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Being a caring father and researcher in Japan
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In 2019, my wife was accepted for a 2-year
postdoctoral fellowship in Japan. This news made
us very happy as we have already spent 1.5
exciting months in Japan in the past. To support
her in this unique opportunity, I took parental
leave for 2 years to take care of our 1.5-year-old
daughter. My plan was to spend more time with
my daughter and, while she is in nursery school,
work on my private research project, which had
to pause for a long time. However, things turned
out differently. If you have similar plans, I hope
you can learn from my story so you can make
yours come true.

The beginning of our stay was very nice, we
were welcomed very warmly and got a lot of help
to settle in. Unfortunately, it soon turned out that
the private nursery school we were aiming for was
more expensive than expected, so we decided to
switch to a public nursery school. To get a place
there, I had to look for a part-time job.
Fortunately, I found an interesting job that left me
enough time to take care of our daughter and
even pursue my private research.

However, after we got used to the new situation,
it turned out that the working hours of my part-
time job were not enough to justify our nursery
school place. So I had to find a second part-time
job. At this point, my life in Japan started to
become very difficult. Due to the stress of two
jobs and childcare I had to cancel working on my
private research. Additionally, I struggled with
typical problems that foreigners have in Japan.
Many colleagues spoke only Japanese when I was
present. Not only in personal matters, but also in
work-related matters. I did not experience such a
situation during my time in China or Russia and it
caused my motivation at work to decrease greatly.
In addition, it was very difficult to make social
contacts. This was especially frustrating because
I expected to exchange with many parents from
the nursery school about everyday childcare
problems. On a daily basis, language problems
and cultural barriers made for discouraging
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situations, such as distance-seeking people on
playgrounds, unfriendliness from officials and
vendors, dismissive doctors, and even aggressive
behavior toward me despite my daughter's
presence. Of course, Corona made those
situations even worse. In addition, I ran into
health problems that robbed me of much of my
energy. Finally, we have been given notice to
leave our apartment, which led to many stressful
situations. At this point, we even tried to cancel
our stay in Japan.

Fortunately, our situation is much better now.
This is mainly because we found very nice and
caring friends with whom we can meet regularly,
have fun and talk about our problems. Together
with my employer, I also found a way to quit my
second job and still keep the nursery school place.
And I recovered from my health problems. In
hindsight, however, I wish I had prepared the
following differently:

® Know the exact cost of nursery school or
be prepared to pay more

® Double-check how many hours of work
are required for a nursery school place

® Consider an international nursery school,
as interacting with other parents was
essential to our well-being

® Make sure it is possible to stay in one
apartment throughout the whole stay

® Be even more prepared for language
problems and cultural barriers

I think if I had taken more care of these things,
it would have been possible to realize my original
plans in Japan, that is, spending a lot of time with
my daughter and working on my private project.
But during this difficult time, I also learned a lot
about myself and how to deal with unpleasant
situations. And, since our situation has improved
a lot, I believe that our remaining time in Japan
could be very nice and that it might even be a
little hard for us to go back home.
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