioneers in the art of meaningful cross-cultural and interdisciplinary engagement. This multitude of perspectives will undoubtedly lead to unexpected academic breakthroughs, and lifelong friendships will be forged. I encourage you to begin this journey of actively engaging with others this very day, taking that first courageous step beyond the boundaries of your familiar world.

Here at the Graduate Schools of Saitama University, I urge you to hone your skills as researchers, collaborate with your peers, and propel each other to new heights. We look forward to your extensive growth not only as scholars but also as well-rounded individuals.

Once again, my heartfelt congratulations on your admission. May your journey here be filled with discovery, growth, and achievement.
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