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“The journey changes you, it should change
you. It leaves marks on your memory, on your
consciousness, on your heart, and on your body.”

— Anthony Bourdain

It is said that the purpose of a sabbatical
is to give an employee a chance to step
back from their role at work and focus
on personal enrichment and professional
development. Since starting work at fifteen
years old as a part-time sales assistant in
a small clothes shop, I have never been
unemployed and have never taken a step
back. I never even had a short break in
between any of my jobs. A week after
graduation, I moved to Japan and in the
intervening years have simultaneously
worked full-time while studying for my MA
and doctorate. I went directly from Gunma
Prefectural Women'’s University in 2006
to Toyo Gakuen University, where I have
been ever since. By the time I applied for
my sabbatical, I was more than ready to
take a step back and reflect. In 2018 I spent
six months with the University of Texas,
Austin, U.S.A. and six months with Cardiff
University, Wales.

I planned my sabbatical out around three
themes: Relax, Reimagine, and Explore. It
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was a combination of these three themes
which framed my experiences across Wales,
Croatia, Poland, Budapest, Spain, France, the
Netherlands, Portugal, the USA, Ecuador,
Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and Peru and
gave me the opportunity to do things as
diverse as going bareback horse riding
on a mountain in Cusco, eating guinea
pig on Christmas Day, and watching Paul
McCartney sing live in Austin. Through this
short research note I will share some of
my sabbatical stories and hope to inspire
the reader to consider the value of taking a
sabbatical.

1. Relax

The word sabbatical, which can be a noun
or an adjective, comes from the Greek word
sabatikos, which means “of the Sabbath,”
the day of rest that happens every seventh
day. Therefore, in the traditional sense, the
meaning of a sabbatical is to rest. Many
academics use the time to rest, recover and
restore. To be honest, this was the most
difficult part for me. Unable to “switch off”
even on a short break, the prospect of not
going into work was quite unnerving. It took
me the first three months to stop feeling
‘guilty’ for taking this time off. I would often
wake in a panic and would sit and wonder



who I was when [ wasn't working. I have
always subscribed to Simon Sinek’s mantra
of finding your /#Zy. I agree that too many
of us define our lives by what we do for a
living rather than accepting what we do for
a living as part of an overall purpose that
guides our lives — or, as he defines it, our
why. 1 admit that prior to my sabbatical, I
had done what we often do in our society
and that was to equate my profession
with my sense of self. Yet, I reaffirmed my
understanding of my w/Ay. My why is to
encourage people to do things that will help
them grow and to see the positives in life,
whether that be as a teacher, a researcher, a
colleague, a daughter, a sister, or a friend.

Rest

It is through human contact and the power
of people that help me feel my most rested.
A study by Holt-Lunstad (2010) showed
just how critical human contact is for health.
Reviewing the results of 48 earlier studies
including over 300,00 people, they found
that those with strong relationships have a
50% lower risk of mortality than those who
are isolated and without social support.
What I take from this is if you want to be
happy and healthy, learning to empathize,
connect and spend time among others is
critical.

Through the sabbatical I was able to spend
quality time with my mum, brother and his
family, could reconnect with my old high
school friends, and made new friends from
around the world (Photo 1). Little things

Photo 1. Reconnecting with Family

like being able to spend a birthday with
my mum, take trips together, have a coffee
together, things that people who live near
their loved ones often take for granted, were
precious. Leaving my family to come back
to Japan was difficult but I was grateful for
the opportunities I had to watch my brother
grow as a father, son, and husband. My
nieces and nephew also blossomed before
my eyes and my mum was as beautiful,
supportive, and energetic as ever.

Recover

In terms of recovery, I wanted to spend time
recovering my previous fitness and health
levels. Our health is an asset that naturally
depreciates at an accelerating pace and
is often neglected when we are working.
Therefore, I wanted to better educate myself
in how to exercise to maximize effectiveness
and reduce risk of injury as I get older. I
decided to invest in my health and well-
being by enlisting the help of a personal
trainer and began weight-training. He
helped me to be more accountable for what
I was doing to my body and challenged



me with interesting workouts. I found it
extremely empowering, helping me to feel
strong and positive in both body and mind.

I also joined Paddle Boarding clubs in
Cardiff and Austin. These clubs were a
great way to meet new people, improve my
fitness level and learn new skills. I loved the
lifestyle of being able to paddle before and
after work as it helped to recover the mind
after a busy day researching and writing.

Finally, for those who know me well, I could
not let the sabbatical go by without joining
Zumba classes in each country that I visited.
I obtained my Zumba instructor license in
2015 and although I don't teach regularly,
I take classes a few times a week. The
highlight of Zumba overseas was joining
a class in Argentina where the instructor
let me co-host a session with her (Photo
2). Without being able to speak the same
language, we shared the language of dance

Photo 2. Zumba in Argentina

and music, such a powerful way to connect.

Restore

The ultimate relaxation opportunity on my
sabbatical was my trip to Nicaragua. I spent
five days at a secluded health & wellness
vegan retreat space in Laguna de Apoyo,
Nicaragua (Photo 3). It specialized in yoga
retreats, mindful plant-based cuisine and
transformative experiences. I am not usually
the yoga type, or vegan, but I decided to
step outside my comfort zone and embrace
the tranquility of a wellness retreat. It was
as transformational as advertised. Mostly
in complete solitude, aside from meeting
my instructor in the morning, I had five
straight days to think, rest, and sleep. I
journaled and wrote lists of goals for the
future; personal and professional. I ate the
most delicious food of my life and managed
to connect deeply with my emotions during
the powerful yoga and meditation sessions.
The experience helped me to connect with
nature, disconnect from technology, evaluate
my current and future circumstances and live
life with even more purpose. I would highly

recommend the experience to anyone to try,

Photo 3. Retreat in Nicaragua



even for 24 hours. I think switching off every
now and again is extremely important in our
modern world and makes us better educators.

2. Reimagine

Reimagining your life during a career break
allows you to have the time to discover what
is most important to you professionally.
On the academic side, in Austin, I bonded
with a fellow visiting scholar from Chile
and together, as we worked in the library,
we navigated and wrestled with what it
is to be an academic and whether we are
‘good enough.” During my sabbatical, I still
worked hard and I presented my research
at conferences in Portugal, Ecuador, Poland,
Croatia, the UK., the USA, and Spain (Photo
4). These trips gave me the opportunity to
reimagine an academic career outside Japan.

However, what became more interesting

| ——

Photo 4. Presenting in Ecuador at the XI International Tourism Conference

was the opportunity to reimagine a career
outside academia.

In order to better understand the corporate
world, I was able to shadow employees
working in well-established and start-
up businesses in Austin and Cardiff to
learn what it would be like to work in the
private sector. Through connecting with
these businesses I was quickly able to
ascertain the value my academic experience
can add to an organization and it was
encouraging to see the transferable skills
and knowledge I have that I could take
into a different career. I was tempted by
becoming a UX Designer as a way of using
my qualitative research skills. I dabbled in
consultancy, project management, shadowed
management in the hospitality and tourism
industry and observed multiple start-ups
getting off the ground. I was thankful to
GlobalWelsh, a diaspora organization, for
helping me to connect to business leaders
and collaborators in Wales. Through their
mentoring I was able to reflect on my career
plan and fully explore options for the future.
Having the time to spend learning from
people working in different sectors was
extremely valuable and I have been able
to incorporate many anecdotes from that
time into my classroom. As a foreigner
living overseas I often wonder, like many
others do, if I would ‘fit in" back in my home
country, so I was relieved to know that by
reimagining a career change and exploring
the options through in-depth discussions
with mentors. I would indeed be employable

_22_



in Wales, both inside and outside academia.

3. Explore

Finally, my sabbatical was an opportunity
to explore; to go to new places in quest of
discoveries. I saw my role as an explorer
on my sabbatical to research and raise
awareness of new things that could inspire
myself and others.

November, saw the culmination of all my
dreams for my sabbatical year come to
fruition. I visited South America. I began
by presenting at a conference in Ecuador,
then moved on to Argentina, Uruguay,
Chile and Peru. The highlight was the
profound journey I took through Patagonia,
following the route of the Welsh pioneers
as they developed settlements in Argentina.
The purpose of that leg of my trip was to
conduct research on the Welsh settlers and
the tourism industry in that region.

In the early 1800's, as the Industrial Revolution
took hold, many Welsh felt that Wales
was under threat from England and some,
feeling disillusioned, decided to seek their
fortune overseas. They took boats across the
Atlantic and found themselves on the shores
of the United States, setting up colonies in
New York State and Pennsylvania. In the
States, the Welsh had to learn English in
order to do business so some Welsh felt that
it would be preferable to found new Welsh
colonies outside the States where Welsh
language and customs could be maintained.
Patagonia, Argentina seemed a preferable

Photo 5. Arriving in Port Madryn where the first Welsh settlers landed in Argentina

option as the Argentinean government
The first
group of settlers, over 150 people, sailed

offered to support the settlement.

in late May 1865 aboard the tea-clipper
Mimosa and arrived in Puerto Madryn in July
(Photo 5). They set up settlements spanning
the country to within a short distance of the
Chilean border and began to develop some
of Argentina’s most fertile agricultural areas.
I took the same route as the original settlers
and stopped at each of the settlements to
interview locals and observe the businesses.
In the early 1900s, the Argentine government
stepped in to rule the region and this led
to a decrease in Welsh speakers. Alongside
the thriving agri-businesses, the locals now
rely on heritage tourism, attracting tourists
of Welsh descent to their Welsh speaking
chapels and tea houses.

Yet the area has much to do to make the
tourism industry sustainable. Prior to my
trip to Patagonia, I attended the North
American Festival of Wales in Alexandria,
Virginia. This really helped me to process
my thoughts on what it is to be part of a
diaspora and how to question the meaning

_23_



of home and identity. Subsequently, it has
provided the basis of my current research
on the Welsh Diaspora, my work on the
board of GlobalWelsh, and my kaken-
hi research on the Japanese Diaspora
Entrepreneurs in Latin America.

Concluding Thoughts

A professional photographer called Brenda
whom I met in El Calafate, Argentina, asked
if she could capture the energy of my
sabbatical, so we did an outdoor photo shoot
as a fun way to make a special memory of my
experience (Photo 6). I look at these photos
now and see real joy (Photo 7). I'm at peace in
my surroundings, confident, and comfortable
in my own skin. Every time I look at them, I
remember that I must cultivate a better work-
life balance in Japan and maintain the new
habits I have developed while traveling. They
help me to see my place in the world and

reaffirm my w/y.

Photo 6. In El Calafate, Argentina
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