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		Foreword

					Lauren A. Mason

			

	
				This is a collection of stories from remarkably accomplished, and more importantly, notably heartfelt scholars, thinkers, and humans who offer us the powerful opportunity to look behind the scenes of their professional and personal journeys. With this, we are invited to reflect on our own path—where we’ve been, where we’re going, and critically, how we truly want to be remembered.
 
 Who are we?
 Why are we here?
 What do we do now?
  
 The philosophical questions that leave us feeling woefully alone appear to be strikingly ubiquitous upon further investigation. When I first read this anthology of stories as a PhD candidate in the final months of my dissertation, I was simultaneously humbled and relieved to learn that I was not the only one to encounter a crisis of meaning along my journey.
 Composed of stories from professors and students, entrepreneurs and journalists, mothers and daughters, brothers and friends, this anthology’s contributors are humans that have grown impressive CVs and dedicated their lives to causes they believe in. They have also been deeply hurt by systematic inequities, with many of them forever changed by what some define as the dark side of academia. The experiences you will encounter are colorful, multifaceted, and profound. From the impacts of a callous advisor and being halted by difficult health challenges to people being transformed by the loss of family members, marriages, and in many cases, their own identities, this anthology repeatedly reminds us that we are never alone in our struggles.
 Though we earn degrees and climb academic and professional ladders, many of us seem to find ourselves feeling less strong than we did when we first started on our hopeful paths. For some, it’s realizing that efforts to help others along the way feeds the spirit but hinders prospects for academic career growth or institutional acknowledgment. For others, it’s the constant criticism and pressure to be perfect that results in a cascade of physical health symptoms. Despite the risks of pushing too hard, we all seem to be united by an underlying source of motivation: A driver called achievement, whose true name is worthiness. The desire to garner a sense of self-worth has likely driven many of us to “great success.” Ironically, this is also the very principle that we must release ourselves from to thrive. So, where do we go from here? Or, said differently, how do we wish to be remembered? We are all motivated and driven, willing and able, but to do what?
 Despite our desire for them to, our accolades don’t tell our stories—no more than academia upholds the true aspirations of its community members. Perhaps it is this gap that drives the growing urge in many of us to initiate great change. Throughout this anthology, we are continually invited to return to the inner wisdom of knowing that our power begins with changing ourselves. Maybe the first step in actualizing our collective vision for a more authentic, nurturing, and flourishing academic future is making an outward effort to honor who we are, where we come from, and what truly matters to us now.
 So, what does a flourishing academia look like? The stories and perspectives outlined in these pages suggest that total happiness, satisfaction, or perfection do not define flourishing. Rather, a flourishing academia supports us in our journey of growth and self-discovery. In its optimal form, academia enables us to stand both strong and humble in our education and embrace our gift for reflection—without feeling cursed by the harsh reality of knowledge. It is an academia that allows us to show up as our full selves—painful, personal histories and imperfections in tow—while continuing to share, listen, and importantly, remember how we are meant to treat ourselves.
 At the end of the day, we are just people driven by curiosity and struggle. These authors remind us that when we can no longer see a clear path forward, we can dig deep for the courage to continue anyway. We are often called to envision where we will be in five years: to see it, smell it, hear it, and perhaps most importantly, to dream it. Many of us enter academia with similar desires, dreams, and aspirations. We find ourselves here for more than just serendipitous reasons. We have a deep calling—an engrained purpose that some might attribute to a higher power. We believe in the power of education to change lives, and we want this transformation to touch others in the way that it has touched us. Deep down, we want to be taken seriously and contribute to something valuable. Establishing a softer environment for future scholars and dreamers may be the most serious and valuable cause we have the privilege of contributing to.
 Welcome to a journey of surrendering; an opportunity to challenge what we’ve been told about what matters and who belongs; an invitation to hold the emotional turmoil we experience as people walking this lifetime; and a call to reconsider our paths, the situations that lead to unexpected self-discovery, and the universal yet powerful question: What’s next?
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		Introduction: The Launch of Higher Vibrations in Higher Education

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Conversations about a lack of holistic health and well-being among the scientists behind the science are occurring everywhere—everywhere except the one place it is still taboo: the halls of academia.
 
 Wending through the back roads of my rural, southwest Virginia college town, I steered away from the yoga studio where I both practice and teach. I just wrapped up a mentoring phone call with a new tenure-track assistant professor facing yet another toxic situation she can’t navigate alone. Just before that, in the yoga studio lobby, I consoled a graduate student who is on the verge of quitting. In both cases, I shared my experience and some potential solutions. I realize I am nudged again, by real conversations and my own intuition, to create a pathway to talk about all these struggles and strategies with more intention. At a stop sign, I tap the voice memo app on my phone to capture what’s becoming harder to ignore: The need for … yet another podcast.
 As a tenured dissemination and implementation (D&I) scientist, I recognize the irony of proposing a new podcast. It is counter to the D&I scientific approach—which hinges on sharing what already exists (disseminating) and ensuring it is integrated in a new setting or serves a new population (implementing). I am doing my best not to reinvent the wheel. I want to find what already works and just build on that. I follow new podcasts, dive into books, and apply insights from other fields of work. In spite of my efforts, I don’t quite find the flavor I’m looking for.
 I find a plethora of people talking about strategies for PhD students specifically or for burned-out professionals generally. I find people sharing scientific findings to “apply to your life.” I find those with an agnostic lens and those with a narrow spiritual or religious lean.
 What do I find missing from the discourse? Practical, real-world steps—grounded in lived stories—that demonstrate how to integrate yoga to flourish within the hidden curriculum of academia and the challenges beyond it.
 I want the next generation of scholars, mid-career seekers, and anyone reflecting on their path to know this: your thoughts, actions, and interactions create ripples—far beyond what you see. This vibrational energy can impact all sorts of dyads, like mentor-mentee, patient-provider, author-reviewer, and researcher-participant. Since energy is transferable,[1] our collective individual behaviors can shape a healthier academy and beyond. Hence the podcast, Higher Vibrations in Higher Education (HVHE).
 
 No matter where we find ourselves on the academic journey, we have our own hypotheses, like:
 “If I submit one more grant this year, then I’ll get funded … have enough money to cover my lab members … and then I’ll take a break.”
 “After this promotion, we can afford this house renovation.”
 “Once I get tenure, I’ll consider becoming a parent.”
 “When I finish this email, I’ll listen to my kid’s story from basketball practice.”
  
 I thought I would finally let my calendar breathe and feel like I’ve done enough once I earned tenure at a research-intensive institution. But no matter how many papers I published, research dollars I earned, or students I recruited and graduated, it was always n+1 for next semester, next year. There was one continuous thread: Enough was never coming and academia would gladly keep taking. It was my responsibility to change the narrative for my own mind and body. I’ve found that the practice of yoga reconnects me to myself, affirms my worth, and—just as importantly—helps me stay connected to others walking a similar path.
 In the Indo-Aryan language of Sanskrit, yuj (yoga) can be translated to union, unity—and often refers to unity with self, with others, and with a higher power of your understanding. The language of yoga emerged five thousand years ago in the Indus Valley of ancient India. After being passed down orally for over a thousand years, it was organized into the Vedas or Vedic scripture circa 1500 BCE. Subsequently, The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (or, The Sūtras) outlined a collection of lessons and strategies that provide a pathway to enlightenment.[2] The word sūtra can translate to “thread,” and this pathway is illuminated in four sections called padas (foot): A reminder to take it one step at a time. One step, one pose, one practice, one day, one phase of enlightenment. Each project, each diploma. Slow and steady. When yoga practitioners stand in tadasana (mountain pose) we find our feet. We come to the present moment. Root ourselves in the earth, no matter what circumstances swirl around us.
 These āsanas (poses) can help you embody presence. Notably, in some lineages,[3] yoga is known for having eight limbs, which means seven limbs beyond just the poses. Most of these translate easily to daily life. For example, you can carry ethical principles for interacting with others (yamas) or take a deep breath (prāṇāyāma) before responding to an email.
 I see the roots of yoga in psychology, psychiatry, neuroscience, and quantum physics; many popular science articles; and every algorithm-pushed social media post. Yoga says prāṇāyāma (breathwork) balances life force energy and calms the mind;[4] through recent research, science says breathwork activates the parasympathetic nervous system and reduces unwanted “psychological arousal.”[5] For the last ten years, I’ve seen a shift from yoga as a practice toward enlightenment, to a booming industry with research entities wanting to isolate the minimum viable product of “yoga.” This more mechanistic perspective of yoga limits its full potential and misunderstands its original intent: to feel and connect. To just be.
 While some scholars, practitioners, and skeptics wait for the level of empirical evidence to catch up to what was laid out in the structures of yoga five thousand years ago, I encourage svadhyaya (self-study) for myself, my team, and my yoga-teacher trainees. This self-study is one of five ways to engage in spiritual growth and is part of the limb of yoga called niyama (observances). Svadhyaya can encompass reading, contemplation, and ideation with others … unsurprisingly, this mirrors much of what occurs in a classroom or in seeking a Doctor of Philosophy degree.
 I am honored to be able to bring a variety of yoga concepts into my everyday life as an academic. This is my dharma (life’s purpose). Traditionally, yoga was often studied by individuals who were retired from “worldly life” and left to contemplate life in an ashram (forest academy).[6] As a lifelong learner, I accumulated over five hundred hours of training and study from 2018 to 2020 through Yoga Alliance, the yoga teacher accrediting body in the United States. During these trainings I learned that Swami Vivekananda attended the World’s Parliament of Religions in 1893, where he shared about his religion (Hinduism) as well as aspects of yoga like tolerance, universal acceptance, and the need to look inward for spiritual growth. This presentation launched a global, inter-faith dialogue and is known as the origin of yoga in the West. These days, the application of yoga to modern life continues to evolve and grow as a practice, science, and industry.
 
 For a little more context, let’s explore the highest-level inflection points for the three primary lenses for well-being explored in this anthology: flourishing, yoga, and Blue Zones.
 Around 2,500 years ago, the philosopher Socrates held discussions in a peaceful grove just outside of Athens known as the Akadēmeia. These scholars gathered in the pursuit of living “the good life.” About a century later, Aristotle gave this pursuit a name—eudaimonia—which translates to flourishing. As opposed to simply happiness, a state of flourishing is a rich, dynamic approach to living well.[7] This aligns closely with the lens of positive psychology, which shifts the focus from psychopathology and treatment to positive human experiences.
 In 2016, Dr. Tyler VanderWeele founded the Human Flourishing Program at Harvard’s Institute for Quantitative Social Science. This program integrates several fields to empirically explore how individuals and communities flourish. One example of this group’s scholarship is the pragmatic, twelve-item Flourishing Index[8] that includes: Happiness and Life Satisfaction, Mental and Physical Health, Meaning and Purpose, Character and Virtue, Close Social Relationships, and Financial and Material Stability. The Harvard Flourishing Network grew from this program and is one avenue used by VanderWeele and colleagues to connect and disseminate updates on the science, strategies, and practices of flourishing. In 2021, my exceptional PhD student, Abby, drew upon her experience as an NCAA Division I women’s swimming and diving coach to develop, implement, and evaluate one-on-one coaching for health scientists. In her literature review, she found the Flourishing Index, which became a key measure in her coaching program for scientists.[9] I joined the network in 2023 after one of my HVHE guests, Dr. Maike Neuhaus,[10] shared her positive experience as a member and suggested I apply. Two years later, fellow HVHE guest Dr. Vicki L. Baker[11] and I presented our recent collaboration proposing a guide for well-being in academia. We based it on actionable steps that could be taken by institutions, leaders, and individuals to promote balance in the yogic concept of chakras (energy wheel).
 The seven primary energy sources described by chakras can be visualized as small radiant circles spread evenly from the base of the spine to the crown of the head. Much of yoga knowledge was passed down verbally and culturally over time, so the roots and interpretations of the chakras are also complex, dynamic, and sometimes controversial.[12] The modern interpretation is such that each chakra has physical and psychological associations. Briefly:
 	root (tailbone and lower limbs, safety)
 	sacral (sexual organs, creativity)
 	solar plexus (navel, strength)
 	heart (chest, compassion)
 	throat (neck and shoulders, truth)
 	third eye (between eyebrows, intuition)
 	crown (top of head, surrender)
 
 In our Academic Leader paper,[13] Dr. Baker and I linked some of the most prominent issues preventing flourishing in academia to the chakras. Examples included root chakra imbalances tied to threats to financial and intellectual security in the corporatization of higher education. We also advocated for changes in infrastructure like promoting and granting research leave, addressing workload inequities, and constructive rest to balance the crown chakra. Since then, I have expanded this work to address the metaphorical and physical locations as well as the psychological and physiological associations (please see Chakra Table on page 270). Although the data are emergent, these practices have promise to help find social, physical, and spiritual health in academia and beyond.
 
 Like any important word, “spirituality” can mean different things to different people. So we can start on the same page, allow me to provide a working definition for the context of this book. Spirituality is an “open and fluid” concept.[14] Spirituality is a unique set of beliefs related to personal values and the meaning of life; whereas religion is a set of beliefs shared by a system or structured organization.[15] That is, spirituality is often characterized as a sacred force that leads to a sense of meaning and purpose, but it does not require one to believe in a god or to follow religious beliefs and practices.[16] More recently, modern medicine has embraced spirituality and religion as invaluable but separate dimensions in healthcare,[17] especially in the Whole Person Health approach that encompasses people and the context of their lives.[18] Spiritual care is now generally[19] recognized as a “fundamental component of high-quality compassionate health care.”[20] Beyond just healthcare environment, we have the potential to provide and receive high-quality, compassionate care that leads to spiritual health while pursuing knowledge in higher education, too.
 One initiative in alignment with this goal of spiritual care is the Awakened Campus,[21] spearheaded by Dr. Lisa Miller. When Dr. Miller was interviewed by Dr. Vivek Murthy, the nineteenth and twenty-first Surgeon General of the United States, on his House Calls podcast,[22] she urged campus leadership to make it clear that “yes, we talk about that here … we care about the spiritual core of the whole student … The spiritual core is essential to health and wellness.” Further, she shared that some longitudinal twin studies show that people are hardwired for surges in spiritual growth (just as we are for physical growth)—the two main peaks occur in your early twenties and mid-forties. This makes it unsurprising that during your time in higher education or as you turn into mid-career, you can be left with more questions than answers on your “spiritual quest.”
 Dr. Miller also notes that in the mid-1980s, educational systems became adamant regarding the separation of religion and education[23] … and then people within the education system stopped talking about spiritualty as well. Dr. Miller’s work also posits that because of this, institutions of higher education have an undergraduate population made up of a generation that is the thirstiest for spirit that they ever have been. But they have fewer tools in their “spiritual backpack” than previous generations.
 And just as undergraduate students need spiritual sustenance, researchers, advisors, and professors could benefit from more tools in our spiritual backpack, too.
 But sometimes, when I talk about “this flourishing and burnout stuff” in spaces with people who aren’t already immersed in self-discovery work, folks have responded that yoga or self-care is “woo-woo” or “selfish.” Oddly, in my case, these responses come from my peers and those junior to me more often than they do from those more senior. As entrepreneurial scholar and dissertation coach Dr. Alison Miller put it during her HVHE episode,[24] academia is suffering from negative intergenerational impacts. This impact stems from the fact that so many people think the generation behind them is too fragile and that the generation ahead of them was afforded different opportunities in a more golden era. Neither are entirely wrong, but neither is right.
 It’s time to recognize the power of our vibrational energy—the unseen force we bring to every interaction. The vibe of every conversation and collaboration, every breakthrough in the laboratory or the classroom, has the potential to inspire, uplift, and transform scholars of all kinds.
 Through our work, we are not just shaping the present—we are contributing to a samskāra, a lasting imprint that becomes part of the paramparā, the living legacy of knowledge and purpose passed forward to generations of scholars.
 So, what’s your vibe?
 
 One way I get to deeply interact with the next generation of scholars is through a study abroad program I lead. Each day we explore what it means to flourish on the Nicoya peninsula of Costa Rica … which is one of the world’s five original Blue Zones.
 Dan Buettner coined the term “Blue Zone” in 2004 through his work with National Geographic, exploring places around the globe with the highest proportion of centenarians (people over one hundred years of age). Dan and his team of scientists used an anthropological approach to identify nine key lessons—or commonalities—shared by each of these zones.[25] These included having a sense of meaning and purpose, lifestyle practices such as moving their bodies every day, eating a predominantly plant-based diet, downshifting (deprioritizing the hustle), and multiple lessons regarding close social ties (e.g., prioritizing loved ones).
 In January of 2020, I traveled to the Blue Zone of Costa Rica with support from a mini grant from my university to build partnerships and design a study abroad curriculum. I structured the seven-day course with activities, physical practices, and intentions to align with the chakra system. For example, we plant trees on the first day to ground ourselves in the course, community, and country (root chakra; stability, safety, groundedness). On the sixth day (to activate the third eye chakra, which is associated with intuition), we visit a protected turtle sanctuary, where we learn that each mother turtle returns—about fifteen years after she was born—to the same beach where she hatched to lay her own eggs.
 Overall, I’ve approached this study abroad with the idea that students can learn to slow down (“downshift”), nourish themselves through a plant-based diet, and build community by connecting with elders—like playing bingo at the local library. And in 2023, these principles were introduced to a wider audience through the Blue Zones docuseries on Netflix, making this time-tested wisdom for well-being more mainstream.
 Each of these frameworks or lenses provides different number of strategies, solutions, or key lessons, but one thing remains consistent: Whether in the sacred forest academy or the ancient grove of Akadēmeia, scholars and non-academics alike continue to ponder how to live well for as long as possible.
 
 I cannot pinpoint a specific moment of “re-membering” (or, coming back to self) and seeing all the threads (sūtras) of my personal life and academic journey come together. What I do know is there were some critical steps (padas) that led me to investigate the promotion of yoga as a way to flourish in academia and beyond, for as long as you can.
 Taken together, HVHE attracted colleagues from each of these sectors of my training and life. The result?
 An anthology that is spiritual but not tied to a religion. It’s about longevity in your career. It’s about connection through our stories and vulnerability. It’s about meaning and purpose.
 It’s about changing the academy from the inside out. It’s about researching yourself to know the tools and strategies you need to find presence when systems and structures feel broken. Researching yourself takes excavation and experimentation.
 
 Although I do not discuss all three aspects of yoga, flourishing, and Blue Zones with each HVHE guest, many share their yearning to write, especially outside of scientific parameters. They talk about the use of humor and creativity to thrive in failing systems. They note the need for community and connection.
 These are things I also value.
 In June of 2023, I began engaging with an online program called To Be Magnetic (TBM).[26] The creators of TBM invite participants to “call in” your soul’s biggest desire through identifying and facing your trauma, finding role models who exemplify where you want to be in life, and moving forward toward where you want to be. TBM calls these practices unblocking, expanding, and taking aligned action. I’m unblocked and know my life’s purpose, but I’ve struggled to find the avenue to get my purpose out there, so I thought an anthology was a great next step. TBM asks: “Is there anyone in your life who has the thing you want or has been successful at the thing you seek?”
 Why, yes—each and every HVHE guest has expanded me. How can I learn deeper with and through them?
 
 In August of 2023, I invited previous podcast guests to contribute to this anthology. Nineteen agreed and wrote the essays that follow. Their prompt was to share a key decision-making point in their life or a message to their younger selves. That’s it. And they did so flourishingly. Together, it runs the emotional gamut. Shared humanity evoking empathy and sympathy. Hope and rage. Courage and grief. All of it.
 But what is an anthology?
 To quote my husband, “One should never start with an ‘according to the dictionary,’” and I’m going to go boldly and do so anyway.
  
 Anthology. Noun.
 	A collection of literary pieces, such as poems, short stories, or plays.
 	A miscellany, assortment, or catalog, as of complaints, comments, or ideas.
 	A discourse on flowers.[27]
 
 I am now officially unsurprised that guests on HVHE mention that flowers and plants can symbolize flourishing and growth in academic and professional spaces.
 By January of 2024, I had drafts of seventeen of the essays, and it was up to me to fold them all into a cohesive narrative to share with you, our dear reader.
 My goal was to have it completed in one month.
 Have you ever done that? So arbitrarily set a deadline that you crush all possible opportunities for dancing with time and flowing with creativity, to experience the juiciness of the fruits of your labor?
 The semester started. I couldn’t find the brakes, and my deadline was well in the rearview. I felt like an imposter because the semester was getting away from me while I still wanted to collate an anthology about doing academia differently. I was missing the point, this work wasn’t about rushing to a finish line, but, instead, understanding what practices I needed to enhance and what stressors I needed to ignore.
 I am so incredibly grateful for the wisdom and vulnerability displayed by each of the contributors in the pages that follow and the opportunity to apply these experiences to how I work, write, reflect, and serve. As the editor and assembler of this collection, I include some of my own stories—a catalog of complaints and ideas—either before or after an essay or section. Much of what you’ll read in my contributions are real-time awarenesses I was having while reflecting, contemplating, and philosophizing. This is the stuff I got a PhD to be able to do. In my relentless pursuit of perfection, I was missing opportunities for stillness and connection. But not anymore—well, not often anyway.
 
 In total, we have twenty authors across five sections. Section One is about the journey to surrendering—to not knowing what’s next or what pieces of the journey you are currently in and which will have the largest impact on where you’re going. How to let go of “likes,” peer review, and promotions to find yourself perfectly whole as is. Section Two is about challenging what we’ve been told about what matters or who belongs. How to leverage courage, your breath, and ongoing training to ensure you are healthy and able to contribute to the systems you want to change. Section Three is about the emotional turmoil we can experience as people walking this lifetime—and the moments that take your breath away and remind you to consider how you are spending your days (and subsequently, your career). Section Four covers situations that led to unexpected self-discovery and what unraveled within each of the authors—recognizing that all options are options: leaving, moving, pivoting, grounding. Section Five is about questioning “what’s next” and all the strategies from spirituality to religion to evidence-based tools that can help one answer that question. Within any of these sections, you may be led to the back matter, where you can find summaries of the contributors’ podcast episodes for your reference.
 I hope these stories from across careers, faiths, spaces, and places give you some solace in the adage, “you are never alone.”
 There is no wrong way to engage with these pages and words; you can jump around to a story or situation that grabs your attention or simply read the anthology in full. Some of the essays have prompts within them. Please feel free to pause and reflect on these prompts in a way that serves you—perhaps by using them as journal prompts. Where I introduce links to yoga principles, I include the Sanskrit word in italics and describe its literal or “applied” translation after it. Many of these principles are interpreted through trainings and teachers and may be applied differently across cultures, contexts, and lineages. We approach this work with ahimsa (non-harming) in mind. Please note that while some essays discuss trauma, mental health, mental illness, and physical chronic conditions, nothing in this anthology is meant as medical advice—these are the stories and experiences of the individual authors. Also note that while we all started with a similar prompt, our experiences, reflections, and insights are our own. Throughout this book are mentions of higher powers, the universe, god, and God. Please take what serves you and leave the rest. You can insert your version of god, nature, or spirit—or keep it agnostic. As you read, discern what you want to take away from these stories. Just as sharing can create community and a sense of validation, critique or disagreement are also tools that help us all grow. We have also included a list of content warnings if you would like to review those as you read on page 273.
 
 As authors, each of us used the practice of writing to you to re-search a bit more into and about ourselves. We unearthed things we didn’t know we were seeking. As we share more about our journeys, I hope you take what serves you—use these stories as data points in your own search of who you are, what you want to do, and how you want to be. Perhaps through these stories and unforeseen imminent opportunities for yuj (connection), this book is a creator of higher vibrations in higher education.
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		Before You Check Your Email, LinkedIn, and Likes, Check That You Like Yourself

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				It’s rude. It’s true. It’s powerful. How do we learn to like ourselves? Much of it is redefining success, enoughness, promotion, and even our intentional social media use.
 On the way to an academic conference in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, I was trying to listen to the audiobook of The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck.[1] Although I was nodding along for some of it, there were too many f-bombs, even for me (and I once wrote a poem about fuck being my favorite word). I had to turn it off and sit in silence on 495, winding up towards Baltimore. I sat and I wondered when my hand could wander to my device to select the next distraction. I was driving almost ten miles per hour over the speed limit (in the right lane and an apparent snail) and still found myself wanting to distract even more. I’m obviously not the first to write about how we’re wired and tired. How we use our phones to numb. How challenging it is to sit with our thoughts. But, I use this to invite you into where I am today: exhausted from the beltway and the belting of fucks—oh-so-desperate to pull this incredible anthology together, to give the people behind its voices their due, and to connect with you.
 I survive the beltway and arrive in Philadelphia to attend the annual meeting of the Society of Behavioral Medicine.
 I’m wondering what time I should go to bed, and how many conference presentations warrant my per diem reimbursement. I gulp water and realize my throat is a bit sticky, and I hope to god that I don’t get sick or get someone else sick, and as I type this, I’m angry at the unknown person who may have gotten me sick. And then I spiral because maybe I’m not even sick.
 What I am sick of is pretending.
 Pretending I’m a perfect professor.
 
 I am an associate professor of human nutrition, foods, and exercise at Virginia Tech. I have over 125 peer reviewed journal articles, received $29 million in grant funding, and have been the primary mentor for six PhD students and four master’s students. I continuously oversee undergraduate research projects, and I try to balance my professional and personal hobbies, habits, and successes.
 I share this because just like how students have assessments and assignments, professors have metrics in terms of papers, grant dollars, and their students’ success to prove our worth to the university—to prove we’re worthy of our salaries, even our offices.
 And what I have accomplished in the last ten years is what some people accomplish in their whole career. And it’s a hell of a lot less than what others have.
 When I stay in that space, looking for external validation of who I am and the products of my lab, and when I do it from a place of comparison, I step onto a ladder. Some people are always better than me and some are always beneath me. That keeps me in competition and scarcity. It colors the way I think about myself. How I interact with the world.
 I can change how I think about myself, how I function in the world, through the practice of yoga. Yoga is an ancient, cultural, spiritual, and now physical practice that helps us touch moments of balance—of flourishing in our lives. Yoga comes from the Sanskrit word yuj, meaning union with self, others, and a power greater than ourselves.
 As the scientist behind the science, I needed to “settle the fluctuations of the mind” or “Yogas citta vrtti nirodhah.” And if I help myself navigate life—academia, behavior—I might be able to help others. Research demonstrates that our energies are contagious, especially in our workplace settings.[2] Or, as Sri Swami Satchidananda’s interpretation of The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali[3] states, “We are not going to change the whole world, but we can change ourselves. … We can be serene even in the midst of calamities. … Serenity is contagious.”
 How do we change ourselves? Go inward and connect. Over the last seven years, I’ve devoured and sampled every form of information I could find. A Spiritually Sassy[4] episode shares that “Going inward is a protest, too.” In Cassandra Speaks,[5] a collection of essays about the stories we tell and how they shape culture, Elizabeth Lesser calls this inward practice “innervism.” Glennon Doyle shares in her memoir how to be “untamed.”[6] Alisa Vitti, who maps menstrual cycles to workflow, calls it “cycle syncing.”[7] Twelve-step work says a “fearless moral inventory.”[8]
 The bookshelf eye candy and the podcast eargasms paint a clear picture: One, I am not alone in my lack of self-worth, which I carry like baggage into my writing, grants, guest lectures, and mentoring. And two, all humans have the inherent need to belong. In other words, as borrowed from Episode 453 of the Ten Percent Happier podcast, “Relationships are the most important currency of Homo sapiens.” Intra- and interpersonal work (although not a panacea for issues within academia) are what can help us collectively achieve a higher vibration in higher education.
 It is my greatest desire that more students and professors alike start to see the magnificence that they are. That we all learn to live by living. Go gently with you.
 You are not your degree or your job or your status—you never were, and you never will be. The promise of life is far greater, far grander: you are you. Bless the moments, constellations, and consequences that brought you to this time and space to shine exactly as you are. There will always be those who want to dull your shine, but I hope you shine on. You are love. You are more than enough.
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		Nourish to Flourish: Pouring from “The Overflow”

					Morgan Gregg

			

	
				The path I have taken that has led me to this cozy, local coffee shop in Center City, Philadelphia has been all but a straight line. There have been winding turns, bumps in the road, speeding tickets, and many moments of feeling lost or misdirected—when I longed for a map to tell me where to turn next. I sit here and gaze out a stained glass window at the crisp winter day; I notice people walking by with holiday gifts in hand and I smile, because there is not a thing I would change.
 As many young thinkers do, I struggled to choose a direction after completing my undergraduate degree. In what role would I perform best? How can I utilize my strengths and minimize my weaknesses moving forward in my career? I have always lived in a body and brain that have yearned to grow into a lot of different people and pursue many different jobs and careers so one day I don’t find myself stagnant in an unfulfilling role. It was at this point in my journey that I bundled up my energy and my passion for working with children and spent a year working as a preschool/pre-kindergarten teacher, believing my ultimate place in this world was somewhere inside the world of education. To this day, I still believe my young, wide-eyed, and curious students taught me more about the human experience and connection than I could have ever taught them. They spoke of kindness and big feelings, they were not afraid to show when they were hurt—whether a scraped knee or feeling sad and left out—and each one of them just wanted to be seen, known, and held. We are all simply grown-up versions of the child within us. Children may seem careless at times, but they are experts in leading with vulnerability and intention: a couple of key themes addressed in this short essay.
 In spending most of my days with young children, despite enjoying every moment of it, I found that my energy was depleted by the end of each day. It felt like I had nothing left for myself and for those around me. I have always related to the notion of the human body as a cup or a vessel; I notice when my cup is “full”—of joy, love, connection, stability, rest, wellness—and I can move about my day-to-day life with a great capacity to care for myself and others and get my tasks done. However, when my cup is empty or running low, I feel tired, and each step forward feels like five exhausting leaps. This led me to upping my self-care practices and the more serious beginning of my yoga practice and journey. Not only is it important to recognize what “fills your cup” and recharges and energizes you, but it is also important to know how to realistically incorporate more of those entities into your daily routine. I found that when I really started leaning into daily yoga practice, breathwork, and mindfulness, I had not only filled my cup back up at the end of the day, but I even had overflow. This felt deeply powerful, and I wanted to share this “magic” with others, which led me to my two-hundred-hour yoga teacher training program.
 But in the spring of my teaching year, COVID-19 hit, and most of our lives were uprooted. I found myself at a crossroads: I could plan to return to and continue teaching, despite the fact that this role did not ultimately feel feasible or fulfilling for me long term, or I could forge an entirely new path. It was at this point in my journey that I really tuned in and started listening and watching for signs from the universe. One thing I knew was that learning about the principles of yoga and challenging my brain and body throughout my yoga teacher training program relit a fire within my belly for learning, but what sort of knowledge did I seek to propel me into my next chapter? I started speaking to the universe in my mindfulness practices and journaling rituals, trying to speak and visualize into existence an incoming opportunity for my “next step.” It was in a goal setting journaling practice that I heard a soft whisper from the universe, encouraging me to start looking into graduate school.
 Over the span of the next two weeks, I had applied to Virginia Tech, discovered and interviewed for an assistantship with Dr. Harden’s Physical Activity Research and Community Implementation Lab, and packed my Subaru for a road trip six hours south to Blacksburg, Virginia to feel out the energy of campus before making any major decisions. I will never forget the moment during my interview with Dr. Harden where she and I both had an a-ha moment, because not only did I want to explore the depths of yoga and mindfulness, but she had just received late funding for one final graduate student, and I might just be the perfect fit. We both agreed that all of these details lining up was nothing short of an omen. For me, making the quick and profound choice to study under Dr. Harden, which ultimately altered the course of my life, felt like the universe gently nodding at me and smiling, saying, “You’re ready.”
 The universe is quite loud if you stop to listen. But how? This looks different for everyone: Do you feel the most yourself and at home in nature? In a big city? Where do you feel the most creative? Focused? Seek those places, try a meditation, try a break from screens or technology, perhaps take out a journal, see what comes up. The universe’s voice may sound like the laughter of the young couple at the restaurant table next to you, the pitter-patter of your dog running to the door to welcome you home from work, or the gentle gust of wind that presses a tree’s branches against your window. It is all about inviting connection and knowing when to say “yes.”
 During my graduate school experience and work in the Physical Activity Research and Community Implementation Lab, I discovered a unit of measurement called the Flourishing Scale. I felt immediately intrigued by and drawn to this concept. This felt like the link between or scientific explanation for my increase in self-care practices/learning how to “fill my own cup” and the increase in my overall wellness and quality of life over the course of those last several months. What does it mean to flourish? How can this sort of feeling be measured? How can yoga or mindfulness or self-care practices be utilized to increase feelings of flourishing? There was a drive within me to answer these questions; I had to know more. With the levels of burnout in humans, particularly in the midst of COVID-19, it felt to me like increases in flourishing would be the most direct way to mitigate symptoms of stress and burnout, just as I had experienced in my role as an elementary school teacher. Developed by Diener et al. in 2009, the Flourishing Scale is “a brief 8-item summary measure of the respondent’s self-perceived success in important areas such as relationships, self-esteem, purpose, and optimism.”[1] There are six domains of flourishing, or human well-being: happiness and life satisfaction, mental and physical health, meaning and purpose, character and virtue, close social relationships and financial and material stability.[2] But what does flourishing look and feel like?
 The way I described “flourishing” in my episode of Higher Vibrations in Higher Education, “Intentional social media to nourish the way you share your science,” is that to flourish is to have a sense of peace in all the different facets of your life. To flourish does not mean complete and total happiness and satisfaction—I do not believe this level of perfection exists, nor should it, as life’s challenges are what drive a person to grow and learn more about themselves, others, and the world as we know it. I see flourishing as an acceptance of who and where you are in your life; I see flourishing as gratitude. Aside from the feeling of flourishing, I also like to envision what flourishing physically looks like, and I inevitably picture growth. For example, a flourishing garden with plentiful, vibrant flowers and fruits and vegetables, or a flourishing new business that leads a person to envision happy workers and financial success. To be flourishing not only means accepting how things are right now, but also accepting the promise of where things will go and the growth that will come from time. To flourish is to wake up in the morning feeling equipped to take on the day and whatever is handed to you, and at the end of the day it is feeling secure and gratitude for the good as well as the bad. Even as I write this, I notice my posture straighten in my chair and my heart and chest lift as I think about the concept of flourishing. I try to check in with my own flourishing each day: Where am I flourishing the most right now? Is there any dimension in which I feel I’ve been lacking? How full has my cup felt lately?
 By the time I completed my master of science degree in human nutrition, foods, and exercise and my thesis project (where flourishing was my primary measure of interest) in the spring of 2022, I felt so much gratitude for the concept of flourishing that I had the word “flourish” tattooed on my arm. This serves as a reminder to me that one must “nourish in order to flourish.” Nourishing your body, mind, and spirit with whatever fills your cup most effectively is the key to flourishing.
 Along with studying flourishing, I also sought to use my time in graduate school to explore my interest in health communication. I had always been interested in digital design, social media, marketing, and how best to communicate about wellness. It was during my time in Dr. Harden’s research lab that I worked alongside a social media and marketing strategist of the Virginia Family Nutrition Program on a few projects. I was absolutely captured by the day-to-day tasks and role of this colleague—so much so that I scheduled an independent meeting with them to inquire, “How can I get a job exactly like yours when I complete graduate school?” I followed their advice and manifested a similar career opportunity for myself. I have always been a firm believer in the great power of words and of manifestation: speaking of dreams and goals as though they are already so. Serendipitously, as I was hunting for jobs and filling out applications towards the end of graduate school, I became aware that the very individual who had advised me on my career was embarking on a new career opportunity, leaving an opening in their role. I have now been working as the Social Media and Marketing Strategist for the Virginia Family Nutrition Program for over three years. Once again, a smile from the universe.
 It is brave to believe that the universe is looking out for you. It is not weak to be vulnerable and to lead with intention. A phrase I started to utilize during my time in graduate school that has stuck with me, as well as others, is “don’t ask, don’t get.” To me, this means that while I believe what is meant for you will always find its way to you, I also believe in asking for what you want and asking for help. Sometimes, if you do not simply try, you forfeit any possibility of the thing you want coming to you. In your personal and professional life, going out on a limb and asking for something (whether it be something material such as a raise, a grant, or resources, or something less tangible such as a “second chance” in an old friendship) can be a challenging dance between risk and reward. The answer may often be no, but goodness, how glorious it is when the answer is yes.
 As I sit here in this coffee shop, I smile as the front door’s bell jingles and people come and go, coffees in hand, smiles on faces. I observe those around me enjoying sips of coffee and tea, I hear laughter, I hear the gentle hum of music playing throughout the space, and I take a deep breath in through my nose and out through my mouth. My lungs move air in and out, and I am grateful. By the end of this collection of thoughts, my coffee cup is empty, but my cup—full of memories, nostalgia, challenges I have overcome—is overflowing. I am flourishing.
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		How Are You Being Kind Today?

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				I’m in Center City, Philadelphia, and my hot spots and blisters from two days of conference walking and an agonizing 5k in leather Birkenstock clogs (forgotten sneakers be damned), have left my soles and soul worn. I can’t quite make it to the magical coffee shop Morgan described as it is twenty-eight minutes from my hotel. So, I pop into an Italian bistro on the corner, snap a photo of the menu, and send it to Morgan.
  
 I love Prunella. You’re there now?
 Yep. 
 I’ll be there in 20.
  
 My previous master’s student is now bobbing down the streets of a city she calls (and loves as) home. I’m being challenged here. Aside from the beautiful architecture, it has no appeal to me.
 It smells.
 Just.
 So.
 Bad.
 There’s this foul/infested water smell on the breeze … like I’m sitting in a garbage can. Not to mention there’s also human fecal matter splattered in those little ATM alcoves. And there are so many humans with dirty clothes and soiled pants. One human is sitting, now standing, at the four-way intersection screaming at the cars going by. Desperate. For what, we’re not yet sure, but of course we can guess. Food, drugs, shelter.
 For three rounds of the light this person accosts cars. Subtly daring them to hit, swerve, who knows. One person honks. One rolls down their window to scream, “Psycho!”
 I’m doing nothing but observing.
 The chasm between his time in this intersection and the main character moment I’m constructing fifty feet away is too vast. I’m in a royal blue jumpsuit and Madewell pumps, my gorgeous hair flipped and flowing past my bosom. My $2000 laptop is posted on a marble table accompanied by quintessential blue and white (what kind of seats are these?) bistro seats.
 
 All of my students teach me so much. With Morgan, it was especially “don’t ask, don’t get” and that “you can only serve from your overflow.” I’m only at this conference on a sunny day in Philadelphia because I had the courage to ask my department head for money. I was looking for a handout; my lab was almost out of money, so I thought it would be frivolous to attend a conference. Yet, for the first time in ten years, I asked my department head for conference attendance support. Don’t ask, don’t get. My travel was covered, so here I sit and sip.
 I cringe because my life is picture-perfect, and there’s a person at the intersection living in hell.
 Two nights ago, Morgan and I sat just two doors down (at a different yet still absurdly posh restaurant), and I asked her, “What do you think is the most unacceptable thing?” And she said, with consideration but without hesitation, “Unkindness.”
 What I learned from living in Vancouver a decade ago and all my experience with addicts is that constantly intervening doesn’t help. But it doesn’t not help. It’s nuanced. It depends. Context matters. Circumstance matters. What is being helpful? Enabling? Kind? Productive?
 The scene has shifted, because at the fourth round of the light-car-human standoff, another unhoused (appearing) individual hands this person some cash and says, “Get a sandwich, you’re ok.”
 I have tears in my eyes, yes, these fierce green eyes behind $236 Ray-Bans. I’ve done nothing but observe. And pray: “My thoughts and prayers are with you.”
 And now another person has taken over the intersection—she is lean. So lean. She’s scratching at her translucent skin and tugging on a shirt wrapped around her waist. She begins to bounce to a beat we can’t hear, swiveling her hips, and then she just starts gyrating on her hand. Publicly masturbating.
 I order an $11 rosé as my mind spirals to this woman’s needs—seen, unseen, known, unknown. I’m not sure I can stay put.
 Morgan turns the corner and removes her forest green headphones. Her collection of tattoos has expanded, even since just last year, and I spy the flourish block letters on her forearm. We’re now enjoying our meal and conversation, sun-soaked and writing an email to Morgan’s boss to see if she could use professional development funds to come to the first Higher Vibrations in Higher Education yoga and writing retreat.
 The woman from the intersection has laid down on the sidewalk, legs in the air, unsatisfied from the last few minutes of activity.
 A Black woman in an athleisure outfit enters stage left holding a green plastic bag and hands it to the woman who has now sat up with her legs dangling in the road. The bag holds apple juice, a sandwich, and Doritos. She smiles and exits the scene. The woman in the intersection begins to rock. To soothe as she feeds her hungry body.
 My and Morgan’s attention returns to her city: I ask how she manages all the feelings of the unhoused people that she passes by or interacts with—what criteria she uses to engage or ignore, to help or avoid.
 With her signature pensiveness, she shares how she thinks about “What the most kind thing to do is,” and “What are my offerings/skills?” She talks about different times of day, genders, circumstances. She prefers to walk with snacks in her bag, rather than sharing cash. Sometimes snacks are not well received, but that’s not a reason to punish someone else. So, she keeps her heart open.
 Where are you flourishing the most right now? Is there any dimension in which you feel you’ve been lacking? How full has your cup felt lately? When your cup is full, how can you fill up others’?
 
 At this conference, one of the keynote speakers shared that “The conservatives are slinging a no-more-Big-Government narrative that increases health inequities.” While I mostly consider myself apolitical, I think generalizations like this are trite. And conflated. And incomplete.
 I do think that individual-level behavior matters, that our energies radiate out into the world. In this scenario—the people in the everyday scene beyond the window—that was individuals’ choosing. In fact, public policy in Philadelphia has implemented park benches with a metal bar in the middle, and half walls that are large enough to sleep on have been adorned with spikes—all to dissuade people from lying down.
 The microcosm of this corner interaction just brings to light that even while many of us walk through our days having “main character moments,” the larger scene unfolding is one of nuance and complexity. I am humbled by the grace and tenacity I saw on the streets of Philadelphia, where individuals are making the small, immediate changes that governments and public policy cannot.
 Morgan may be one of the youngest contributors in this anthology, and she mentions thinking “as many young thinkers do,” but her wisdom is ageless. She asked,
 “What role would I perform best?”
 “How can I utilize my strengths and minimize my weaknesses moving forward in my career?”[1]
 And she also invites us to do that on the street:
 What strengths do you utilize to make someone’s day better?
 How do you tap into your full potential?
 How are you living out your life’s purpose?
 How are you simply being kind, today?
 
	"Nourish to Flourish: Pouring from 'The Overflow'," page 21. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		I Didn’t Know I Prayed for This, but I’m Glad I Did

					Emma Kange

			

	
				“Dear God, I really want to have long red hair.”
 This is the first memory I have of a genuine prayer to a higher power. Spoken at only seven years old, I closed my eyes as tight as I could, crinkling the corners of my lids, and asked whoever was listening to change my life in the way I best saw it. Given my number of years on Earth at the time, and in the context of my trivial life experiences, I knew that if I had fiery red hair that glistened like my favorite Disney princess Ariel, I would be able to do all things possible in this life. I spent the next few summers with pruny fingers—the ones I could only get after immersing my being into the greatness that is a body of water filled with my favorite friends, whose laughter and company fed my soul, the vibrant smell of chlorine lingering on my skin and my hair. These were moments of living my prayer, little pockets of peace and serenity that built the infrastructure for my hope and faith in the listeners of the universe.
 Before I knew it, my prayer was coming true: slowly my hair was becoming that burnt shade of auburn I saw in my dreams. Maybe it would bring me more friends, maybe it would give me the confidence to tell my crush that I liked his crusty shoes. This truly was one of my first prayers come true, but on the other side of my joy was the realization that I had asked for something without knowing all the rules and regulations of this new look. My hair was falling out piece by piece, and the only solution was to cut it off and start fresh. I knew I was too young to be bald, but I also knew that this was, in some way, what I had asked for, so I transitioned my hair to a healthier state; I built the platform for further transformations of my life founded on patience and faith.
 The impression of this manifested prayer lived on for years to come, as I was coming to understand that if I knew there was something I wanted bad enough in this life, all I had to do was ask God and it would be brought to me. The other side of this knowing was also understanding that there are unexpected trials and tribulations that accompany wishes that come true, and it is in those moments of life “testing me” that the real transformation will happen. Knowing this at such a young age gave me the space to have peace in knowing that what is mine will come to me—I just have to continue doing my work. It is because of this that I have always known if I tell God, the universe, or whatever powers might be about my dreams, they will come true. I stand today on the other side of many prayers come true to say that whoever is listening is smiling, knowing that the vibrant little girl who wanted red hair has always made her dreams come true, blazing her way through life like a fire.
 “Boobs, if you come to yoga with me, I will get you Chipotle and chocolate cake.”
 Now, I would have normally said no to this deal, but this was not any ordinary chocolate cake: this was German chocolate cake topped with a decadent and flowy caramel drizzle—a very fair trade for an hour of bonding with the other half of my heart, my Momo, my older sister Elizabeth. With sweat dripping from our faces and fueled by the fire ignited by our yoga practice, we connected with each other more deeply than I could imagine. I have always been confident that I was sent to this Earth to be loved by this angel. The community she had built around her practice was captivating, and I saw the kinship she was establishing with apparent strangers who had become her family while hers was away. Musical laughs were shared during the classes, louder than the actual music that became background noise, but second to the sound of our united breath in the tone of Ujjayi, or the victorious breath that powered our moments of mindfulness.
 Each class started with an intention. Similar to my youthful prayers, I found myself wishing for unsubstantial nothings that fit the stage of life I was in, though with age and practice my intentions deepened as much as my experiences. Eventually my intentions journeyed off the mat—onto the track where I would dedicate races to loved ones, and into my car where I began to think about the life I wanted to live. My calling towards medicine began as a dream to fight substance abuse and developed into a love for science and its ability to help humans, including myself, to live better lives. As I was working towards realizing this dream, I would have moments of stress that were only relieved by visualizing myself with my crisp white coat, hand in hand with my mother, who holds my dreams safely in her heart—close to the place where she holds her own dreams and prayers.
 With all this love, and the love from the yoga studio I had found during my undergraduate studies, I was guided towards the perfect place to let my listeners hear my heart’s desires. I would go to the parking lot of my dream school just to sit, to listen to the air travel gracefully around my car, and to give myself a full breath similar to the ones I shared in yoga classes with my beloved friends. I would tell God, “Please let me come home,” as if I knew I had been here before. I had to be sure that someone was listening to me, just as when my plea for fiery red hair was heard. When I returned for an interview at this same school, and again for a “welcome to medical school” package, I knew the powers that be had listened to the pleas of my heart. It was as if I was able to breathe life into my dreams with the same breath I use to move my body. It was as if with each movement through my yoga practice, from chaturanga to downward facing dog, I was able to create enough energy to cultivate the life of my dreams. It was as if the work I did on the mat finally met me off the mat. Now that is one powerful chocolate cake.
 “I don’t know if you get visions, but you always know exactly where you want to go and you get there.”
 As the baby of the family—and forever baby to my mother—these words affirmed that all the work I had done was finally starting to mean something. I have done thousands of chair poses, sitting deeply in my nonexistent seat while contemplating whether I should have tied my unruly hair in a different bun and when in the world I would be released from the misery my legs were experiencing as they burned like I had run through a blazing fire. These crucial moments made me realize three things: pain does not last forever, as the moment I stood I was immediately relieved; I have the choice to stand up and walk away from any experience I do not want to experience any further; and lastly, I was becoming stronger by the day with each challenge I was able to survive and breathe through. Hearing these beautiful words from my mom was something like holding my first few handstands: an acknowledgment that all of the strength building I had done over the years was stored in my body, just like how all the personal challenges—scholastic related or heart related—would result in me reaching all the goals I had dreamed of and prayed to achieve.
 Somehow, throughout all the ebbs and flows of life, my daily intention evolved from a place of fear and scarcity to a feeling of gratitude and thankfulness for everything that has made my life so worth living. With this change in my mindset, the words I dedicated to my practice of yoga on the mat, and off the mat in my daily life, crystalized into a phrase that meant more than I would ever know. “I trust myself” sounded in my ears one day, in a voice I had never heard. A soft, yet strong woman repeatedly told me that she trusted me—at the start of my day, when I would meet my mat, and when I would be practicing my learning in the hospital setting. It was not until I started floating through handstands on my mat that I recognized the voice as my own. “I sound strong” I said to myself, and the strength I felt in my heart translated to the core strength used to stand on the same hands I have used to write notes to myself throughout the years. I looked in the mirror during this class, and my eyes met those of the same woman who held that voice, and she did not look away. She stared deeply into my eyes and recognized me too. She saw the fire in my eyes, recognizing the same fire in herself—recognizing us as one. She was the stronger version of myself that I lost somewhere in this life but found my way back to one step at a time. As I walked closer to her, I took steps towards my purpose, and I found myself standing at the top of my mat with the same strength and confidence that I held in my stethoscope during patient encounters as a medical student. It was during moments like these that I understood the true value and power of trust and faith in the process of life. At times people will speak life into you, but until you are able to recognize the strength and grace within yourself, you might not be able to listen and allow the breath of life to move through you.
 “Above all, I am a child of God, and in that I trust myself.”
 Prayer to a higher being has always grounded me. My superficial childhood prayers asking for all the tangible pleasures grew into gratitude for my human experience. I now pray for acceptance in all I possess, and what a blessing it is to have changed my perspective from “I want” to “I thank you for all that I have.” Similarly, my mindful practice of yoga has evolved from achieving the most advanced āsanas (postures) to cultivating a daily practice and dedication to building trust within myself that transfers into my life as a human. On the mat I have been encouraged to “move like you,” and as gracefully as I am able to dance on my mat, I am even more motivated to walk through life with the strength of my greatest tadasana (mountain pose)—with my feet planted as firmly into my dreams as they are the ground beneath me, all while maintaining the peace of my deepest savasana (corpse pose), in which I surrender all my being to just being. As I have found this strength and confidence in my practice of life, my prayers and mantras have shifted to the affirmation of “I trust myself,” which has taught me how to float … to fly.
 Feet above my head, reaching towards something greater than myself, I have learned how to stand on my hands just as I trained to walk on my feet as a toddler. My hands press firmly into my mat, which provides me the safest place to fall, as I find balance and peace in the daily training I have done for these moments of flying. The trust I have in myself today is a manifestation of all the chaturangas (four-limbed staff pose), heart openers, and everything in between that I have done in the company of other humans searching for something similar: a place to belong, community, and self-acceptance. The moments of balance and ease I am able to find on my hands remind me of the moments of confidence I feel as I relate to my patients, ensuring them that I too have done difficult things and that they will learn to trust me, along with themselves, as a guide through their medical decisions. The swaying of my feet as they yearn to touch the ceiling above me mirrors my endless hunger for continued learning about the human body and how to better its experience in our world. I study daily, just as I practice daily, so that at any given moment, I am ready to become a place of trust and solace, just as my hands have become for my body.
 “This life it got good things about it too.”[1]
 These words, spoken by the late Nipsey Hussle, provided me with the safest place to store my fears about life—reassuring me that, in addition to all the heartbreaking things I had seen, there were good things, too. These gentle words followed me to my yoga mat and into my professional life as a medical student, ringing in my ears like my old mantras of truth and releasing control. Day by day the memories that brought me pain became less significant as I became more equipped to lessen the hold those experiences had on my being. Beaming smiles, whimsical laughter, a welcoming community, music, and time for truly mindful experiences have given me the fire to search for the good in life. I sat with others who also wanted to find the good things in life, and together we made magic. Neighbors practicing to the left and right of me became the closest friends and family that I have known. With our collective “Oms” we cultivated energy that I believe can transform the world, one person at a time, into an ecosystem that irradiates beams of love—just as our kundalini (spiritual energy) travels up and down the cores of our bodies as we move together through āsanas, creating a heat that can warm the coldest of hearts. That is the experience of yoga, that is the experience of life, and being a yogi who uses this energy as a source of vitality, just as many have done before me and will do after me, means I am alive, living and thriving. This is exactly the life I prayed for, and I am so glad I did.
 
	Nipsey Hussle & Bino Rideaux. (2017). Blueprint [Song]. On No Pressure. All Money In; Out the Blue Records. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		How Did I Get Here?

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Working at a university means you have to experience the grief of a beloved student moving on over and over again. For years, Emma and I only knew each other from yoga class and the lobby, but it’s been a privilege and honor to watch her grow into the “soft, yet strong woman”[1] whose internal voice carries off the mat and into her practice, now as a physician scientist. At the time of writing this, she graduated just last week, and I am heartbroken. We never had time away from the studio, but our bond was close. We could sense each other’s energy. We shared intimate details of our lives while waiting between our two-a-days, grabbed other stolen moments for connection, and, of course, we got to know each other more than ever during her podcast episode. In that episode, we talk through story arcs that will make you ache. When I asked Emma to be on the podcast, it was because I thought she would weave academia and yoga together perfectly (just as she’s done in her contribution to this anthology).
 Her practice, too, is soft and strong. She floats, she glides. Her movements challenge me as her teacher and when I’m on the mat next to her. Through embodying her grit and grace, I can keep practicing—both trust and handstands. And in the meantime, I recognize all the little pieces and parts adding up.
 But that’s the beauty of yoga studios, little hOMes when you need community and connection. I have no doubt our paths will cross again, but I will miss her practice and light.
 
 When we do our yoga teacher training, we learn a lot about ourselves and connecting with others. One lesson is that some teachers will not be “for us,” and we will not be the teacher for everyone. That is, some people will like us—some will never return to our class. It’s a letting go … aparigraha (non-attachment) to people, places, and outcomes. While Emma and I are no longer in a weekly student-teacher relationship on the mat, there will always be a connection.
 Deep roots grow in various places. Sometimes there are teachers who are abso-fucking-lutely “for us.” Like Dr. Debby Good.
 In fact, I would not be here, tapping rapidly on my laptop in a hotel room in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania at the Society of Behavioral Medicine conference for the twelfth time in fifteen years if it weren’t for Dr. Debby Good.
 I might not ever get a Nobel Prize, but I wouldn’t be surprised if one of my students did, and that’s enough for me.
  – Debby Good, circa 2017

 Debby was hired into the Department of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise at Virginia Tech in 2006. She was part of a strategic cluster hire for the obesity research initiative the department (and other units) were fostering. As a first-generation college student, it became her mission to bring undergraduate research opportunities to as many scholars as possible. She wanted to do it differently. In many ways, she pioneered some of the undergraduate research training program components available across college campuses today.
 Her goal was to ensure that students received time for professional development in addition to their research pursuits; she knew that to be a successful scholar, you can’t just do research—rather, you must be able to communicate and work well on teams.
 In the fall of 2007, my best-friend-since-I-was-eleven, Carmen, was working on a one-hundred-mile diet study, discovering the patterns and behaviors of individuals who can only consume foods produced within one hundred miles of their home. Her interests intersected food policy, procurement, consumption, and environmental outputs and influences. How cool. Side bar: this was 2007. I hung out with some real innovators. I digress.
 I went to visit Carmen for a Virginia Tech Hokies football game. On that cool autumn day, each in our bright orange t-shirts, I confessed that I was considering not going to med school.
 She said, “Have you heard of bench-to-bedside medicine? I think you would like the concept and enjoy the research; maybe you should meet with some faculty here.”
 Carmen was a scholar in Debby’s United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) summer scholars program. Carmen, Debby, and I were all first-generation college students—exploring and discovering the systems and processes and products of being an academic with no preconceived notions. No podcasts. No social media accounts. No anthologies. Just trying our best.
 
 So, seventeen years later, as you’d hear in the start of her podcast episode, Debby is open and vulnerable, always available for a laugh and a good time. She is also an open book, exceptionally considerate, and takes pride in the service and leadership that will advance higher education. In the essay that follows, she shares an academic pain.
 What we learn is that, like Emma shared in the previous essay,
 pain does not last forever, as the moment I stood I was immediately relieved; I have the choice to stand up and walk away from any experience I do not want to experience any further; and … I was becoming stronger by the day with each challenge I was able to survive and breathe through.[2]

 Debby has taken the pain, and she is forging her own path “to belong[ing], community, and self-acceptance” (like Emma shared above). That path might not be in a yoga studio, but it is in all her creative pursuits and outcomes and outputs. I cannot express (but I guess I will try) how much I appreciate Debby’s vulnerability on the page and with you. We need to know that things aren’t always what they seem. We need to not take these moments of rejection as cause to question our own outputs, products, and productivity, but instead as opportunities to question the flaws in the system.
 I am so inspired by her. Debby has a contagious energy—energy that says, “Let’s be present with each other, excited about science.” I hope that jumps off the page for you.
 
	“I Didn’t Know I Prayed for This, but I’m Glad I Did,” page 36. ↵
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		Paying It Forward and Not Looking Back

					Deborah J. Good

			

	
				I think I always knew I would be a scientist. However, this understanding did not come from a life surrounded by other scientists. In fact, I would say that I did not know what it even meant to be a scientist … just that I knew I loved to learn about the biological world around me. Now I also love the other part of my job, although it is not something I knew I wanted to do from an early age—in fact, I came into it gradually, without foresight, and for this part of the story … keep reading.
 I grew up in Waterloo, New York, a small farming community between Rochester and Syracuse. In 1970, when I was five, the population was 5,418.[1] According to some other data, in 2010, nearly everyone in Waterloo was a US citizen, and 95.5 percent were white. In 2020, of the 4,850 people living in Waterloo, only twenty-two had a doctorate degree. More surprisingly, only 1,080 individuals over twenty-five had a high school degree or an equivalent in 2020.[2] My parents, who are still considered residents of Waterloo, had graduated from high school (dad with an equivalent degree), but not from college.
 My parents once told me they had saved money for either a nice wedding or for my college education. So, one day I walked into my guidance counselor’s office at Waterloo High School and told her that I wanted to be a scientist. She suggested I look into Medical Technology as a college major, as people who were Med Techs worked in hospital labs. I chose to go to the State University of New York, College at Fredonia and major in Medical Technology. This was a fantastic major in that we had lots of labs—recombinant DNA technology, microbiology, zoology, and even one in making monoclonal antibodies with animal handling and cell culture—so I loved my classes.
 However, while in some lab courses my junior year, I realized that I wanted to do more than just work in a hospital lab performing standardized lab tests every day. I did not really know what it meant, but I thought I wanted to do research. I saw a flyer, posted by one of my professors, about an American Chemical Society summer research program and applied, honestly not even understanding what I was applying to do really. Long story short, I got accepted for a position at the Lovelace Inhalation Toxicology Research Institute (LITRI) on the Kirkland Air Force Base in Albuquerque, New Mexico. My parents were initially not supportive of this—they did not want me going to a state so far away by myself and tried to find me opportunities in local hospitals and the Cornell Experiment Station (what we used to call the New York State Agricultural Experiment Station). But, finally, I convinced them that this was a great opportunity, and they packed me onto an airplane headed southwest! This research experience changed my life. I realized that I was now doing SCIENCE, just as I had always wanted to, and I loved it. My work on analyzing nickel subsulfide exposure (a byproduct of nickel refinery mines) on lung macrophages was presented as a poster and later put into a report by the Environmental Protection Agency.[3]
 When I returned to SUNY Fredonia in the fall of my senior year, I immediately sought out an undergraduate research position in the lab of Dr. William Staatz, who was studying the evolution of the thrombospondin protein. Although no publications came from this work, I was able to grow primary cultures of corneal fibroblasts from cows and isolate the thrombospondin protein, using antibodies to prove that the protein I had isolated was the correct one. During my senior year, I was accepted to Northwestern University’s Cell and Molecular Biology Interdisciplinary PhD program in Chicago. Again, my parents were a bit hesitant to have me go to “the big city” as a young twenty-one-year-old, but they relented when my sister and I took a road trip in February and we both fell in love with the place! A PhD in 1992 was followed by a postdoctoral fellowship at the National Institutes of Health, my first position at UMass Amherst in the Department of Veterinary and Animal Sciences, and then my recruitment to Virginia Tech.
 So far, I have used a lot of this space to reminisce about my journey—but there is a purpose. I wanted to give you the path I followed. It is not straight and narrow and was both somewhat planned and unplanned: from my humble upbringing to my current position at Virginia Tech in the Department of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise (HNFE). I still love science, and one of my favorite things to do is to meditate on a question or come up with new research ideas. I get to do science every day and feel privileged to have a paying job that I love. My current research projects focus on genetics: I collaborated with a professor in the School of Performing Arts to use sonification of genetic sequences from COVID-19 to develop a piece of music from the COVID-19 spike protein sequence; I use basic research to study the role of genes of body weight regulation; and finally, I have formed a new company, Good Family Foods Group, LLC, which will integrate scientific knowledge into the creation of foods for healthy lifestyles. While the research projects and papers are important—and part of the “normal” outputs for a scientist—the title of this essay starts with “Paying It Forward,” and so now we turn to that aspect of my career. This is the unplanned part of my journey, or at least the part of my current career that if you had told me would be so important to me when I was just starting out, I would have rebuffed you.
 The a-ha moment for this aspect of my career happened was when I arrived at Virginia Tech in 2006 and realized there was no formal undergraduate research program (summer or academic year) in the department, other than a listing in the course catalog for a three-credit course. Fewer than seven students per year of about eight hundred in the department were doing undergraduate research.[4] As an aside, reasons for low undergraduate research participation—especially by women, first-generation college students, students from underserved and marginalized backgrounds, and students from socioeconomically depressed regions—are often due to the barrier of not having the confidence to reach out to professors to ask about the opportunity, or due to social and economic barriers.[5] I realized that if I had not seen that American Chemical Society flyer for a summer program, I might not have become a scientist in academia, as I was from a socioeconomically depressed region of the country and was a first-generation college student. Furthermore, I realized that even with seeing that flyer, I almost did not take the opportunity because it meant going to an unknown area of the country, and honestly, that was scary for me and my family. And, as I said above, that summer internship in Albuquerque changed my life—a major PIVOT!
 In my first week with the HNFE department, we had a departmental retreat. I was put at a table with Christina McIntyre, who was then the department’s Undergraduate Curriculum Coordinator, and we talked about the goals for our areas. As our discussion went to undergraduate research opportunities, we started to discuss how we could offer a summer research opportunity to students in HNFE. By fall, we had applied for and were then awarded a Provost Summer Session Grant to develop a course taught in the summer. Our “course” was an undergraduate research program that gave students credit for their capstone experience in HNFE while doing research with HNFE faculty. The $5000 grant gave each of the five students we selected $1000 for the summer—however, this amount was low, as the students still had to pay for housing, food, and the three credit hours they were earning. I still think about Aaron, Katherine, Carmen, Kristen, and Kelly, my first “Scholars” at Virginia Tech, with great fondness for taking the chance on our program.
 But even as we were recruiting for that initial group of scholars, Christina and I knew this was not an optimal, sustainable program. Students had to pay for credits and did not really receive much in the way of funding to support their living expenses. This meant that students from low-income households could not take advantage of the opportunity if they also needed to earn money over the summer. So, Christina and I, along with the Academic Dean Mary Marchant, developed and were awarded a USDA Higher Education Challenge Grant, which could fund up to ten students per year at $3000 (a good summer stipend back in 2007), and started the USDA Scholars program. Forty-two students were supported over five years, and while we resubmitted for a second round of funding, we did not receive it. It turns out that USDA Higher Education Challenge Grants were meant to be “one and done” programs that started an initiative at a university and then left it to be continued with internal funding. By then, Christina had moved to the Honors College, and Mary had transitioned back to her home department, so I continued to lead the program—scrounging for internal money from the department, the college, and some interdisciplinary programs around campus in order to support an additional fifty-one students (now called the HNFE Scholars) to do summer research at Virginia Tech. Finally, in 2018, a National Institutes of Health (NIH)-funded Translational Obesity Undergraduate Research Scholars (TOUR Scholars) grant was received with Dr. Samantha Harden. We have had forty-seven TOUR Scholars in our program; they have published journal articles and presented research at conferences, even during the COVID-19 pandemic.
 Supporting undergraduate research has become my passion. In addition to the USDA, HNFE, and TOUR Scholars programs, I have developed a shortened experience for underprivileged students who might not be able to devote the entire summer to research called the Inclusive Excellence Fellows (a four-week program),[6] as well as three different course-based undergraduate research experiences (CUREs) where students can do independent research during their academic semesters as part of a course[7]—in some cases publishing their research projects.[8] Together these initiatives have impacted another eighty-eight undergraduate students. This is my way of “paying it forward,” because I honestly do not think I would be a scientist without having been accepted for the summer undergraduate research experience through the American Chemical Society and having the confidence to ask Dr. Staatz for a position in his lab.
 With these university-wide undergraduate research programs I have developed and funded, as well as my own continuously active research program that encompasses both pedagogical analysis and basic science, I should be sliding into home plate feeling fulfilled and accomplished as a researcher and academician. And I do feel these things, with one exception. I have been professionally stalled at the position of associate professor since getting tenure and promotion in April of 2003 at UMass Amherst—21 years without a promotion. A range of emotions, from embarrassment to anger, flood my gut when I think about this situation. This situation is hard to put into words, but I am going to try to explain why I think it has happened to me and probably others who have chosen a similar path.
 There is evidence that, in general, women are less likely to be promoted in academia when compared to men. In a 2022 Gallop poll of over 10,500 individuals, 28 percent of women in academia said they have been passed over for promotion, compared to just 11 percent of men in academia.[9] Why? Some reports say that women’s childbearing duties are in part to blame, but for my situation, I do not feel that’s it. My daughter was born in 2003, and yes, I waited until I knew tenure was in the bag before getting pregnant. This was a completely conscious decision and one I do not regret at all. I waited until I felt I was ready personally and professionally—that I was able to balance being a mother and an academic. For me, this worked, and I feel I have been able to balance all my day-to-day life and work events without having to say “no” to opportunities. I am consistently told I am a “good citizen” of the department, which supports this contention.
 However, my career, in terms of promotion to full professor, has been stalled. When I look at my curriculum vitae I see most of the requirements of a full professor in the tripartite mission:
 	Teaching excellence: including several “thank-a-teacher” recognitions, the 2018 Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Award, as well as seventeen years of the Scholars summer research programs.
 	Research excellence: including bringing in over $4 million in awards while at Virginia Tech, multiple patents pending and awarded, and invited regional, national, and international talks.
 	Service excellence: including serving as the Director of the Mid-Atlantic Region of Sigma Xi and having served in committee positions and as chair at the university, college, and department levels.
 
 So why have I been stalled?
 At this point, I believe that my passion for working to increase opportunities for undergraduates to be exposed to research may have negatively affected my career as an academic scientist.
 From a personal standpoint, this work to increase undergraduate research has certainly brought me joy, especially in seeing students succeed and even do better than me. One former student, who worked with me when he was in high school, is the equivalent of a full professor at St. Jude’s Hospital, while another (one of my first HNFE Scholars) is a Principal Research Scientist at the Gretchen Swanson Center for Nutrition. These are just two of the 224 students who have participated in one of my undergraduate research programs.
 So, why do I think I’ve been stalled? I may have sacrificed pushing my basic research program forward to work on grants to fund the scholar programs and my other work in educational pedagogy. In two different personal and tenure (P&T) reviews of my work, I was told (once off the record and once when I demanded it in writing) that my grants from the USDA, Howard Hughes Medical Center, and NIH, which were used to fund undergraduate research programs and diversity projects, were not considered scholarship—teaching grants did not “count.” I was astounded, and then, frankly, pissed off. In my opinion, faculty at an academic institution should try to get students involved in research. This costs money for all involved, and the programs I got funded for gave money to the students and the faculty mentoring them.
 However, during the review of my 2018 dossier, when I had the second highest dollar amount of funding in the department (second only to the person who was the chair of the P&T committee), the letter from the P&T committee cited a “lack … [of] clear success in procuring and sustaining extramural funding.”
 To be blunt, the committee did not consider any of the monies procured for undergraduate research or diversity programs to be extramural funding. In the same letter, the committee dinged my lack of “any documented outcomes or scholarship related to [TOUR and USDA Scholars] activity.” Obviously, the student outcomes were not what they were looking for, as those metrics were provided. The committee was looking for high impact journal articles and other “beans” to count. Of note, I had published on the USDA Scholars program; presented posters on the undergraduate research programs I developed at local, national, and international meetings; and been invited to speak about one of the CUREs at the International Congress on Nutrition in Argentina, but the committee stated that I did not have a national or international reputation in this area.
 I know that spending twenty plus years as an associate professor without promotion to full professor has hurt me both personally and professionally. It has hurt me through my annual salary level—I am paid less than some more recent hires in the department. And, I have lost out on some external job opportunities because (as I was told from the headhunters) the committee found it concerning that I was still an associate professor and considered this a red flag against bringing me in for an interview.
 Enough bitching about the past. The second half of this essay’s title is “and Not Looking Back.” So I move forward knowing that, for my own personal fulfillment, I have made good choices, and I cannot let the bean counters determine my worth. My grants and professional papers and invited talks on undergraduate research and other pedagogy and diversity projects are part of my academic identity.
 The fact that these accomplishments are not considered scholarship by some is part of the broken system of academia.
 I do not think I am going to fix it, and I am not sure I even want to. I feel burned-out trying to go against a system that does not always respect the type of work I am doing. I do not have advice for people who want to try to change the system, but I am still going to try to get promoted to full professor—being more up front about what I see as my academic identity and building the case that academicians working to promote student opportunities are needed just as much as those bringing in multi-million-dollar research grants. In my opinion, a university should value and promote both types of academics.
 In summary, consider that many of the things we do to impact or mentor or help students are not measurable. And while the bean counters will always count, I think that sometimes you must ask yourself how you would prefer to be remembered: for your research grants, publications, and awards, or for helping someone discover what they really love to do. I’ve made my choice. As I move forward into the last ten years of my work, I hope to find new opportunities where I can make a broader impact, perhaps university-wide or systems-wide, that will allow me to bring more experiential learning opportunities to students at Virginia Tech, or even to students at other institutions of higher education.
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		Challenging What We Were Told or Sold

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				When I first started my tenure-track position, I was a fresh twenty-eight-year-old. My first batch of graduate students were twenty-two to twenty-five years old, so we felt like we could be friends. I used my “almost a thirty-year-old” adage to try to create a chasm, because I didn’t know how else to stand in my … (pause). I’m trying to figure out how to finish that sentence, but I don’t know what it was exactly. Was I trying to stand in my worth? Deservingness of a tenure-track position at a research-intensive university? Trying to establish my intellectual or academic superiority? Was it finding my credibility? Was it to ensure a hierarchy? Anyway …
 All I know is that I had been desperately trying to earn my stripes. To be taken seriously and to be seriously successful. What I didn’t know was that in heart-to-heart connections is where I find my “most desired outcome.”[1] This is just what Dr. David R. Buys and I discuss on the HVHE episode “Using Science and Extension to Open our Minds and Hearts.”
 
 Twenty-five percent of my faculty time equivalent (FTE) is with the federally funded Cooperative Extension System. Extension is funded through the United States Department of Agriculture. Extension employs state-level, terminal degree Specialists housed in Land Grant Universities as well as county-based health educators—often called Agents—since they are “agents of change”[2]—to share knowledge and tools for health, economics, agriculture … you name it.
 At the turn of the 20th century, Extension had unprecedented reach with farmers, ranchers, and families. Extension Specialists were visiting farms around the nation, sharing technology and science to put into practice. This made householders curious (who was visiting, what information were they sharing, what did they want?). Extension realized these farm visits were also an opportunity to educate on food safety and management, dietary patterns, and family development. Hence, in 1914, Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) was born—and continues to respond to the needs of communities. Over 100 years later, FCS is the branch of Extension for which I work as a physical activity Specialist.
 I strongly believe Extension has the power to be both the past and the future of public health—addressing public health needs across myriad specialties. I digress. This context is to just get us to the point: working within Extension is a highlight and an anchor of my job.
 The Agents I serve are highly skilled and passionate educators. I get to work with them to determine their community’s needs, provide training, and technical support so that they can do their good. I also get to run programming that prioritizes the health of Extension professionals themselves.
 One Agent I am particularly close to, Karen, has seen me blossom over the last decade.
 In the spring of 2024, Karen connected me to the City of Virginia Beach employee wellness seminar speaker series. I was sharing a talk I titled, “Leading by Example: Exploring the Intersection of Leadership and Wellness.” This seminar was for city leadership from the Chief of Police to the head of human resources. I included pieces of comparing first responder burn out and academic burn out and floated quotes from world-renowned Dr. Brené Brown—a social scientist who came to fame in 2010 based on her TED Talk, The Power of Vulnerability.[3] Karen attended to cheer me on.
 My goal for the talk: To speak to folks who thought vulnerability was a weakness. It went pretty well. My favorite slide was titled “Loving what you do … ?” and in that moment, on that stage, in that headset, my answer was a definitive yes. And then just before we left the auditorium, Karen asked to take to the mic.
 “You see a different Samantha before your eyes than one of a decade ago. When I first met her, her shoulders were up to her ears. A few years ago, she showed up differently—dancing, moving with life … she’s really living this yoga off the mat and if you want more, go to her retreat in Costa Rica.”
 While it was somewhat embarrassing, it was also revealing. I returned to the microphone and confessed that, yes, yoga helps me. It helps me to accept who I am, in whatever evolution, and do the same for those with whom I work. I also confessed that I was scared a decade ago when I met Karen. The chasm I was trying to create was one of protection. I was a 28-year-old first generation college student turned professor trying to find my way through the hidden curriculum of the academy. I didn’t want to “fall off my horse”[4]—in front of my students, Agents, or otherwise.
 
 But, the data are clear: Reflexivity and vulnerability to understand our history, assumptions, and contexts makes for better leaders. Colleagues. People.
 One such vulnerable leader is Dr. David R. Buys. I met David at a dinner at the National Health Outreach Conference in 2014. He was kind and confident. Suited up and showing up, holding space for conversation about the future of Extension. From that meal and beyond, I knew David’s dharma (life purpose) is to serve; he serves his community through the system of Cooperative Extension as a state-level Specialist. He describes being a Specialist like being a primary care provider—you treat what shows up. He continues to drive the mission of service forward, and he does so from a place of recognizing and challenging his own experiences and history.
 When I interviewed David on the podcast almost ten years after our first meeting, he said he actually wanted to know more about my story. Although he was not the interviewer, he remained curious about the person on the other side of the conversation.
 In Be the Unicorn: 12 Data-Driven Habits that Separate the Best Leaders from the Rest,[5] we learn that unicorns are curious. Author Vanderbloemen shares how curious unicorns constantly turn the conversation to someone else. David asked about my career trajectory and what I had been up to; he shared that he’s stayed abreast of my work for this past decade and lauds my passion for a healthier academy.
 Dr. David R. Buys is curious—and that curiosity has taken him on an inward journey while he continues to serve through his job with Cooperative Extension.
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		Vulnerability, Value, and Versatility

					David R. Buys

			

	
				As I have made my way into the mid-career phase of life, some things have changed from my days as an early-career academician. Well, a lot has changed, but some things stick out more than others. Among them is how I think about my own story—specifically where I came from, as well as what it means to be vulnerable. In my early life and career, I thought that being forward-looking was the only way to advance and that to be vulnerable was to be weak and compromised. As I’ve matured and encountered life’s curveballs, I have come to value the power of reflecting on my own history and have also grown to believe that to not be vulnerable is to be weak and compromised.
 Let me explain. I studied sociology, philosophy, and business, and I ultimately completed a PhD program in medical sociology followed by a post-graduate master’s in public health. This work helped me realize the importance of historical context in making sense of the present. One of the many gifts of my education was the opportunity to reflect on my own history—the many experiences that were enriching, and some that left me underprepared for my future. Though sometimes that gift seemed more like a curse because I just couldn’t make sense of it all.
 In short, I began to feel that my personal story, my own history, was something I should bury. In particular, I grew skeptical of my rural upbringing and my lack of exposure to more expansive ideologies. My community was small, my school’s size was commensurate with that, and after all, I was from Mississippi, the poorest state in the nation and the home of much social unrest. I struggled with what contributions I could make and how I could best serve, given my background. I would ask, how can I make sense of where I came from and how can I use it for good?
 While those questions left me in a loop and feeling stuck, I eventually encountered Brené Brown’s work and her emphasis on the importance of leaning into our vulnerability, which she describes as “uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure.”[1] And what I have found is that it is in this place of vulnerability—of being willing to sit with uncertainty, to take on risk, and to be emotionally exposed—that I am finding I can have the most value.
 Leaning into my story and the vulnerability that comes with it has helped me value and appreciate aspects of my history that I could co-opt for good. Many of these threads are represented in my recent work with Cooperative Extension in rural communities and venues across Mississippi—where I served for more than a decade and where my family has lived since the 1820s.
 Back to my journey to vulnerability. Around the time I was coming to understand vulnerability and its value, as part of my academic journey, I found my way to gerontology, an area of subspecialization in aging within my broader discipline of medical sociology. I spent several years working in a School of Medicine, while completing my PhD, so that I could gain very practical hands-on experience with this population.
 It was not an accident that I landed in that subdiscipline but a natural step from my childhood affinity for extended visits with my grandparents. When my grandmothers began aging precipitously and needed social and instrumental support, I found great fulfillment in spending time with them, learning about their illnesses, and helping create environments where they might have optimal outcomes. One of my grandmothers was very involved in Cooperative Extension activities; in fact, I distinctly remember going with her as a child to events like quilting club and homemaker’s activities. I now fondly reflect on my time as a youngster sitting on the back wall of her church fellowship hall and playing with my friends while the local Extension agent delivered a program to my grandmother’s clubs. An outcome of those meetings and the education she’d get in the community was participation—and success—in regional and state fairs where she would enter her jams, vegetables, and quilts. I was so proud to see those on display at state fair competitions year after year!
 Those experiences would come full circle, as I spent most days of the first decade of my career thinking and working on programs to support Extension agents who deliver programs much like the ones I heard about while spending time with my grandmother, just with a slight bent toward public health.
 Additionally, during my college years, I decided to take time off from college to work in politics, and it was during my time as aide-de-camp for our state’s lieutenant governor that I first had the opportunity to step foot in every county of our state. Another full-circle moment: in my position as State Health Specialist for Cooperative Extension, I would have responsibility for the same eighty-two counties. Who would have known that my work then would, in many ways, prepare me for my eventual career?!
 Now, back to my childhood. I had almost no positive impact on any athletic team I was on. It’s safe to say that my gifts and contributions were to be outside of sports. However, there’s a particularly impactful memory I have from the summer of 1992 when I was nine years old and played buddy ball for the Western Auto team in my small hometown, where “Mr. Bill” who owned the Western Auto was our coach. Even casual observers would have seen that I did not meaningfully contribute to the team’s success. In fact, I probably didn’t get the bat on the ball more than a half dozen times that year. But I must have gotten better over the season; to my great surprise, at our team’s awards party at the season’s end, with the last trophy of the evening, I was recognized as the Most Improved Player. As a nine-year-old, I didn’t even know there was such an award until then, but it gave me the encouragement I needed to keep putting myself out there in sports and encouraged me to do the same thing in other areas of life.
 I hadn’t thought of that story in a couple of decades, but I recently recalled it when I was nominated for and recognized with a statewide award from my State’s college board. That story was the first thing that came to mind when I learned of my honor, and I shared it in my acceptance speech. I told the board members and other guests that, much like I was recognized with an award acknowledging how far I’d come as a baseball player at nine years old, that’s the spirit in which I would accept the award—as a recognition of how far I’d come, and not as if I had “arrived” at an ideal place as a scholar-practitioner.
 Furthermore, I continue to learn that it is only—only—in our willingness to explore our personal hang-ups and vulnerabilities, that we can be truly alive and able to have the impact we seek to leave on this world. In doing this, I continue to unlearn and relearn things about myself and my background, my interests, strengths, needs, and weaknesses. What I saw as a major limitation in my background—a smalltown, rural guy from a high-poverty state with a troubled social history would be history that I could improve upon and leverage for good.
 As I have worked to live with this understanding, I have become more and more comfortable talking openly about my background and owning the good, bad, and other aspects of my history. I am finding that vulnerability and transparency open doors that I wouldn’t otherwise have an opportunity to walk through.
 I have learned that those of us who have wrestled with vulnerability and come to understand it’s value must speak up. My spouse often says to me—and I have grown to appreciate this greatly—that to begin with, people who have come through places of vulnerability to a position of influence, have to live in the uncomfortable place of being willing and prepared to speak out about that journey and to speak up for those who can’t speak for themselves. She reminds me that we must also be willing to step aside and give those same folks the platform to speak for themselves. This feels a bit like living in a liminal space because we are unsure of where this might lead us. And furthermore, we don’t always know how or when to speak up or shut up, when to create space or to step aside, or when to do something different. Nevertheless, learning and improving in that way is a necessary part of our journey to a more just society.
 I know that as we continue to do the hard work of building a better society and improving upon our history, we have to take the micro-level steps of wrestling with our own histories, even—and especially—when that requires us to be vulnerable. Our work in academia, public health, healthcare, education or whatever your field is, is not just intellectual, theoretical, or some practice that we do “to” people. Rather, the prerequisite work we must do to have an impact is to examine our own histories, hearts, and minds so that we can identify and eliminate the negativity and take hold of the positivity. With those positive threads in hand, we can begin to weave a beautiful tapestry and create an improved world. Or, maybe a more appropriate analogy given my background: with those squares of fabric in hand, we can begin to piece together a beautiful quilt and create an improved world.
 Doing this requires that we hold our own histories in tension with the more positive reality we are hoping to help create. To help me in this, I have adopted a quote as my guide:
 The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.[2]
 – F. Scott Fitzgerald

 My hope is that we can hold the sometimes challenging personal and family histories we have in the same mind that holds aspirations of a life that will change the world. I’m still working to live with this approach, and I hope you will join me on this journey.
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		About the Courage to Be Human

					Monika Staab-Shentsis

			

	
				“Courage starts with showing up and letting ourselves be seen.”
 – Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, Parent, and Lead
 
 During the first couple of years of my PhD program, my life looked pretty good from the outside. Friends and colleagues commented on how organized I was and how I had everything under control. I was doing great with my part-time job at the university. I was successfully managing the many different tasks and demands and producing good results. I worked a lot of overtime, which I saw as fairly “normal” and more of a requirement for working in academia. The amount of work, the high demands, the stress—all normal and nothing to worry about. That’s just the way it is.
 In addition to working at the university, which I generally enjoyed very much because it involved great tasks and a lot of international travelling, I spent the time I had left during the week working on my doctoral research. I was interested in how international study experiences support the professional development of students in adult education master’s programs. I carried out an international comparison between three universities in Germany, Italy, and Serbia, which ultimately gave me another reason to travel. Ambitious and organized as I am, I made gradual progress and was able to pass the first milestone of my doctoral journey. Beyond my work and research, I was very active in my free time. I did a lot of sport, ran three half-marathons, travelled a lot, and had a good social life. I told you it looked like a pretty good life.
 Looking inwards, however, things were very different. I felt highly insecure, questioned my own abilities, and put a lot of pressure on myself. I often perceived critical feedback on my research as a personal attack, which led me down a spiral of negative thoughts. I was constantly trying to please everyone else—forgetting about my own needs and interests. I pushed myself towards perfection to prove that I was worthy. Worthy of a doctorate. Worthy of recognition. Worthy of love. I later found out that these negative thought patterns and behaviors were a result of that limiting belief of not being good enough. On top of that, I was under permanent pressure from my doctoral research. It was a constant companion that I just couldn’t shake off. When I went to bed, over the weekend, on holiday—there was always this guilty conscience that I should be working on my research and not enjoying myself. My research was omnipresent; it was difficult to really relax and unwind.
 Shortly before the COVID-19 pandemic reached Germany, there was a moment that truly changed my life—a moment that I would describe as the beginning of my journey of self-discovery and self-love. A journey that required real courage. A journey of flourishing in my life and my doctorate.
 It started with a health problem: I had been struggling with an eating disorder and was faced with a hormonal imbalance that caused my period to stop. After not having a period for over a year, I decided to see a gynecologist. At the appointment, she advised me to simply take contraceptive pills to get my menstrual cycle back on track. But deep down I knew that taking the pill wouldn’t change much. It would only be a quick fix—there had to be something else behind it. When I got home from the gynecologist, I did what I did best: research. It was then that I finally understood that my physical symptoms were the result of a lifestyle characterized by a restrictive diet, too much exercise, too much stress, pressure, and self-doubt. I realized that my health complaints were part of a holistic problem and were very much related to my doctorate. The high demands I was placing on myself, and the fact that I was pushing myself beyond my limits without taking enough time to recover, put my body on high alert. This eventually led to my body shutting down nonessential functions such as reproduction in order to use the remaining energy for more important functions. That was the beginning of my journey.
 Over the next few weeks, I spent a lot of time reading books, listening to podcasts, watching videos, and educating myself not only about women’s health, but also about mindfulness, inner child work, life purpose, and holistic health. This happened during the first lockdown of the pandemic, which gave me a lot of time to myself. I discovered a keen interest in neuroscience and holistic approaches to health, which motivated me to take part in further trainings, webinars, and coaching programs. With more and more knowledge, reflection, and exercise, I got to know myself better, learn to let go of limiting beliefs and self-doubt, and develop new, supportive habits. I practiced yoga, started meditating, and kept a diary. I started a daily gratitude practice and learnt to be more compassionate with myself. I took conscious breaks from my doctoral work and noticed how important it is to recharge my batteries regularly. As a result, not only did my period return and my physical symptoms disappear, but I also felt more alive, had more energy and strength, had more understanding for myself, and increased my self-confidence. I realized that over the last few years I had really only been surviving and had put my own needs on the back burner. I felt myself flourishing again, and ease and joy began returning to my life.
 Of course, this transformation wasn’t as great and easy as my story might make it sound. It was, and still is, a process. You move forward, you fall back, you get stuck. It requires daily effort. It took me a lot of strength and courage to take these steps. I could have just taken the pill my gynecologist prescribed me. I could have continued to work too hard, to please others, and to put myself under pressure. I could have continued to sacrifice my health in my quest for perfection and approval. But on that particular day, the voice inside me became louder and clearer: “Hang on. There’s more than that out there waiting for you.” So, I plucked up my courage and faced the uncomfortable, the uncertain. Even if that meant dropping my façade of a perfect life to show that I was only human after all.
 Academia always gave me the feeling of being in a perfect world without flaws or weaknesses. A place where everyone has their life under control. A place where there is no room for personal difficulties. A place where you don’t take breaks. My journey required the courage to show myself being vulnerable, to admit that not everything is as it seems. It required inner strength to speak honestly and openly about my struggles, my doubts and worries. And hell yes, was that scary! I was afraid of what others would think of me if I opened up. I was afraid of what others would say and do if I took a different path than was expected of me. But growth only happens outside of your comfort zone. It happens when you leave that fear behind. It happens when you stop for a moment and listen carefully to those inner whispers: How am I really doing? How do I feel? What signals is my body sending me? Are my current actions in line with what is truly important to me? How do I treat myself?
 By speaking more and more openly about my experiences, I learnt what real connection means. I came in contact with other people in academia who were also facing minor or major challenges in their lives. I realized that I am not alone in my situation. I took off the rose-colored glasses with which I had looked at academia for a long time—this made me realize how important it is that we lead by example and show that it is normal that not all that glitters is gold. And this is exactly why I now support students on their journey through my coaching practice. I hope that I can be the person I would have liked to have by my side back then. Because we all make mistakes, face difficulties, harbor doubts, and fear the unknown. By coming together and talking about it, we can overcome the shame we feel about our problems and develop compassion towards ourselves and others. We are allowed to make mistakes. We are allowed to be vulnerable. There is nothing wrong with being human. Because we all are—including professors, deans, and presidents of the university.
 Before I started my PhD program, I remember my doctoral supervisor telling me that getting a doctorate is not only a process of professional development but also a process of personal development. Looking back on my story and talking to the doctoral students I have coached, I have come to realize that we share many of the same challenges and setbacks. As difficult as they may seem at times, challenges and setbacks harbor great potential for personal growth. If we have the courage to open up and share our challenges with others, we can be there for and learn from each other. We can stand up and organize to combat injustice in the system. We can learn that we are not alone. Having the courage to open up, to talk to each other honestly, and to get help when things are difficult is not a sign of weakness, but a sign of strength. It is the courage to show that you are fully human too.
 Self-Reflection Exercise
 Think of a moment when you had the courage to open up to others, even though fear or shame was involved. What did you do? How did other people react? What helped you to step out of your comfort zone? What are the lessons learnt from this experience?
 What current issues or problems do you face that you find difficult to deal with or talk about? Mindfully observe which thoughts and feelings are associated with them. Do you recognize fear, shame, or insecurity? What physical sensations do you notice? Do you feel a tightness in your chest, an uncomfortable feeling in your stomach, tension in your shoulders and neck?
 Think about the worst-case scenario—what could happen if you spoke openly about it and sought support? What could you do to minimize the likelihood of this scenario happening? What would be the cost of inaction? How would not talking about it have negative consequences for you or others?
 Finally, turn to the possible positive consequences of an open approach. How would opening up change things for the better? What impact would it have on you or others? What or who could support you in dealing with your problem? What could be a first, small step in this direction?
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Finding Your Breath

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				I had to cancel on Monika for HVHE podcast recording … twice. Trying to connect our schedules and far-flung time zones was a challenge. But I have this need to be liked and on top of things, and I was desperate for her to know I appreciated her time. HVHE had no budget, but I want everyone, especially folks like Monika who are braving the coaching space as solo entrepreneurs, to feel like there is an appropriate, energetic exchange of time and money. I had no money, so I wanted to give her my time.
 But then I had company in town—company whom I love and also wanted to give my undivided attention to. Strict to the rules and confines of my calendar, I asked my company what time they would depart that morning, they said 8–8:30 a.m., so I booked our start time for 9:00 a.m.
 My company left at 9:14 a.m.
 Out of breath, I scurried into the closet where I record podcasts, hooked everything up, and connected. Then the internet went in and out. Our meet-cute was lacking on the cute side. I was energetically disheveled and not in alignment with my highest self—the one that I want to bring to the podcasting space, to hold time and energy for people’s stories, for our mutual engagement, and for the ripe lessons of life to emerge.
 Monika had previously posted on her social media page about how she leads her clients through breathwork, so rather than offering a breathwork practice, I asked to receive. And we landed.
 
 Earning a PhD during a pandemic must have been wild, in so many ways. One of the positives I see, and Monika demonstrates, is a shared sense of vulnerability. She shares in her HVHE episode and in her essay about the lengths to which people used this shared pandemic to let some walls down. When there were fewer boundaries between work and personal life, we got to see the people behind “the doing” in new ways. Some were hesitant (working around the clock to maintain the façade), some fully embraced it (tie up top, boxers down below).
 Just like in yoga—practice and all is coming—we can make a practice of our courageousness.
 With Monika on her episode, with students in my classroom, with my department head, I can slowly practice.
 Courage to admit that I’m overbooked and frazzled.
 Courage to ask for patience and space.
 Courage to let my guard down.
 Courage to miss an email.
 Courage to admit that I have to google like the rest of us.
 There’s always a shift when we breathe and when we make space to breathe. I rush into almost every meeting I have. In person, on Zoom, in my personal life or as an academic. Harried and out of breath. For what? More emails? More accomplishments? Sometimes I even find myself rushing into trying to rest more, heal more—to the point that chasing self-care feels like an addiction.
 While I can have aspirational goals, maybe I just need to aspirate—find my breath. Use Monika’s tagline of “moving from self-doubt, stress, and frustration to self-determination, joy, and ease.”[1]
 Breathe in ease. Exhale frustration.
 Breathe in joy. Exhale stress.
 Breathe in self-determination. Exhale self-doubt.
 
 Towards the end of our podcast conversation, I realized I had never heard Monika say her name aloud. Proper pronunciation of someone’s name is a value of mine on and off the microphone. As an educator teaching in English and in the United States, I hear students whose names are not in English often say to peers and professors alike: “That’s fine” or, “Just call me ____.” In my experience, when you listen, try, and ask for feedback, the scholar lights up: “That’s so close!” instead of, “Close enough … ” So, a part of me wanted to ensure I pronounced Monika’s name in her native German—in a recognizable (i.e., correct) way—on the podcast.
 Before Monika and I stopped recording, I confessed that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t yet asked her to share the pronunciation of her full name with me (which would be important for the intro I would record later). She said she preferred the more Americanized pronunciation of Mon-i-ka instead of the German Mon-e-ka because when people hear the German pronunciation, they think stuck up, cold.
 I was trying not to accidently Americanize her name when that was exactly what she wanted.
 What are the ways in which we’re trying so hard to connect (and be correct)? Can we drop the façade and just breathe together, be together?
 Let yourself be seen, and let people teach you how to treat them. Have a willingness to be wrong, be corrected, and to try harder while being softer.
 In other words: speak up, unmute. Share—we’re often encouraged to do so, and it’s still a challenge to be brave.
 
 I meet a lot of brave people who are willing to sign in to a Zoom filled with strangers and share their opinions and themselves. One facilitator of these moments is the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute (PCORI) advisory panel. The PCORI advisory panel training emphasizes that every voice matters, that each member was selected for a reason, and that, together, we can inform research funding announcements based on national and personal priorities. It is an honor and privilege to serve within PCORI—to hear from patients, caregivers, providers, and researchers on where the biggest concerns or pain points are for a specific population or condition.
 Even still, it’s hard to build confidence in knowing that you belong, that your training is sufficient, that your observations and suggestions are warranted. In one of my final meetings with the PCORI advisory panel (held over Zoom), I noticed how much time I spent shifting between active listening, checking the agenda, and wondering if I should vocalize an opinion or observation.
 Sarah Wang seems like the opposite of me. In her contagious confidence she unmutes and shares. Even though we’re on Zoom, I can tell she is equal parts thinker, feeler, and doer. I don’t know her story, but I’m thirsty to.
 In Sarah’s HVHE episode, she brings us into her life and even into her apartment, with poems and reminders plastered on her wall. The way she blends art, medicine, and science illuminates that “stars can’t shine without darkness.”[2]
 
	Harden, S.M. (Host). (2024, February 29). The Courage to Earn a PhD Mindfully with Monika Staab [Audio podcast episode]. In Higher Vibrations in Higher Education. ↵
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		I Belong Here

					Sarah Wang

			

	
				“Not to spoil the ending, but everything is going to be ok.”
 These words hang on the living room wall, placed there by my roommate at a time when all of us in the apartment could benefit from that gentle reminder. To be honest, I don’t remember the exact date it went up, but it was around the time I was manuscript writing and still dreading the potential criticism and arduously long revision process. The PhD years are some of the hardest of one’s life, filled with setbacks and uncertainty; mine were further complicated by the COVID-19 pandemic and losing my dad to cancer. But the PhD years are also a time of tremendous personal growth and learning. I could go on to quote Charles Dickens and say that “it was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”
 Like the sign in my living room, I’m about to spoil this story’s ending. Everything ended up being ok. As of writing this, I am now less than a month away from earning the right to finally be called “Doctor,” after completing the first of my future dual-degrees as an MD-PhD candidate. And as I wrote my thesis acknowledgments, I couldn’t help but be grateful for all the amazing people that have supported me and helped me achieve this grand accomplishment. I have been so blessed with family, friends, mentors, and opportunities that have allowed me to be on this journey of training to be a physician-scientist.
 So how did this story unfold, and what lessons did I learn from it?
 The story could start with my dad telling me that, if he had the same opportunities that I had, he would have been a doctor. Or it could start in high school when my AP biology teacher taught me the love of experimentation. But in this retelling, I’ll start the story from my time as a research technician at the Dana Farber Cancer Institute.
 “How’s it going?”
 An innocent, everyday question that normally prompts an immediate: “I’m good, you?” However, in this instance, I found myself hesitating and answering truthfully, “It’s good, but if anything goes wrong …”
 I was at the pinnacle of what I could handle—a place I had never been before, a place I did not recognize. It was a time when I was stressed, organizing data for my first ever lab meeting where I was the primary presenter. I also had a big ongoing experiment that required expanding and maintaining large cultures of cells. And to top it off, my medical college admissions test (the MCAT) was about a week away, and my practice test told me that I was horribly average and in no way getting into medical school with this score!
 I will forever remember the response I got from my mentor. Seeing me in near tears, clearly in over my head, she said, “We don’t want you to feel that way,” and made the wise decision to send me out of lab for a week so I could focus on studying. Until that moment, I hadn’t considered taking time off from lab. I was the kind of person that worked hard and didn’t like to disappoint others. But the truth of the matter was that the lab would keep functioning without me, and my priority for the week needed to be doing well on my MCAT so I could get into medical school that cycle.
 I am grateful for my mentor recognizing that I was overwhelmed even before I did, and teaching me that sometimes it’s ok to take a step back. In my mind I was capable of handling all the tasks, so I wanted to push through. But just because you can do something doesn’t necessarily mean you should. In that moment, I could feel that I was at a tipping point, but I needed someone else to give me permission to prioritize myself. Now I am here to tell you that if you are feeling overwhelmed, it is ok to ask for help and that, in a healthy environment, people will understand that there’s more to life than the tasks you can accomplish. I’ve recognized this as an important lesson in knowing one’s own limits, and to this day I feel better prepared to set boundaries and not take on more than I can handle. Furthermore, knowing what it’s like to be surrounded by supportive people, I can now actively seek out these environments, because no matter how strong you are as an individual, you can only really thrive in a supportive environment.
 This lesson was further exemplified during my PhD years. I was thriving in my first year of graduate school; data was flowing in, I had been awarded pilot funds for my project, and the path ahead seemed bright and full of possibilities. But then, in March, COVID-19 hit, and in April my dad started feeling sick with what we soon learned was an aggressive bile duct cancer. My lucky streak of an easy life was quickly spun on its head.
 In some ways COVID-19 worked in my favor, because we had already been forced out of the lab for social distancing. Other than taking classes online, I didn’t have any responsibilities holding me back from driving from Virginia to New York upon hearing my dad’s diagnosis. I had planned to stay through his surgery and return to the lab afterwards, by which time we would be allowed to start working in shifts. However, like in life, things don’t always go as planned! Upon opening my dad up, they found that the cancer had spread further than they initially thought; resection—cutting out the cancer—wasn’t an option. It was in that moment that it finally hit me that I could lose my dad. Up until then, I kept telling myself that he’d have surgery, and everything could return to normal, but there was no going back from there.
 And that meant I had a choice to make: Do I stay in New York with my family, or do I go back to Virginia and keep making progress on my PhD? The exact conversations are a blur, but both my direct supervisor and my program directors were beyond understanding of my predicament. Ultimately, I decided to stay for a few more months as my dad started his chemotherapy treatments, and I used my preexisting data to finish my qualifying exam.
 During the two years he was sick, I intentionally chose time with him—time away from my research, delaying my PhD. I don’t have any regrets about my decision. Even though my PhD took an extra year, it was worth it to have some of the best conversations with my dad while driving to chemotherapy. I wouldn’t have traded that for the world. It was worth it to give myself time to heal and process my emotions—so I didn’t burn out and quit all my goals.
 I will spend the rest of my career doing what I can for others dealing with cancer, and it is only possible because I had others supporting me through my journey.
 Cancer is one of the worst things anyone can face, but even if it was just to make myself feel better, I tried to focus on the silver linings that could be found in this tragedy. My dad and I shared a deeper bond that wouldn’t have existed if he never had cancer. And it’s because I miss him more than anything—particularly now as I’m facing my first big milestone without him—that I know just how much he meant to me. Yes, it’s unfair that I lost him, but I also got to have him for all the times I really truly needed him, before I had the confidence to stand on my own two feet. Facing the last several years of challenges has strengthened me in ways I wouldn’t have expected. Yes, there are still days where everything feels like it’s just too much, but there isn’t grief without love, and I am so lucky to have had so much love in my life.
 Beyond the personal growth, my dad’s cancer also solidified my career goal to be a physician-scientist in the cancer field. Since his diagnosis, I have been volunteering with the Cholangiocarcinoma Foundation; they are an advocacy group with the mission of curing bile duct cancer, and they have such a unique and beautiful structure of bringing together researchers, clinicians, patients, and caregivers. I am inspired to continue working with this group and love seeing the tremendous leaps in progress that can be made when we have the common goal of caring about others. It was also through this group that I ended up on an advisory panel that ultimately led me here, to telling you this story.
 So, I also believe in serendipity and that messages have a way of finding you when you need them the most. I hope this too finds you in the exact moment you need to hear this story—a time when you might need a little bit of encouragement to keep going or a reminder that you are not alone. You are doing the best you can, and there is always hope that things will work themselves out. That’s not to say that there won’t be hard moments or that you shouldn’t take as much control of your destiny as you can. But remember, trust the process and lean on others when you need it. Appreciate the journey and how far you’ve come. No matter how you’re feeling, in this moment, you are exactly where you need to be.
 And while I hope you take from this whatever most resonates with you in this moment, here’s a summary of some of the lessons that I’ve learned:
 	Surround yourself with amazing, supportive people and be that for others as well.
 	You can do anything but not everything—prioritize your time and energy and set boundaries.
 	Embrace the endless possibilities. Life is not a linear path, create your own story. It’s never too late to start a new chapter!
 
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Putting Down the Beans

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				I have repeated the mantra that “you can do anything but not everything” throughout my career. I have shared it with others with vigor. But embodying it for myself has been challenging. As an elder millennial, I grew up in the shift of time when children became synonymous with their accomplishments—striving to engage in activities, language lessons, and volunteerism that would make a good impression for medical school applications a decade in advance. As a first-generation college student, I thought my experience was unique, but no—the cultural artifacts abound. Hope Jahren talks about getting an A in biology and being urged towards medicine and science in her memoir, Lab Girl, and Anne Helen Petersen details the pervasiveness of the American dream across geographic regions and socio-economic statuses in Can’t Even: How Millennials Became the Burnout Generation. Many of us have been bean counting our whole lives—hoping that the sum of our experiences earns us a seat in higher education and that that education leads to financial security. We think that financial security is equivalent to safety and that education is the key to that safety.
 I once asked a group of undergraduate students in my study abroad course what they were passionate about and why/how they landed on their major. They shrugged. No answers. I probed. “What I mean is, why did you pick your specific major?” Still no response. They all (all) said that it was simply because an undergraduate degree was necessary to get a job and make a good living. Twelve students completing degrees with the promise of financial security but not (yet) lit up about the subject they were studying. Now, this trudge even extends to graduate education. I ask graduate student applicants why they want to pursue a particular line of research—some folks admit they think they can’t obtain a job (or that they’ll quickly hit a glass ceiling) without graduate education. Oftentimes, students end up obtaining the degree, applying for the jobs they actually wanted, and then being told that they are “overqualified.” Critiques of higher education include the fact that students are not warned that they might not need the terminal degree.[1]
 This creates a perfect storm: people are made to think more education (not just education itself) represents doing “better than.” Better than what varies for each individual and circumstance, but sometimes there is a value disconnect. Or, as Dr. Luke Erickson and I talk about in his HVHE episode: we are doing students a disservice by not talking about values-based finance.[2] There is limited structured or sanctioned time for scholars to reflect on and ponder the question: Do I really need a terminal degree? Am I being sold a dream job and dream life that doesn’t exist anywhere (or anymore)?
 When I talked to Sarah on HVHE, we talked about cancer and a-ha moments. We spoke of service and the heart of medicine. Of loss and of darkness. One of my favorite podcasters, Sah D’Simone, asks his guests on The Spiritually Sassy Show if they came to their dharma (life’s purpose) through pain or privilege. I haven’t heard an episode in which the guest cites the latter. It is often through pain and “me-search” that people find their passion, but this isn’t the only way. Credit-bearing courses like “Leading with Presence” (that Sarah was able to take during her dual PhD-MD program and shares about in her HVHE episode) provide an opportunity for scholars to anchor themselves in their passion, why they are here, who they want to serve.
 I fear that since I’m already mid-career and just now feeling safe enough to focus on “paying it forward and not looking back,”[3] I, along with other elder millennials (and younger), am now just rushing to retirement. We’ve been charting a career runway from the time we’re eleven, but we never stop to question what matters most: Who are we, really, underneath it all?
 
 I’m writing this essay in the Omaha International Airport (if you know its location and size, you can infer the degree to which it is worthy of its international status). And although I’m getting better at it, I’m still bean counting.
 Last night I led eight incredible humans in a free, all-levels yoga flow at an international conference. After the class, I couldn’t have been more joy-filled. But I knew that we had forty-six people register, so I now feel like a failure.
 What’s an appropriate voltage drop from pre-conference registration to attending a session? Logically, I have to know it was the timing, energy, long day, busyness—and yet I’m over here wondering why people didn’t show up. What was wrong with me? Am I good enough? Am I worthy? What happened? Where were they?
 Even though the class was “for” them, I felt the low attendance was a reflection of me. I’m a joke. I’m not to be taken seriously.
 But, I now know why it was meant to be such a small group; it allowed space for the intimacy and connection that perhaps a larger class would not have facilitated. On this path of life, I was supposed to have time to connect with one of the students, a young woman who was meek in the class setting but brave and bold one-on-one. She asked me if I’ve ever done a vipassana. Vipassana is a ten-day guided meditation asking us to sit in stillness in shared, committed community for quietude and inner reflection. Vipassana is translated as to see things as they really are. Everyone I know who has committed to a vipassana has transformed. I’ve been avoiding it. I don’t know if I really, really want to see things as they are. I don’t want to admit that I show up more for my inbox than for my beloveds. This is in part because my identity is so caught up in being a “tenured professor.” This is the pinnacle, is it not? And then I feel self-conscious because my inner whisper says, “No, no it isn’t.”
 All my efforting had still not added up. In the book New Happy: Getting Happiness Right in a World That’s Got It Wrong, author Stephanie Harrison reminds us that, capitalism (you must be successful), domination (you need to compete to win), and individualism (you don’t need others) were the foundations of “Old Happy.”[4] New Happy is finding out who you are and using that to serve others. When I hold tightly to titles, instead of fueling my scientific discovery with passion and service, I lose every time. The Old Happy paradigm is insidious. It’s often subtle.
 For example, when I met Sarah Wang on our PCORI panel and more deeply on the podcast, I had envy in my veins. She was becoming a real doctor as dual MD-PhD student. I was prepped and primed to become a surgeon, and when I chose to pursue a PhD instead, a part of me felt (and continues to feel) like a poser, someone who didn’t “make it out” (of what? It varies). When people say, “Oh, so you’re not a real doctor,” it’s salt on an open wound. But as I write to you in this anthology, I’m glad to share that that wound is closing over. I am starting to see things as they really are. Healing. Knowing that my worth isn’t tied up in my education or title or career … or anything for that matter. I embrace New Happy as many contributors are doing on and off the page as well. We can all heal through interactions with one trail angel at a time.
 Trail angels are people who engage in direct kindness or generosity—often for a stranger on a hiking trail. In my experience, trail angels are not limited to hiking paths; people are sharing their learned wisdom from a few steps or miles ahead of me on this journey.
 
 There are even trail angels on social media, like Dr. Viola Lanier, who helped me see so many options for living an intentional life and placing the right amount of value on titles in her HVHE episode “How to appreciate the ‘doctor you don’t see.’” Viola’s Instagram is filled with colorful foods, bright interior design, and her fluffy white dog. She shares snippets of her marriage and the joy she has in travel and rest—living with intention as a forty-something in biomedical sciences. I check in on her posts, and she is reminding me, while sipping a cool beverage, that PTO is “personal time off,” not “possible time off.” Go, rest, be. Vipassana or not. Breaks can happen anytime, anywhere.
 In the stories of our lives, we get to decide if we label this chapter or season of life as a break down, break through, or break open.
 Multiple authors in this anthology share a-ha moments that stopped them in their tracks. That’s been one of the most beautiful yet excruciating parts of pulling this together: Part of our societal norms and conditioning is to fragment ourselves. To not share what’s going on behind the scenes (and often, screens). There was a shift felt during stay-at-home orders brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. Pets and children were crossing keyboards and backdrops. Humor of not wearing pants on conference calls abounded. But then we were back to work, back to the grind, and certainly back to buttoning up (literally and proverbially).
 Life didn’t stop life-ing when we returned from lock-down orders. Loss, divorce, violence, grief, and diagnoses aren’t in one bucket while being a scholar is in another. We must remember the wholeness of our existence and how it shapes who we are.
 On the HVHE episode with Viola, she reminds me to stop asking: Do they know who I am? What I do? That I matter? I can instead ask: What’s spiritually nourishing for me?
 Because if I can’t separate who I am from my professional accomplishments, life can hit harder. It shows me where I’ve wasted time or worried, potentially missing out on what truly matters.
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		Life’s Question

					Viola Lanier

			

	
				What really matters when you are questioning what really matters? My questioning period came during my last year in graduate school when I was working towards earning my PhD in biomedical sciences. With many deadlines, an overwhelming amount of work to complete, and a husband and son to care for, I didn’t expect life to present the need to reflect on this question. However, I was unexpectedly faced with thoughts of “What really matters in this lifetime?” when my mother was diagnosed with endometrial cancer right before I graduated, which was followed by the possibility that I too may have cancer. At a time when I assumed that one of my life’s deepest meanings would stem from a grand accomplishment like getting a PhD, it didn’t. My mother’s cancer diagnosis and my own cancer scare changed my evaluation of the things that matter to me in this lifetime—the concept of the words “really” and “matters” took precedence in my mind, and my actions soon followed.
 I remember sitting in the medical complex lobby on a bench with my mother after she got her initial cancer diagnosis. Here I was, a biomedical sciences student who had spent many years performing cancer research, now sitting with my mother who had detectable cancer cells in her body. In school, the graduate program identified me as a “rising intellectual star,” but there on that bench I felt disconnected from anything I had learned and far from knowing how to intellectually support my mother’s journey ahead. This was the first time I was faced with the internal question: “What really matters?” Very little mattered regarding my rising star outlook, the schoolwork I had to complete, or my insecurity in handling the support of a major diagnosis like this. What really mattered at that time was my need to be emotionally and physically present for my mother during this journey. To truly be present, I knew that I needed to be empathetic to her concerns and fears while encouraging her and finding professionals who could support her. I made the commitment to do this despite my academic responsibilities, and I witnessed how my engagement and reliability were a great help to her. My mother ended up getting a hysterectomy to remove what was believed to be all traces of the cancer in her body. She was then considered to be cancer-free by her medical team. As she was supposedly free from cancer, I returned my focus to the completion of my PhD, earned it, and began my journey towards establishing my new career.
 It was only a few weeks after my graduation that I became aware of the constant feelings I was having in my breast. I wanted to ignore the suspicious tenderness and discomfort because my immediate priorities were to finally put my education to use and find a job. Eventually, I decided to stop ignoring the feelings in my breast, and in the midst of job applications and interviews, I went to the doctor and got a mammogram. Because I was under the suggested age for getting a mammogram, the medical clinic made me go through a few more steps than normal to ensure this early detection test was warranted. During the procedure, I was asked by the technologist to adjust my body so she could get images at various angles that the radiologist would then visualize and assess. I twisted and turned through each image increasingly worried. My concerns increased when the technologist stepped out to verify with the radiologist that the captured images were sufficient. I left the clinic feeling fearful, confused, and alone. Over the next few days, I didn’t want to share my concerns with my family because I wanted to spare them from worrying.
 Thus, I continued my job search as normal, with questions piling up on how I would be able to successfully launch a new career while undergoing cancer treatments. My mind was stuck trying to figure out these unreal scenarios when I stumbled upon the question again: “What really matters?” I came to the conclusion that, though it was frustrating to consider halting the future career that I sacrificed so many years to obtain, my health mattered more, and if the results came back notifying me that I had breast cancer, I would redirect my attention and focus towards healing.
 When my results returned negative for breast cancer, I felt like I could release the breath I was holding and forge ahead with my professional plans. However, the question “What really matters?” stuck with me.
 To place emphasis on the words “really” and “matters,” Merriam-Webster’s definition of the word “really” is “in reality : actually.”[1] The word “matters” is defined as “to be of importance.”[2] During the last year of my PhD, I had what I considered to be two matters in motion: my degree and my career. At that time, both my degree and career were of great importance to me because I defined a successful life as one based on achievements. However, my mother’s unexpected cancer diagnosis and my cancer scare helped me redefine what the most important things were in my life. My thoughts and learnings from these experiences remained etched in my mind, and I sought out ways in which I could modify my mission and add to my purpose during this lifetime. My negative cancer results were a win for me. However, I sought to find and help the young women who received positive cancer results while they were in the midst of accomplishing or planning to accomplish one of their major milestones.
 This inspired me to found the nonprofit organization Young Women Crush Cancer, Inc., which encourages, motivates, and fulfills the unmet psychosocial needs of young women (between the ages of eighteen and forty-nine) who have experienced a cancer diagnosis. Since its creation, the primary way Young Women Crush Cancer has served its community is by providing motivational support groups and hosting grand celebratory events. At the support groups, women are encouraged to continue to plan, tweak, or pursue their dreams. Their close ages, cancer diagnoses, and desire and need to accomplish milestone-related goals such as completing a degree, having children, getting married, and having a successful career are some of the commonalities that these women share. Our grand events consist of fancy celebrations that we call “The Ball” and Christmas parties that we call “Winter Wonderland.” These events provide the young women with the opportunity to be the guest of honor and saluted at an event focused on sharing, inspiring, and celebrating their continued dreams. In choosing to listen to my heart, I founded an organization like this because more than just my goals and dreams should matter. My nonprofit organization provides me with the awareness that I need to deeply reflect on my life and the lives of others.
 One of my most significant reflections involved my mother’s re-diagnosis of the cancer that was supposedly gone. This was another major moment in my life that catalyzed a deep evaluation of what really matters to me. Learning of the stage four endometrial cancer that had spread to her lungs was what led me to evaluate the mainstream method in which she sought treatment. Though our entire lives were spent being guided through the medical system to treat illnesses, I felt as if I was missing the big picture of healthcare and healing. I persuaded my mother to refrain from scheduling the first offered cancer treatment, and we went on a journey of medical consultations. During these consultations, I asked the physicians an array of questions, and in between appointments I read a lot of information relating to complementary and alternative medicine.
 From my academic education, I knew how powerful the immune system is when fighting diseases and how a weakened state makes its defense less effective. Summing up all of my previous and new learnings led me to create an immune system strengthening plan for my mother. With my plan not being a part of a standard, western medicine healthcare protocol, it was considered to be an alternative medicine approach. It consisted of several pages of researched information, included suggestions and advice from a few friends that were also passionate about healthcare, and it was tailored to my mother’s needs. One of the things my mother consumed daily were herbal teas such as soursop and Essiac, both touted for their antioxidant and immune-system-boosting properties. Along with a diet change that increased her intake of plant-based foods, essential oils were rubbed into areas on her body that were identified as critical points for efficient absorption and immune stimulation activity.
 Though it was a risk to delay my mother’s original physician-proposed conventional medicine chemotherapy treatment, I believed that her body first needed to get what mattered most to it. With my mother’s agreement and willingness, she delayed the standard of care chemotherapy treatment for several weeks and took an active role in restoring the balance and facilitating the rejuvenation of her immune system. After two months, my mother began an integrative medicine plan that included her physician’s chemotherapy treatment, a naturopathic physician’s complementary medicinal plan, and my continued alternative medicine guidance. Throughout her integrative care, I worked closely with my mother’s physicians to ensure that my suggested alternative therapies would not interfere with their prescribed medications. This holistic approach was significant in supporting her journey of healing because it seemed to reduce the severity of the symptoms that she experienced from treatments.
 Everyone will determine what matters most to them, and their experiences, values, and beliefs may be the lenses through which they discern their core priorities. It is personally beneficial for everyone to identify the inspirations and reflections that give their lives deeper meaning and purpose. With only one lifetime to connect with our innermost feelings and values, it is a human birthright to evoke and explore thoughts and actions that are self-defined as significant and meaningful. This exploration should bring clarity to one’s mission and purpose.
 What really matters to me in this lifetime is how I care for myself and how I care for others. My mission is to continue turning general caring thoughts into profound caring actions while engaging in deeper exploration of my core values and life’s purpose.
 What matters to you, really?
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		Feeling All of It

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				June 2024
 I saw a post on Instagram the other day that said, “You never take time to enjoy where you are because you keep raising the bar.”
 Right now, I’m six days out from when I want this anthology to be to the publisher—jaw clenched as I move the essay order for the fifteenth time, swelting outside in the summer heat. I go to take a sip of water from my trusty Hydro Flask only to find that it’s empty.
 I sprint up the stairs to the kitchen, secure more water, back down the stairs, sit down. Move an essay. A red warning bar: battery low. Run back up the stairs, retrieve extension cord, plug in computer, sit down. Ant crawls on my leg, shoo it away. Realize I haven’t sipped my water, drink, drop my head back, and hear the birds.
 Quiet my breath.
 And my brain.
 Put my laptop down.
 Walk—purposefully but slowly—into my husband’s workshop. Plant a kiss on his lips and say, “I love you.” And he asks, “Are you getting hungry?” I say, “No, but I’m going to write the crap outta this essay for a while.”
 I walk back outside, knowing I have water, electricity, a chair.
 Birds, breeze.
 I am ok.
 It is ok.
 So why do I always feel like I’m falling? Failing? Behind?
 April 2024
 I sit at a smoothie bar with a less-than-ideal, warm, and overpriced smoothie, rocking in a grand porch swing for so long that I get motion sick. I move my body to a steady lounge chair and read until my eyelids don’t cooperate anymore. I wake to Shawn Mendes over the loudspeaker. As I blink my eyes open, the barista is sharing a knowing smile from behind the smoothie counter. Four months ago, that same barista was preparing smoothies for my friend, Calleigh and me. A gorgeous, tattooed, young man strode up the sidewalk to the smoothie bar, and I said to Calleigh (mostly muttering to myself but in her direction), “That’s a Shawn Mendes looking motherfucker … wait that is Shawn Mendes.” As he approached, we made eye contact and I said, “Hi” and he softly replied, “Hey,” and my body shuddered with the same overexcitement I get from an empty inbox.
 The barista said that if I was in the mood to work out, now might be a good time, and winked. I put on flip flops and went to the gym. Signed in to the private gym just under Shawn Mendes’ name. During one of his set-breaks, I awkwardly crouched beside him and said I was a huge fan of his work. Asked about his previous songs and upcoming album.
 If you are one of the dozen-or-so folks I’ve tried to gleefully explain my Shawn Mendes meet-cute to, I’ll stop here and share that Shawn came to fame as a fifteen-year-old Canadian, when I was already outside the seemingly appropriate age-range for his fandom.
 The point? Well, just to talk about Shawn Mendes, of course. But another point is as I’m editing this anthology and struggling with higher education and being human, I am listening to the song, “Monster.” Shawn Mendes and Justin Bieber co-wrote this song about being monsters if they fall off the pedestal they never asked to be put on. Although it’s hard to relate to (or cry about) “woes of the rich and famous,” the words still move me.
 I do cry for all of us who were told that we’re “gifted and talented.” That we’re the golden ones. That we’re going places.
 It’s tough because we’re all gifted, golden, going somewhere. Those who aren’t told they’re the golden ones can feel inferior, which can lead to slips (addiction, low self-worth, general malaise), while those who are can feel superior, which can lead to falls (addiction, low self-worth, general malaise). That is, whether we are told that we are golden or not, we continue to compare ourselves to someone else’s meterstick. We get on a ladder of “better than” and “not good enough,” and there’s not enough room on the rungs.
 Whether it’s jealousy or discontentedness or confusion, we’re often invited to keep that shit to ourselves. We think the person at the lab bench next to us has it all figured out. We’re deluded into thinking that the person at the front of the room (teacher, keynote, president) has it all together.
 Now I can’t stop laughing because I initially wrote “diluted into thinking” and knew it was wrong. Idiot. Diluting myself into nothingness.
 Then I google “what chemicals make flesh dissolve,” so I can write a funny line to really nail the dilution pun—I wonder what my IT guy will think about my search history.
 I take another sip from my Hydro Flask. Nearly empty. How am I feeling? Animated. This essay is almost done.
 No matter where we find ourselves, can we be ok enough to invite the full spectrum of emotions?
 The next few essays invite us to consider curiosity, anger, grief, and languishing, and give us hope for how to cope.
 Please note there are hardships and heartaches in these essays—refer to the content warnings at the back of the book if needed.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Let’s Get Curious Instead

					Luke Erickson

			

	
				Like many in academia, my superpower is curiosity. I’ve been a curious soul since I was a wee lad, though I must confess my style of curiosity is not so much the idealized kind—you know, the kind that drives someone to relentlessly pursue the solutions to the mysteries that plague humankind or the kind that wins Nobel prizes. No, mine is of the variety that leads to a lot of indecision.
 See, I have interests in so many things that it seems a downright shame to have to niche down and focus on only a few of them to be a truly great academic. And no, it’s not ADHD, thanks for asking; I’ve already looked into that. It’s just good old-fashioned curiosity for nearly everything that the universe puts in front of me.
 Because I have the ability to find genuine interests in so many things, over the years it became easy to push aside my true wants and interests in favor of the things I was “supposed to do.” To some degree, I managed nearly four decades of life without having to make many truly significant, independent decisions. All I had to do was figure out what was expected, and my decision was made. This is how I found myself mostly sleepwalking through the doors that were placed in front of me, without much thought given to why they were there in the first place.
 But this isn’t all bad. Among other benefits, my indecision quite literally led me to the career I have now as a State Extension Specialist and professor of personal finance, which I actually enjoy … most days.
 Here’s a quick rundown of how I got here to illustrate my point: As a high school senior, I chose where to go to college based on what my friends were doing … and the fact that I had nothing better to do. I changed my major seven times in two and a half years because there were so many subjects that were fascinating to me. I even majored in psychology. Twice. Yes, you read that right.
 I finally ended up in economics, not because I particularly loved it more than anything else, but because I had to stop delaying graduation with more major changes, and economics was the shortest route to a degree—on paper anyway. Little did I know that each credit would be earned through blood, sweat, and tears; failing classes; and certainly not saving any time. But that’s a story for another day.
 By the time I graduated, I still hadn’t put much thought into a career or specific jobs. So instead, I went with the default: more school. I applied for master’s programs in personal finance, business finance, and … cartography (a childhood interest). Yes, you read that right, too.
 The personal finance program won out—perhaps because it was at least a little bit related to my degree in economics, but probably more so because the school was much closer to my fiancé. A decision made without too much effort or introspection on my part.
 With the master’s degree completed, and now married with kids likely on the horizon, I felt compelled to start earning a living. I applied for positions ranging from auditor to insurance agent—pretty much anything vaguely related to my two degrees, whether I was qualified for it or not. Quite simply, I still had no idea what I wanted to be when I grew up.
 By sheer happenstance, I got wind of a Cooperative Extension position in personal finance that happened to be geographically convenient. Don’t know what Cooperative Extension is? Neither did I. Cooperative Extension is a partnership between land-grant universities, the United States Department of Agriculture, and county governments that disseminates university research directly to the citizens of the state on a county level. I had no idea what I was applying for, but I applied anyway, thinking it might be a convenient, temporary stop.
 Eighteen years later, I’m still with the University of Idaho doing Extension work with personal finance and wondering what the next stop will be (I’m mostly kidding). I quite enjoy my accidental career; it offers a good amount of variety to keep things fresh. But, occasionally, you’ll find me pondering what life might have been like in a different career: perhaps as a full-time author, a businessman, a paleontologist, a rock star, a songwriter, an actor, or the pinnacle of it all, a mapmaker? But those doors didn’t open quite so conveniently for me like this one did.
 And perhaps it’s for the best, because personal finance is a rewarding topic to teach. For starters, it’s important for pretty much every human on the planet, including me. I get to help and serve a broad spectrum of humanity through my work: from kids to senior citizens, rich to poor, Black to white, educated to uneducated, and curious achiever to curious indecisive. Money permeates nearly all aspects of our lives, and I get a lot of satisfaction out of seeing my clientele immediately apply what they learn to make their lives better. It’s been a good eighteen years in this accidental career; it’s well suited to my temperament and love for lifelong learning, and I’m looking forward to at least eighteen more.
 So, as this example illustrates, sometimes good things can result from flexibility and indecision. In many ways my schooling and career happened to me because I simply opened the doors that were placed in front of me. This can be a good way to live. But in my case, over time, this unintentional going with the flow of life and other’s expectations also seemed to slowly erode my sense of self, and it eventually contributed to unhealthy levels of people-pleasing, feelings of helplessness, and even a sense of victimization.
 For everything good there’s also a shadow.
 I was raised in a very loving, very religious Mormon home in a safe community, and I still carry immense gratitude for the life I was born into, because it’s easy to imagine much worse. The plan for happiness was always pretty clear: just do what’s expected of you (what you “should” do) and things will work out pretty well—not only for your happiness and well-being, but for that of those around you. I was taught from childhood that my inner voice was that of the “natural man,” a voice that could not be trusted and that could lead me down dark paths. I learned to thoroughly disregard it in favor of “the plan.” I attended seminary release time all through high school, weekly three-hour church, after church leadership meetings, home teaching, firesides, Family Home Evenings on Monday nights, midweek youth activities on Tuesday nights, and often Scouting or service activities on Saturdays simply because that was what I “should” do. I attended two Mormon-owned universities, and I gave two years of my brief time on this planet to a mission in the Philippines where the proselyting and studying on behalf of the church started at 6:00 a.m. and ended at 10:30 p.m. seven days a week, with only about five or six hours a week for laundry, grocery shopping, and writing a few letters to family and friends. I immersed myself in Filipino language and culture, but only so I could try to get Filipinos to convert and assimilate to mine.
 In short, you could say there were expectations, and I got very good at doing what I “should do” instead of what my inner voice suggested was right for me. Eventually, as a thoroughly indoctrinated adult, I began raising my family in this high-demand system, and everything was going according to plan. Until …
 In the fall of 2014, I got a call from my dad. My brother, who was five years older than me, who I had always looked up to, who was talented, charismatic, had a kind sense of humor, was well loved by many, and was pretty much everything I aspired to be, had driven up a nearby canyon the previous night, with a handgun, and ended his life.
 Wait …
 What?
 But, the plan of happiness …
 The shock lasted for quite a while and then gradually eroded into years’ worth of unpredictable oscillation between the other stages of grief. It was very subtle at first, but during those years I eventually discovered that a small and barely discernable crack in my previous worldview had begun to form. I tried to ignore it for a time, but as a few deeply instilled constructs of my worldview began to crack and crumble away little by little, my curiosity was there—sifting through the rubble, trying to reconstruct something that actually made sense.
 I gradually stopped taking things as they were handed to me and started asking deeper questions. I started getting … curious. But it was no longer the go-with-the-flow, indecisive kind of curiosity—it was the aggressive kind. The kind that demanded answers. Because the answers fucking mattered.
 For the first time in my life, I seriously started asking, “Who am I?” and, “What matters to me?” and, “What do I want?” As a dyed-in-the-wool, go-with-the-flow, people-pleasing Mormon, these questions were borderline blasphemous.
 A decent number of people go through something like this. For those who don’t understand it, it’s referred to, in hushed whispers, as a midlife crisis—as though a person has simply buckled under the pressure of life and completely lost it.
 For those who have experienced something like this, it’s not a loss of control at all, but rather a reclaiming of it. It’s a realization that the polite paradigms and constructs of life that are shared amongst humanity through culture, families, religion—those that were handed to us as small children, that told us what we should value, how we should live, how we should think, how we should view things, how we should show up in the world, how we should make a living, and how we should just be—simply don’t make sense anymore. Because for some of us, all of these “shoulds” lead to a drive up the canyon with a fucking handgun on the front seat next to us.
 For the few authors and researchers who have endeavored to understand midlife “transitions” (shall we say) like mine, they often refer to these moments as entering “the second half of life.” It’s the point when you experience potentially paradigm-shifting life experiences and either double down on the status quo or choose to demolish what wasn’t working and reconstruct something entirely different.
 But crossing over to that “second half” of life can be excruciating. In my case, I could feel an internal struggle: my subconscious choosing curiosity and growth more and more, while my conscious mind fought it tooth and nail, because there was comfort and safety that came with the paradigm of the status quo, indecision, and victimization. It’s nice to be able to pass the responsibility for how your life turns out over to other people, the universe, God, accepted cultural systems, or dumb luck. It’s nice not to have ultimate responsibility for your own well-being because otherwise, well, that means you have a shit-ton of work to do.
 It has been a long, painful, and mostly involuntary process, but somewhere around four years ago my subconscious curiosity decided that I should major—for a third time—in psychology. Informally anyway. My mind began curiously poking at the questions behind the questions, like why I believed what I believed, and if I actually believed what I thought I believed or if I only believed it because I was supposed to believe it. Exploring these types of questions has been enlightening and utterly terrifying. It’s akin to setting out to sea in a flimsy boat, at dusk, just as a hurricane emerges on the horizon, with no paddle or any seafaring skills—only a vague hope for what may lie on the other side of the storm. The truth is, I didn’t really want this journey, but my subconscious curiosity threw me into that flimsy boat and yelled while laughing maniacally, “Hang on motherfucker!”
 The questions behind the questions eventually led me to realize that many of the things in my life that I thought were healthy and good for me actually weren’t at all. Difficult as it was, I came to know at my core that I had to move on from my marriage and my faith and the communities and belief systems that surrounded them. But since I couldn’t actually find it in me to make the decision to leave, I passive-aggressively sabotaged both. Those are also stories for another day, but suffice it to say there was still a lot of good in what I left behind—I can imagine a life much worse than the one I had—but my religion, my relationships, and even my larger community no longer resonated with me as healthy places of truth, growth, and wellness.
 It’s hard to say for sure if I’ve passed over the threshold into the mythical second half of life. It hasn’t been graceful, that’s for sure. Sometimes it feels like the storm is still raging, but other times there’s a calm, a peace, and a sense of freedom that I believe can only come from a life of authenticity. From a life of decision.
 Among the most important insights from my journey so far is discovering that I wasn’t nearly as healthy as I thought I was in my previous half of life. I was doing far too much of what I didn’t value and far too little of what I did. And this lack of well-being was affecting me both personally and professionally.
 One professional example I noticed is that the personal finance classes I taught for most of my career were filled with a lot of “shoulds.” As in you should do A, B, and C in that particular order if you want to be financially successful, and pity the fool who does not follow my “expert” advice to the letter.
 While all these “shoulds” were well-meaning—there was a lot of good in what I used to teach—the shadow side of this approach was that it tended to disregard the humanity and nuances of individual differences, preferences, experiences, values, and goals. It favored dogmatic, prescriptive financial actions—or more to the point, it prescribed a specific way of life. One that didn’t even work for me.
 So, over the last few years, my approach to personal finance has evolved. I have begun phasing out the misleading term “financial success,” which implies a destination, and instead have begun using the term “financial wellness,” which implies a continuous balance of skill, knowledge, self-awareness, and healthy habits.
 I also began to see that financial wellness is not an island. One cannot truly be financially well without also finding a balance of emotional, environmental, intellectual, sexual, occupational, spiritual, and social wellness.
 And nowhere was this more evident than in my own personal life. Even with years of professional experience, and knowing my financial ABCs inside and out, I did not realize until recently how much of my own personal budget bore expenses for things that I didn’t really value.
 One final discovery I’ll share here is that sometimes it can be very difficult to separate external expectations from our own inner voice—especially if you have been taught, like I had been, that your inner voice was not to be trusted and could lead you astray.
 From the time we emerge from the womb we are bombarded with expectations—so much so that it’s easy to grow up thinking that these expectations are an inextricable part of ourselves and not something that we happened to inherit because of where and when we were born. What’s even more insidious is that most of the expectations that we inherit have good intentions. There is a lot of good in your parents wanting you to have a certain career, values, or lifestyle. In most cases, they truly do want you to be happy … as they understand it, anyway. But what is so often missed is that one person’s rules for happiness can become another person’s prison.
 By separating your own inner voice and authentic values from the expectations of others, you can begin to align your wellness habits with your values. Consider the following questions to help assess the alignment of your own wellness habits and values:
 	What are your top two to three core values? (Hint: if you can’t answer that question within a few seconds, you probably have some inner voice/self-awareness work to do.)
 	Are these values truly from you? Or are they partially mixed with inherited expectations from your family, friends, religion, or culture? (I.e., might these values be any different if you had been born and raised in a completely different place? Explore this idea deeply and honestly.)
 	Do any of the following areas of wellness feel inauthentic or out of balance to you? Emotional, environmental, intellectual, sexual, occupational, spiritual, social, and financial.
 	Does the level of wellness in other areas of your life complement or subtract from your personal financial wellness?
 	Is your personal financial plan in full alignment with your chosen values, goals, beliefs, and lifestyle? If not, what needs to change?
 
 These questions are not exhaustive, but they may be a good starting place to facilitate a level of self-awareness that I have personally lacked for most of my life. And when it comes to personal finances, a spending record will show you a detailed reflection of the types of things you value.
 In my own case, albeit imperfectly and relatively late in life, I’m finally learning how to steer my own boat. I’ve begun to address my lack of balanced and holistic wellness and have made significant changes in my life—not only spiritual and relational changes, but environmental, physical, emotional, and yes, even financial changes. The habits of wellness in my own life are beginning to reflect what I actually value instead of what I “should” value.
 As a parting thought: life is about choices. And when the journey gets hard and the darkness and hurricanes roll in, you can either accept the storm at face value and try to helplessly endure it, or you can maybe try getting … curious. And no, I’m definitely not talking about the polite, indecisive kind.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		A Reconsidering

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Perhaps you are like me, and in reading Luke’s essay you felt an array of emotions. At one point you’re feeling seen, like he’s telling parts of your story. At others you are giggling and muttering “dork” under your breath. And then you’re in preemptive grief as the sentence stating his brother’s death unfolds. As you reach the end, Luke reminds you to challenge and test all the paradigms: “family, friends, religion, or culture”; how you do so may vary.
 
 One of my previous-PhD-students-turned-friends asked me at a gathering, “So, aside from work, what are you up to?”
 My immediate response was to share that I’ve been working on self-healing like it’s my day job. I spend hours in quiet contemplation, with morning readings, and in conversation with others on the journey. And just like for Luke, that inward journey has been a “long, painful, and mostly involuntary process.”[1]
 But, because of this journey of self-love and self-actualization, I’m in a new relationship with my values. What I loved about my HVHE interview with Luke was learning that so little about financial wellness has to do with money: it has to do with value identification and then value alignment. It’s been an unfolding, but I’ve realized that, as a child, I thought money meant love, freedom, “reward.” My grandma would give my cousins money for their As. When I waited for mine, she said I wouldn’t get any because school wasn’t “hard for me.” So I wore that like a badge and waited to find what was hard—when I could get my reward. Captain of the dance team. President of the honors society. First chair, first violin. Can I be rewarded now?
 And then I found real academia. The promised land of never-ending rejection through peer review, scarcity, and competition. The chemical factory inside my body teeters back and forth: from pain, suffering, avoidance, and crying to joy, release, steadiness, and connection. Dr. Anna Lembke writes about this balance beam in Dopamine Nation. The science of the addictiveness of pleasure and pain. In constant pursuit of that hormone cocktail—that sweet release—to strive, achieve, compete, and complete.
 We question: Should I stay in academia? Is a PhD right for me? Or bigger yet: Who am I? What matters to me? What do I want?
 Breaking the current system takes intention. It takes value alignment. It takes community and connection. It takes the vulnerability to say, “I want my career to look different … I need my life to unfold differently … I cannot contribute to an unhealthy academic culture anymore.”
 I don’t want anyone to wait until tenure or tragedy to start asking these questions. I know that’s sometimes the path. I accept that. Pleasure. Pain. Pleasure. It’s a cycle, not a rut.
 And that’s why HVHE was developed. As soon as I stepped away on sabbatical, I could look at little, harried Samantha and think, “Slow down, babe. It’s ok. You’re already doing enough.” But I never feel it. Or when I do, it’s a Saturday afternoon and I’m trying to convince myself that I’m allowed to take a break for the weekend, to get off that teetering dopamine balance beam. Is this unique to academia? No, I doubt it.
 But how do we create structures for safety, stability, connection, and curiosity?
 What are you willing to struggle with?
 
	“Let’s Get Curious Instead,” page 106. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		About Rocks in Shoes and Invisible Switches

					Maike Neuhaus

			

	
				“I’m sorry. The oncology team will be with you shortly.”
 This is a sentence no one wants to hear, especially not a parent. I’ll never forget that moment in that cold and sterile hospital corridor. The dread on the face of this young doctor who’d been on duty at the children’s hospital that morning, his eyes a mirror of the devastation about to engulf my world. Until this point, my life was pretty perfect. I had worked hard to make it that way.
 From a young age, I was captivated by one of life’s many curious dichotomies: some people seemed to effortlessly navigate their paths, seizing opportunities and flourishing, while others appeared perpetually ensnared in a cycle of obstacles and complaints. It was a puzzle I was determined to solve—what secret ingredient or power did these thriving individuals possess that eluded the rest?
 I vividly remember the somber confessions of adults, lamenting their regrets. Statements like “If I were your age again, I’d learn to play the piano, too” were common. But it wasn’t just about the piano, of course. Other popular pursuits included ice-skating or learning Italian, which later became replaced by following dream careers and traveling more with family. What struck me was that whenever I asked why they don’t pursue their dreams now, reasons ranged from age to responsibilities to financial constraints. And for those young enough, wealthy enough, and free of responsibilities, it was some outrageous or nonsensical excuse.
 I swore to myself that I wasn’t going to one day wake up only to realize that there were things I would have liked to do but didn’t—that I could have lived more fully, more courageously, and pursued my dreams no matter how far outside my comfort zone. I vowed to myself that I was going to squeeze every ounce of life and opportunity out of every second on Earth I had—like those people who have had a near-death experience, who have survived a severe illness, accident, or some other traumatic experience. Those who tell us that it was a wake-up call for them to do things differently—that, since then, they don’t take life for granted anymore but live every minute of every day like it’s their greatest gift.
 They often say it’s like a switch had been flipped. An invisible switch that we all seem to carry but don’t know about. A switch that is labeled “fully alive” on one side and “zombie” on the other. A switch that, by default, seems to be in zombie mode for most of us—numbed by the routine of existence. Because we’re so used to living, to being alive, to being IN life, we’ve become blasé about it; we lose perspective of its preciousness and become (too) comfortable being on autopilot.
 I was determined to embrace each day with vigor and purpose, not just exist in it—to live my life so that if I were to ever get that wake-up call, I could proudly proclaim that I didn’t need to change anything, because I’d been living my life courageously, intentionally, and true to myself all along. I was going to flip my own switch. I was going to un-zombie myself and carpe the heck out of each diem without wasting years and relying on a wake-up call to end the “blah.”
 When I finished grade school, this idea is what propelled me to study psychology in college. I needed to understand the human mind. Find out what makes us tick, where motivation comes from. How we can amplify motivation and beat procrastination. How we can realize our potential and create lives that excite us, rather than accumulate lists of regrets. And I wanted to be able to empower others to do the same.
 Studying psychology was interesting, albeit a tad sobering. Most subdisciplines spoke of disease and maladaptive behaviors. I hopped from understanding what brews a criminal in forensic psychology to exploring the inner workings of a neurotic in personal psychology to unravelling the recipe for anxious attachment in children in developmental psychology. It was a tour through the “Greatest Hits of Human Dysfunction” rather than insight into what makes for a good life.
 Among all the subdisciplines, health psychology came closest to what I sought, as it focuses on effective strategies for fostering lifestyles that are at least conducive to a good life. A bachelor’s turned into a master’s and later a PhD. I specialized in health behavior change strategies for office workers, and for years I helped others adopt healthier lifestyles. I had also established a couple of consultancy services for the university where I earned my PhD. I now split my time between an academic research role and leading consultancies, which was a bit of a novelty at the time I started.
 The impact of the lifestyle programs our team at the university developed, implemented, evaluated, and published garnered interest from industry and corporate workplaces. I loved the real-world application of our academic work through the consultancy—being able to see firsthand the difference our research made in people’s lives was a privilege academics don’t typically get to enjoy. I welcomed this change from the increasing bureaucratic load attached to my academic role; while I loved working at the forefront of knowledge, I felt as though the pressure to review more papers, supervise more students, and apply for more grants got in the way of what I felt was the most important part of being a researcher: thinking creatively. However, the consultancy work didn’t fit the performance metrics of an academic role, so I was never quite sure how to best carve my career path. It was a bit of a rock in my shoe. But, working in research, I now also had a job that provided great flexibility for a young mother and a good paycheck at the end of the month.
 
 Yet, as I looked at the sterile walls around me, waiting for the oncology team, the world of my job seemed both distant and insignificant. This sudden and cruel twist of reality just wasn’t right.
 We were just a normal little family: two boys, six and four, and a small house in the burbs of Brisbane. A white picket fence and the obligatory golden retriever. Like every Saturday morning, our then four-year-old was snuggling in bed with us when I noticed a lump on his belly. We went to the doctor that morning to have it checked, and he said we’d need an ultrasound and sent us to the hospital.
 My son had a cancerous tumor on his left kidney.
 It’s hard to describe the feelings of despair, anxiety, and sheer anger at the world that I experienced at the time. What followed was a year of surgeries and chemo. My son was a total trooper. Never complained much, always happy and kind, and he charmed the nurses with the confidence of a movie star ready for his next big role. Another few months later, he was declared in remission, was fully re-vaccinated, and was ready to go back to daycare. And me back to work.
 It was great to be back in the office and back to a “normal” life. In my research role, I was developing a neat little lifestyle program to help older people reduce their sitting time. But it wasn’t long before I realized that something wasn’t right—that I was a square peg for the round hole that was my career. It was a good job, but I didn’t care enough about it to invest the energy it needed to become a great career. For the first time, I realized that what felt like a small rock in my shoe had become the size of Mount Fuji and that, instead of politely hinting that my career just needed a little nudge to find the right lane, it had been screaming for years that I wasn’t just on the wrong highway, but I was also missing my wheels. It wasn’t just a mild irritation anymore; it was a mountain of despair. I was incredibly motivated and driven, but I couldn’t find the right career outlet in which to invest all that energy. I felt like a skilled sailor adrift in a vast ocean, possessing the urge and ability to navigate, yet left searching for the wind that would fill my sails and guide me to my true destination.
 I realized that I was having one of those wake-up calls, and I couldn’t help but notice that I wasn’t able to stand tall and exclaim from the top of my lungs that I wasn’t going to change anything because everything was perfect already. How did I get it so wrong? How did I get here? How come it all felt so ill-fitting and blah?
 I remember getting home one evening—grabbing a pen and paper, I started tracing back through my life choices to find the crossroads where I’d taken a wrong turn. And while I was soul-searching, as well as burying my nose in more recent books and scientific literature, I realized what my answer was: blah. In other words, I was languishing.
 Perhaps you’re already familiar with languishing: it’s become more well-known because of the COVID-19 pandemic. After having stayed home for nearly two years, people have been starting to feel blah about many things. They aren’t depressed, but they are also not flourishing. They feel like they are functioning while remaining bored and unfulfilled. Like living zombies. For the first time, people experienced firsthand what sociology professor Corey Keyes has been saying and researching for nearly two decades:[1] that mental health is more than the absence of mental illness, that complete mental health requires both the absence of mental illness and the presence of mental well-being—in other words, flourishing. “Flourishing” is a much better way to say “we’re deeply happy and fulfilled and growing and functioning as best as we can.”
  When I first read about flourishing[2] and this so-called dual continua model of (complete) mental health,[3] the fog lifted: the secret of flourishing is what I was after all those years! THAT’S what I wanted to study when I started as an undergraduate all those years ago. That’s the secret to a life well-lived; I realized that the invisible switch I was imagining all those years back was one toggling between languishing and flourishing. And the scientific exploration of what humans need to flourish in life is the central theme of positive psychology. The catch was that, at the time I was studying, positive psychology was barely born, let alone taught at any uni. And, of course, we weren’t blessed with learning about topics like these in primary and secondary school—that, to this day, is a privilege reserved for very few and mostly elite schools.
 Through learning about flourishing, I began to see the gap between the theoretical ideals of flourishing and the reality of my own career. I was missing some depth and meaning in the work I had been doing. I never wanted to simply help people sit less, exercise more, or eat better. I wanted to be able to help people set and accomplish any goal they deemed meaningful. I wanted to support them in finding self-transcendence and deep happiness in life. I wanted to help them see and flip that switch that we all have.
 When I sat down with pen and paper that evening, I ended up compiling everything I had learned over the years that had provided insights into how we can create regret-free lives that fulfill and excite us. It was the perfect mélange of positive psychology and self-leadership: the practice of identifying and accomplishing meaningful goals.[4] I remember looking at what I had written and thinking, “This is what I want to teach others for the rest of my life.” And so I started: I facilitated weekend workshops in my local area. Loved it. But I also quickly realized that adding a side hustle to a full-time job while having a young family was not sustainable.
 I eventually quit academia and started working for myself. Now, I help people and organizations understand what humans need to flourish so they can realize their potential and create work lives that excite them. It’s not all sunshine and rainbows, of course. It’s a stark contrast swapping regular paychecks, (mostly) pre-defined work, and team tasks for the uncertainty that comes with having to chase work, carving your own path, and making every decision on your own by being a one-woman show. However, this was a problem I happily struggled with. I often say that I ditched success for significance and now support others to do the same.
 As I reflect on the twists and turns of my journey, I recognize a universal thread in the quest for flourishing that many others seem to share. From my many conversations with other academics or professionals, I also believe that my story is not just a personal narrative; it mirrors the challenges many face: the missing clarity and alignment with personal strengths, the struggle for balance, the lack of opportunities to experience flow, the search for meaning, and the courage to embrace change. The lessons I’ve learned—about the importance of aligning my work with my deepest values and desires and the power of self-reflection and carving a path on my terms—are those I now pass on to my clients. It’s less about eradicating problems, of course. Life is full of those. It’s more so about finding those problems they’d happily struggle with.
 What do you happily struggle with? Where’s your switch at? And what might you need to nudge it just that little bit more towards flourishing and to move your career from success towards significance?
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		It’s OK to Be OK…?

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				“Ahhhhhhh soooo exciting!!!!!” reads an email from Maike about the progress of this anthology.
 Maike is the ultimate hype girl. She is a connector, a bridge. In my pursuit to find accounts on Instagram that don’t make me want to throw my phone, I found Maike. She blends positive psychology and self-leadership science to empower others to cultivate holistic well-being. She answers big questions in ninety-second videos. And she generates an endless stream of digestible content for your life.
 She has carousels (informational) and quick tips (verbal). She has quotable phrases:
  
 “Questions that feel like a hug.”
  
 “Small cues for flourishing in your life.”
 She also has something else: A spark. A light.
 And as I scrolled, engaged, and double tapped, I thought, “She has it all.” And when we connect for her HVHE episode, she admits she was thinking the same of me.
 In her essay, as well as in her episode, Maike asks us, “What do you happily struggle with?”
 Oh, apparently a lot, at least for me. But sometimes I don’t even know I’m choosing it. It feels like the relentless pursuit of perfection in academia chose me.
 And, while we’re apt to understand that social media is the highlight reel of life, we have yet to fully embody that someone’s CV or grant success or H-index are only the career highlights.
 What I’ve found is that these external validations are “the missing clarity and alignment with personal strengths, the struggle for balance, the lack of opportunities to experience flow, the search for meaning, and the courage to embrace change.”[1]
 I’ve cracked the code for how to enjoy academia, at least for me. But is it ok that, since tenure, I’ve found a rhythm and flow in academia while others are in classrooms, labs, departments, colleges, and universities without the privilege of tenure? That they are struggling? Needing to quit?
 So now … I’m struggling with being ok.
 It’s ok to be ok.
 It’s ok to not be ok.
 Both/and, not either/or.
 We don’t need to pendulum swing.
 Maybe just a hammock.
 A moment for anyone and everyone to rest.
 
 I am writing half in the sun, half in the shade with my beloved Lou-dog by my side. We’re both semi-sprawled and fully content. But the world is on fire. It’s always on fire.
 I’m listening to Ross Gay share his journey to joy on the On Being podcast hosted by Krista Tippett. Gay wrote The Book of Delights, which I devoured when a PhD student suggested it to me a few years ago. Hearing him now with Tippett is in itself a delight. I’ve never heard his voice or the joy he has in reading his own essays. Gay reads an excerpt and chirps about the synonyms of loitering: linger, loaf, laze, lounge, mosey … unproductive and nonconsumptive. He continues: “Any one of these are considered critique,” and “The darker your skin you’re more likely to be considered loitering.” Academia is no exception to this, which became particularly pronounced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
 In the US, in March 2020, classes were moved to virtual platforms. At the end of the semester, the nation was collectively grieving the murder of George Floyd; it seemed impossible to think of anything but injustice—a deep sense of injustice permeating every system we’re embedded in.
 This was particularly relevant for the graduate students enrolled in my Dissemination and Implementation (D&I) course at the time. One of the projects for the class was to apply a D&I science framework to a population, setting, or outcome.
 Alyssa J. Gatto (now Dr.) was a brilliant PhD student enrolled in the course. She had a knack for explaining systems-level science to her classmates as well as her mentors, and she was training to be a clinical psychologist. She wanted to create interventions that were scalable beyond traditional 1:1 psychotherapy, she wanted to leverage technology, and she wanted to ask big questions like, “Why are certain populations of youth being imprisoned or penalized at different rates?” Alyssa had about five ideas for her project, but she landed on understanding how we can leverage a D&I theory, model, or framework to create systemic change for marginalized academics:
 Marginalized communities have faced significant inequity in modern science. An upstream, systems-based approach to impacting health inequities and equalizing science necessitates that people of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities are part of knowledge generation. In hopes of increasing BIPOC representation and success, we narrow our scope to facilitating equity and balancing power to mitigate effects of racism in academia. Additionally, the cultural spotlight on anti-racism has opened a critical policy window to introduce policies to mitigate racism in academia. Drawing from a dissemination and implementation lens, we take a systematic approach to identifying and overcoming barriers to people from BIPOC communities integration in academia by applying the Multiple Streams Framework, which systematically addresses problems and offers potential solutions to remedy the undue influence of racism in science structures within higher education. We identified the following issues: (1) people from BIPOC communities are less likely to enter academia, (2) publication bias against Black scientists, and (3) BIPOC scientists advance slower in their careers and leave academia more frequently; we propose the respective policy change solutions to promote: (1) culturally relevant teaching and fair graduate student compensation, (2) effective mentorship of BIPOC graduate students and faculty, and (3) anti-racism training and promoting BIPOC faculty to leadership positions. Initial steps are proposed to ameliorate some of the systemic barriers BIPOC scientists face. These solutions should be implemented systematically when developing and adapting diversity initiatives to combat racism in higher education. This work has broader policy implications, encouraging academic institutions to adapt their practices to facilitate the advancement of people from BIPOC communities.
 
 This abstract is from her class paper that we finessed and submitted for peer review. It’s been rejected four times. We’re not yet sure how or if the paper will make it over the peer review finish line. We’re not sure why it’s been rejected (no feedback). What we do know is that the aforementioned critical policy window is closing—people are distracted, exhausted, and burnt out. So, while I’ll continue to advocate for systems-level changes in academia, I also know that a lot of change starts by sitting across from another human and seeing their humanity, supporting their dreams, and building faith in the process. Or, in answering a text message.
 
 The HVHE episode with Alyssa starts with her reading back-to-back text messages she had sent me:
 How do you balance creating your own space in science when people try to pigeonhole you into one science box or another?
 How do you politely tell other boss-like figures to fuck off when they tell you to compromise your values in the work that you do?
 Sure, no pressure.
 This is big. Too big? Tippett and Gay ended their episode of On Being by sharing that a new way of viewing justice is to do “small things that are big.”
 So, all I had to do was a small thing: listen. The beauty of conversation, and genuine connection, is that we can unearth the answers ourselves. Alyssa shared in her HVHE episode how challenging it was to get back on her yoga mat during her dissertation studies. How challenging it is to trust yourself and the process.
 Alyssa now shares how she tripped, fell, and leapt into each evolution of her being … on being, on purpose.
 
	“About Rocks in Shoes and Invisible Switches,” page 119. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Screaming into the Void

					Alyssa J. Gatto

			

	
				I stared at my computer. I wanted the words to appear, to write themselves. After defending my master’s thesis in December, I was officially put on a remediation plan. Notified that if I didn’t submit more articles for peer review, I would not be able to start my doctoral dissertation project, ultimately preventing me from becoming a clinical psychologist—the whole reason I started the program to begin with. What I took away was simple: I’m not enough … I’m not cut out for this … They don’t think I belong either.
 It was as if I was in the eye—this hurricane couldn’t touch me. I had nothing left to feel. In the center I sat, tired of running. I wanted to live instead. I had watched the last three years of my life write themselves: intense grief and separation contrasted with flashbulb connections and intimacy.
 Just a few years earlier, I bubbled with energy. Forward motion propelling me, I entered grad school with a purpose. I wanted Black and Brown youth out of prison and in supportive and affirmative mental health care. I envisioned communities with enough resources to support families—health disparities vanished. Even when I was told clinical psychology wasn’t the route or that I should take another path to get there, the loudest part of me knew I was headed in the right direction. I wanted to be a part of the solution.
 Meanwhile, the bright white screen couldn’t hold my attention. I imagined a fancy “The” sprawling across the top of my page, tried to hold myself in a warm childhood memory, pretended I was in boating school instead. My thoughts would not stay with me, stubborn and uncooperative. Before I know it, 5:00 p.m. snaps me out of autopilot. I log out and go home, unwilling to spend any more time in Word.
 Back at my apartment, I laid on the floor. I was mostly comprised of voids to fill. I had always felt a clear sense of purpose, even when my direction was unclear, but I was as out of alignment as one could be. This feeling was disorienting and isolating as I was tucked away in unfamiliar rural Appalachia. Even with some of the oldest mountains on Earth cradling me on both sides, I could not shake the discomfort. I squirreled away the rare flashes of hope and clarity, wanting to protect them from my looming sadness. Disconnected from my family back home and my budding communities here in Virginia, I tried to fill the quiet, to run from it as fast as humanly possible. My first advisor did not fit me, and I was struggling in the transition to a new one. My vision—the bigger picture—left unseen. Long discussions where I attempted to explain myself and my plan only made me feel further on the outside of the institution. My friends tried to muster hope and encouragement, reassuring me that my goals were not misplaced. All the while, I was stifled and trapped inside my big dreams. I didn’t know what I was doing, and messaging from my department only confirmed that there was a secret handbook—a set of rules that I was constantly breaking. Clearly, I did not have the keys to this kingdom. My parents told me to quit, to come home, that I didn’t have to push through this. What would this fancy degree add to my life anyway, if it was already sucking my personality and life force out of me drip by drip? I went back to overscheduling, grinding my teeth, rushing my recovery, eyes twitching.
 In hindsight, I can see my inevitable demise. I stopped listening—not to others, but to myself. My screeching body, scurrying mind, and the emotion. I was buried in emotion I refused to feel and was unable to make space for, terrified of how it could overtake me.
 I came back to my desk each day to words unwritten, ideas unfound. Did I just not want it enough? Or was it the deep sense of not belonging?
 Shortly before my thesis defense, I had had a moment of pause after taking a yoga class. I then made an impulsive decision that I had spent years contemplating; I signed up to do my two-hundred-hour yoga teacher training. Both my friends and family were baffled, since I had spent so much time describing my state of overwhelm. I kept going to the yoga studio, trying to get my hours and finish my certification. Even with this, I couldn’t stay focused. It was impossible to finish anything, even the things I cared about. I was angry.
 I was losing my edge and reaching out to others to steady myself. I thought I was able to focus on connection, being swept up in a new relationship. He was kind, gentle, harsh, and unpredictable. I rode the waves, going up and down, until I couldn’t anymore. The pattern was inconsistent, and I didn’t know where I would land. My energy depleted without my consent. A new level of fear poisoned my roots. Even when others told me I was wobbling, I’d deny it, claiming that I’ve always walked this way. Every once in a while I would catch a glimpse of myself, unrecognizable. I’d yell at her to shape up, to get her shit together. No matter how loud I was, I couldn’t convince her to walk away. Deep down, I could feel that I was back in a place I had been before. I wouldn’t admit to myself or anyone else that my nervous system was on the verge of collapse.
 I followed his moods around, dependent on the fluctuations, moving with him. Each boundary he overstepped I’d shift to accommodate; I taught him that these were merely suggestions. I’d melt with his apologies, bend another inch backwards. Then, he finally pushed too hard, and I snapped in half. So accustomed to my acceptance, he casually confessed to crossing my boundary line as if he was sharing the daily forecast.
 
 Back in my hometown on Long Island for winter break, I could once again see with clarity, no clouds to obstruct my vision. I was held by everyone around me and shakily drew my own, unmistakable boundary line. I was done.
 The message was not received. Not for the first time, I wondered if I had even stated my needs.
 I knew I’d have to return to Virginia; I was afraid of what would find me on the other side of the line I had drawn. I waited for my friends to receive me. Standing in the kitchen of my apartment after emptying another bucket of tears, my roommate holding them gently in his palms, an outer layer cracked. I started spilling out the bottom. It terrified me. I wish I knew the space I was making. My mind started to mosey. It wasn’t empty, but I started to flow like a river—lazily making it around the bend and gushing unexpectedly. My relationship was over. My academic training on pause. My yoga teacher training incomplete. I was frozen, waking in the early morning to full panic. I needed more.
 I couldn’t tell which way reality was. Did I have a reason to be afraid or not? I went to the university’s Women’s Center to decipher cryptic messages from my ex to decide if my fears were legitimate. Even if founded, I was sure that I didn’t have enough to stand on. There were few protections I could put in place considering the “he said, she said” nature of the boundary violation—not enough evidence. I was floating outside myself, unable to admit that I was navigating, yet another complicated relationship and revisiting the case of my safety, again.
 I looked to my mentors for protection and recommendations of which therapists in town weren’t already my supervisors. Training in clinical psychology in a small town means you closely know most of the best therapists around. After finally finding a new therapist, I started to unpack my story. About three appointments in, I arrived for my session and stood and waited in the office lobby for almost fifteen minutes before texting my therapist. He told me he forgot about our session, and I was filled with a mix of anguish, relief, and hot rage. It would take me a year to find another therapist in rural southwest Virginia, and she was working across state lines to see me. And no matter how much yoga I did, I couldn’t shake my deep fears and insecurities—the question of my worthiness.
 While trying to find my voice in exiting that relationship, I was doing the same for my research. I begged words to flow. I pled with my computer. Tried bargaining with my brain. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t just finish. Why it’s so hard to get anything done.
 While at the yoga studio, I overheard two girls talking to each other about taking the bus back to campus. I could hear the cheerfulness in their voices as they went back and forth, brimming with youth. I would pass by campus on my way home, so I offered them a ride, merging our journeys. In the small talk that followed, they asked about my career and what I study. Enthusiastically one exclaimed, “You have to talk to Dr. Harden, she does really cool mindfulness stuff!” I wrote a note in my phone, but I had no idea what to do with this information. I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone new.
 I desperately wanted to reintegrate. The chaos surrounding my breakup, my inability to find peace—with some pieces more frayed than others, I just couldn’t find my place. I was made of sandstone, aware of my peculiar presence. Abrasive to anyone close enough to touch. Begging for others to see my smooth edges.
 I started climbing. Literally. In the gym, my heart fluttered. I could contextualize—just take in my fear of heights. It made sense that I preferred bouldering; the idea of being suspended was more than I could take. At least I understood falling and trying not to get hurt. Now I could focus on solving problems that didn’t belong to me. Ones that would change in a few weeks and find new ways to challenge me.
 Then, I finally made it to the other side of my yoga teacher training. I was rebuilding. My communities were coming back together, and the crippling social anxiety started to melt away from me. While I was teaching multiple days a week, I refused to be hypocritical. I had to make time for my Sādhanā (daily spiritual practice), holding my own practice and working with my own energy to ensure there was space for others. It was important for me to show up for both my patients as a clinical psychologist and my yoga students as a teacher. I was learning to do this; I had to hold myself first.
 
 As a girl made of fire, I entered the summer season. I was building hope, putting on weight, and steadying my body—giving myself time to let my heart rise and stomach settle in place.
 In the center of town, I sat cross-legged. Even with the sun beating down, it wasn’t the heat that prevented me from catching my breath.
 I read the text again. And again. He was whirlwinding back my way. Alerts me we’re going to be in the same orbit, attending the same party. Says he’s moved on, wants it to be cordial. Was it a threat or a promise? I phoned a friend in panic. I shouldn’t go, right? I hang up and start down the hill—my extremities on autopilot, my heart in knots. I couldn’t shake the feeling if I moved fast enough.
 My feet decided for me—I was going to the party. I made my way to the roof, my eyes darting around. Stop it, Lyss, reign it in. This is just a party with a bunch of yoga teachers, take a breath. I saw my ex for the first time in months and froze. I looked away—maybe he didn’t see me. I scanned for something to hold on to. I saw “Dr. Harden” and finally introduced myself; she told me to follow up with an email. I kept my eyes on her even as I felt him approach. I finally turned and attempted to look unaffected. It is hard to stand tall with a heavy heart. My ex reintroduced himself to me charismatically, as if it hadn’t been almost two years since our first meeting. I found a way to leave quickly. I don’t remember where I parked or how I got home. I replayed the interaction so my friends could help make sense of it. It still doesn’t.
 On Monday, I make my way to the office, another mundane week. My eyes drift from the big screen to the small screen. Blank Word documents and the blue bubbles of texts. I have to get out of here. Opportunities are presenting themselves left and right, but I am not decisive. I could follow my advisor to Texas and escape the emotion entirely, though introducing a new realm of chaos. I am so fraught I almost do it. Instead, I stay, and I let my work distract me. Months pass and a few words make their way onto the page, finally building momentum in the time it’s taken me to fill two diaries with my spiraling thoughts.
 I take another trip back to Long Island. At home, I have a long talk with Grandma over breakfast, and we feel ready to solve the world’s problems. She is reflecting on her adulthood, her life after Grandpa, ferociously accepting her independence. “I’m not alone, I am by myself,” she states matter-of-factly. I wonder what I can do by myself.
 
 I built new routines, I reconnected with friends, I recultivated a life. Enough time passed to nurse my wounds that I could start thinking again, could return to science like an old friend. I was uncomfortable and anxious, afraid she wouldn’t accept my absence with grace. Yet, she held my hand and pulled me along. We started slow, and she pushed me to skip, stride, and run into the wind. She whispered in my ear, “Dig your heels into the ground,” “Follow your gut,” “Your ideas MEAN something.” I started leaping, trusting my thoughts, protecting my ideas as fiercely as a mother. I told everyone I was having a baby and that his name was BERT. The Brief Emotion Regulation Training Program, my labor of love. I envisioned a digital prevention, one to teach emotion regulation to college students—a hilarious feat as I struggled to process my own emotions. My goal was to provide a solid foundation: a crash course in emotion and an introduction to coping built for helping students navigate their daily lives. I chased BERT as he came into his own. I started taking pictures, making videos, creating emotion games. I was building life in him, hoping it would help those stuck in their own emotions.
 I could feel my energy restoring. The rough edges sanded down to make more space. Still, the excruciating process felt anything but easy. I flinched at everything I touched—holding it carefully, examining it closely, then trying to place it out of sight when I couldn’t let it go completely. I would reflect on the months flying past me, and practice gratitude for those who helped me slow down enough to heal. For my ability to transform my passion, to move my love for others, and allow it to swell inside myself instead.
 A moment of pause for the power growing inside of me.
 I remember the wisdom passed along to me by a wise woman: “Love your insecurities, then let them go.” Before I knew it, words had turned into drafts. Ideas crystallized into manuscripts, and I could feel something new coming. I worked to channel my energy, through then outside. I immersed myself in my work, but I was committed to my new boundaries—going home and unplugging at 5:00 p.m. I wanted to stay focused without working myself empty. I tried to figure out how much gas I needed to give to make the car move, then which speed I could coast at. I let my body rest—gave her permission to stop, to cry, to move on.
 
 I spent New Year’s Eve with friends, reflecting on the growth of the past year. We laughed and smiled together. I could feel myself returning to full. We set our intentions, and I was thrilled to see how I would grow in the next year.
 I open a new document, the bright light of the screen inviting me in. White noise and blank space.
 “12/31/2019”
 I can feel my fingernails turning purple
 As the hair on my calves stands up
 The ocean is only getting closer
 Having consumed much of the sand
 She’s slightly agitated, preparing for change
 The purplish black spotted with shells
 And the sun fighting to push through
 I’ve come to reflect on a year of wonder
 Of why
 Of how
 I’ve spent most of it rebuilding
 Detoxing
 Growing hair
 Sticking needles in my face
 Aligning my heart
 Was it enough?
 I feel much more stable and steady
 Now focused on Becoming
 I still have no idea what that means
 This year has been less than perfect
 Twisty and topsy-turvy
 And yet…
 I have learned more than years before
 The figuring and contorting driving my movements
 Two steps forward one hundred steps back
 Slingshotting into the future
  
 I make my way into the new year. Forward.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Just Go

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				While I was so happy to stay in touch as Alyssa charted a new path, I can’t help but recognize the problem with appearances. At the time, and to Alyssa (as discussed on the HVHE podcast), I was a put together professor ascending the ranks. To me, Alyssa was a charismatic yoga practitioner and teacher and PhD student bouncing around the world. Neither were entirely true. Neither were entirely false. While it has been a blessing to continue to see Alyssa rechart her path, I was also just a struggling human. I had just received a fresh premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PMDD) diagnosis, and I was trying to double down on mental and physical health healing modalities to ensure I could “flourish in academia and beyond” as the HVHE podcast intro suggests, all while my hormones were making me lose myself.
 I was changing my diet and physical activity. My exposures. I was convinced that I could fix this—fix me.
 Yet every month, like clockwork, I would lose myself. Everything was fine at work because I’m a robot there; I don’t have to be in touch with my emotions. But when I wasn’t working, I was fretting. How can I get my brain to stop betraying me?
 Feeling very much like a fraud, I headed (you guessed it) to another conference. I was going to the conference to teach yoga and write a grant about exercise for flourishing and … and engage in any and all things that can look good from the outside. However, things weren’t fine on the inside.
 One of my dear friends, Heather, had recommended I read Miriam Verheyden’s book, Everything Is Broken and Completely Fine. So, I downloaded the audiobook and set my GPS.
 I choked back tears as Miriam described scenes of her life—scenes of vulnerability and mental health struggles, of dismissiveness from others, and of what it takes to find yourself. Heather messaged Miriam on Instagram about how much her book meant to us and mentioned that I was writing a memoir as well. I followed Heather’s lead and messaged her, too.
 Miriam wrote back with gratitude, sharing how powerful it is when a reader is impacted by her words and encouraged me to keep going.
 On Instagram, Miriam and I became fast e-friends: visiting each other’s websites, reading each other’s works, double tapping on photos of dogs and nature hikes.
 Then I got to interview Miriam on HVHE. It was an exceptional conversation. It began with our current stages of life and ended with the fact that one should not always be offended if they are called selfish because duh, who else is going to care for my self. Miriam filled me with hope that everything might be fine, even with and through PMDD. Even with and through anger.
 Three months later, I had an opportunity to host a yoga and writing retreat in Nosara, Costa Rica … and I knew the cohort wouldn’t be complete without Miriam. She agreed to come. She took the leap. We had emailed and Zoomed and WhatsApped, but we had never met in the flesh.
 Shortly after arriving in Costa Rica, the sky opened up—thick water drops making a swollen, almost impenetrable wall. I fretted to Calleigh, my co-host, “Oh no, everyone is going to be so disappointed that they flew all the way here, and it started raining!”
 Still, we made our way through the gray, and I spotted Miriam under an umbrella, in a bright outfit, with an even brighter smile.
 We slammed our soaked bodies together and hugged deeply. Her flesh, my flesh. We were real people who were really here to process some shit.
 
 During our opening gathering, we circled up, and Miriam shared that, when she was growing up, she was told not to trust women. We all get told weird things as children, but it’s not until wisdom sets in later on that we get the chance to question these narratives.
 For example, my grandma told me that F.I.N.E. stands for “fucked up, insecure, neurotic, and emotional” when I was barely old enough to read.
 So, I inappropriately giggle when someone falls and I hear their caretaker say, “Oh, you’re fine.”
 Are you now?
 Or wine is spilled on a dress during a date, “It’s fine.”
 Is it?
 Poolside in Nosara, Miriam and I have our first deep dive. I share how I haven’t cooked but one meal in the last two years. She gasps, laughs, tilts her head back, and says in her German accent, “That’s truly amazing.”
 She then shares that her mother would be judging me so hard, that her mother would feel superior to me because I wasn’t seeing to my “wifely duties.” But … the truth is that her mom would be jealous that I had the “audacity to dream too big” and challenge the narrative that “women played a supporting role, never the main act. Always the secretary, never the boss.”[1]
 I fell in love with Miriam on this trip. We are kindred spirits in healing and support, of the power of vulnerability and sharing our stories, of writing memoirs and letting go of people’s responses or judgements.
 And through her words I learn—I remember again and again—how each of us, and maybe you, can be fine, not F.I.N.E.
 
	“Angry Women: The Legacy of Multigenerational Undiagnosed Mental Illness,” page 142. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Angry Women: The Legacy of Multigenerational Undiagnosed Mental Illness

					Miriam Verheyden

			

	
				There was always something not quite right with my family. I couldn’t put my finger on it, and since I didn’t know what it was, I told myself thousands of times that I must be imagining it. It was like walking around with a tiny rock in my shoe that I didn’t notice most of the time. Was it there, or was it all in my head?
 I was a bookish, shy child who craved tenderness and peace. I had a friend whose mother was a hugger and indulger, a hot-water bottle distributor and snack dispenser, a proponent of letting kids play after school for a few hours before they had to do their homework. Every Wednesday, I went to that friend’s house after school, and it was my favorite day of the week. I loved it there. While my friend and her two younger siblings fought frequently and loudly, their mother never lost her cool. She presided over her children with seemingly boundless patience and benevolence, never raising her voice or hand.
 It was different at home. Days or sometimes even weeks could go by where everything seemed calm on the surface. But then something would shift, invisible to the uninitiated. My body would sense the change in atmosphere before my mind caught up, making me suddenly alert and watchful long before I knew what I was watching out for. Like a cat sensing the fall in atmospheric pressure that precedes a storm, I could feel the hair on my neck stand on end and had a powerful urge to hide.
 The explosion always came, and despite the warning, it was still shocking, random, and seemingly without rhyme or reason.
 As I grew older, I realized that I came from a line of angry women. Three generations of women lived under the same roof—my grandmother, my mother, and myself—and we were all angry. Puberty had replaced my timidness with a blazing fury and white-hot rage that I couldn’t control; now I saw that the unexplained storms of my childhood had all been pent-up anger that, occasionally, burst to the surface.
 It was a sneaky anger. It never showed itself in public. We weren’t brawling, catfighting women who punched and clawed and kicked. If you met us out and about, we were polite, obedient, law-abiding women, willingly following the visible and invisible rules of the world. My mother, who worked full-time and raised two children, didn’t question why she was the one in charge of cooking and cleaning. My grandmother, who had outlived two husbands and didn’t miss them, still served the man of the house—my father—first at mealtimes and gave him the best cut of meat “because he was working hard all day.” My father, a gentle and quiet man, didn’t ask for nor expected the preferential treatment, but he also didn’t question it. That’s just how things were done.
 When I voiced my desire to become a journalist, the women of my family successfully talked me out of it by saying that I wasn’t “smart” or “tough” enough. Reaching for the stars was frowned upon in my family—it was all about keeping both feet firmly planted on the ground and not having the audacity to dream too big. Women played a supporting role, never the main act. Always the secretary, never the boss.
 Is that why they were so angry? I will never know. We don’t talk about feelings in our family. Being “too sensitive” is a big no-no, as is being “a drama queen” and, worst of all, “too full of yourself.” Keeping oneself small is an important part of being a woman. Nobody likes an egotist.
 At eighteen I had my first major depressive episode. I’m sure that there were episodes before that, but memory is an unreliable witness, and I don’t remember them. But this one was a doozy—impossible to forget. It was the first time the world lost its color, food lost its taste, and nothing that used to make me happy interested me anymore. A heavy, grey blanket wrapped itself tightly around me, threatening to suffocate me. Nothing could reach me inside that heavy blanket, and I felt lonely, lonely, lonely. Little did I know that I would be depressingly familiar with that heavy blanket for decades to come.
 I was still living at home, and my parents obviously noticed that something wasn’t right. True to form, we didn’t talk about it. “Are you sick?” my mother asked in her business-like tone. I shrugged and mumbled, “I don’t know.” Once she determined that I didn’t have a fever or any obvious wounds, I was declared fit to carry on as usual. “You think too much” was her diagnosis, “work more” her treatment plan. As far as identities for families go, ours has always been “work hard, play never” since my family members can’t see any tangible benefit of playing or having fun.
 I remember being scared to death during that depressive episode, which lasted for weeks. I felt like I was dying, and I didn’t know what to do about it. Mental health wasn’t on society’s collective radar in the late 1990s; the only reference I had was the lady in our small town who was prone to going off her meds every few months and wandering around town in disheveled, too-tight clothing and smeared makeup, flirting aggressively with every man who crossed her path. It was rumored that she was manic-depressive, a term whose exact meaning eluded most people at the time, myself included. All I knew was that I felt desperately sorry for her son, who was my sister’s age and an outcast at school. There was no way in hell I was crazy like her.
 You can fool yourself for a long time if you keep busy. During my twenties I moved halfway across the world; learnt a new language; got married; went to three different colleges for three completely different career paths; became a stepmother; and, just as my family had taught me, worked the entire time. I blamed my regularly occurring depressive episodes and unexplained bouts of explosive anger on life and people, reassuring myself that my anger was normal, since all the women in my family were angry too. True to my heritage, I kept it together on the outside—only exposing my nearest and dearest to my rage and fury. I almost believed the lies I told myself for so long that everything was fine.
 At age thirty-three it all came to a screeching halt. My demons had finally caught up with me, and I was forced to face at least some of my “issues” for the sake of my marriage. One trip to my family doctor later, I had an official diagnosis, depression, and an instant cure, antidepressants. I was thrilled that it had been so easy, and I was immensely relieved at my doctor’s assurance that depression was very common. I also couldn’t believe how simple the solution was and touted the benefits of antidepressants to anyone who would listen. When I tentatively brought up my diagnosis to my family, they were quick to point out that there had always been something wrong with me, but that they were fine.
 I didn’t know then (and didn’t want to know) that treating the symptoms without exploring the cause is not a cure. It took another seven years of rage and fury to admit that something still wasn’t right. The antidepressants helped somewhat with the depression, but they didn’t do a thing for my anger. It broke my heart the day my youngest stepdaughter called her mother asking to be picked up from our house because I had had a towering temper. I know how it feels to be scared of your caregiver, and I never wanted to expose my kids to that. Still, no matter how hard I tried, I was powerless against the crashing waves of fury that would engulf me at seemingly random times. History was repeating itself, and I had no idea why. Was it a genetic curse I was powerless to escape?
 At almost forty I had to concede defeat. Despite the antidepressants, I was drowning in despair. I was also drowning in booze, which I had turned to in a fruitless attempt to escape the terrible hopelessness that had me in its grip. So, despite my terror of baring my soul—with all its shameful secrets—to a stranger, I started therapy.
 Therapy saved me. For only the second time in my life, a professional told me that what I was going through was so common it was practically normal (normal was all I’d ever wanted to be). Seven years earlier my family doctor had told me the same thing, and it was nice to hear it again. The loneliness of mental illness is one of its worst characteristics: It prevents us from participating in life fully. We feel contaminated and don’t want to expose other people to our dirty little secret. What happens if we tell people? What if we get cast out from our community, banned to its outskirts? What if the whole town starts whispering about us?
 My therapist added another diagnosis alongside my depression: anxiety. It was a relief to put a name to something that had deeply confused and unsettled me. An almost greater relief was the fact that, being in the middle of a pandemic, anxiety was nearly as common as masks and hand sanitizer. Nothing to see here; I’m just like everybody else.
 In therapy we rooted around in my childhood. My mother had always been an enigma, her actions still inexplicable to me after all these years. I desperately wanted a label for her behavior, an explanation. My therapist gently told me that she couldn’t diagnose a woman she had never met, but she allowed that it sounded like my mother had some mental health issues.
 During that time, I was also diagnosed with PMDD. PMDD stands for premenstrual dysphoric disorder, a severe, hormone-based mood disorder whose symptoms arise every month one to two weeks before the arrival of a period. Receiving that diagnosis was a revelation—the puzzle piece that had been missing all these years.
 I was convinced that PMDD was at least partly what had been plaguing the women in my family. Its symptoms—irritability, loss of control, agitation, anger, poor self-image, depression, moodiness—were too accurate to be a coincidence.
 The women in my family never talked about our periods. Even though we outnumbered the man in our house four to one, it was understood that bodily functions such as bleeding every month were to be endured, not talked about. So it never occurred to me that tracking my moods could give me some clue to what I had always perceived as randomness when it came to the appearance of my anger. It certainly would have been a blessing to find a pattern in the moods of my mother, but by the time I learnt about PMDD it was too late—she had entered menopause.
 In my family’s eyes I’m the “town crazy,” the one with problems—they are not like me. It’s funny, because they are correct. Yes, I do have problems, but so do they. The difference is that I’ve given up on denial, and I’m working on my problems. Owning my story is helping me heal.
 There is now a new generation of women in my family: my nieces, forged in the same fire my sister and I emerged from, just as our mother and grandmother did before us. I’m watching history repeat itself once again, because what we don’t heal, we repeat. Two more women are baffled and hurt by their mother’s inexplicable behavior, her rage and unhappiness.
 Suffering has been part of the story of women for too long. The legacy we leave our daughters should be one of hope, strength, community, and flourishing—not suffering. Healing can and must start with us.
 Knowledge is power, but so are community and talking to other women. There is strength in numbers, and there is an immeasurable comfort in learning that we are not alone in our suffering. I dream of a world where women are allies, not competition. A world where we can all dream big, and find others to dream with us.
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		Something’s Wrong Here

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				I’m multitasking from the front seat of my car. I have four days left to compile this anthology, and right now my mission is to lead into Dr. Natalya Androsova’s essay. Her title starts with “Permission for Takeoff,” which I find incredibly punny since I’m on also hold with American Airlines. I haven’t had a moment to check my phone, email, or bowels. I was catching up and catching my breath.
 
 This morning, I had the most incredible time at the first annual Science of Art and Movement (SAM) festival hosted by a friend and colleague, the incomparable Dr. Julia Basso, who links neuroscience and dance—specifically the synchronicity of brains during dance or the neurological impact of dancing with others.
 At SAM fest, I listened to dancer and philosopher Jennifer Kayle share the etymology of improvisational ensemble dance—the presence and planning required to connect with others in a “natural” way that remains responsive and spontaneous (but, as she argues, not hasty or ill-informed).
 Then, with eight minutes to spare, she sheds her blazer, and four other dancers join her on stage—her pre-recorded voice booms through the speakers that continue her script while the group brings her philosophy and language to life. I watch their faces, hands, heights, depths. The group, The Architects, build moment after moment. I watch their mutual responsiveness to positive and negative feedback, error and interjection, rejection and approval. My right eye is dripping, and I slowly realize I’m crying. This doesn’t surprise me. I’m often dancing between laughter and tears. I am an incredibly sensitive and sensible person, when I am. Other times? I don’t know where or who I am in time and space.
 At this present time and space, as I sit and write this in my car, I am out of sync with my body.
 A mere three hours ago, I thanked The Architects for their moving performance (and the reminder that movement is medicine), and I journeyed onward back to “work.” My urge to engage in the deluge of emails in my inbox was heightened—I had been unresponsive for half the day. I spent the morning actually learning about the art and science of movement rather than emailing, meeting, or writing about how much we, as a society, need to “move more and sit less.”
 But now it’s 2:43 p.m., and I sync up with my stomach: I haven’t eaten all day. I do this a lot. I’m learning in therapy that I use food as a reward once I check off enough of my to-do list. So, drawing from the awe-inspiring synchronicity I witnessed earlier, I decide that it is ok to fuel myself. Healing takes one conscious moment at a time.
 I head to my car, where I have leftover chicken and rice on an ice pack. But it’s ninety-six degrees out, and the car is a hot box.
 I roll the windows down.
 Still suffocating.
 I shove rice into my mouth. I visualize the rice stuck between my epiglottis and esophagus. I press my hand against my chest and shake my head. What am I doing?
 Takeoff is getting closer, and the to-do list isn’t shortening. This phone call with American Airlines while writing for the anthology while eating lunch must be my priority.
 I can’t turn my car on because the planet, the planet, and I can’t hang up the phone because I’ve already been on hold for twenty-three minutes and fifty-two seconds, and they said the average wait time is twenty-three minutes, so I’m closing in on the standard deviation of response time. I promise myself I can seek air conditioning right after I get this flight booked, but I’m sweating behind my knees.
 That’s my trigger. I hate sweating behind my knees. I was once shot with a BB gun behind my knee.
 Samskara.
 In yoga, samskara is the fact that there is a mind-body connection of triggers—the ancient knowing that “the body keeps the score.”[1] Now it’s been thirty-two minutes and thirty-two seconds on hold, and I realize I cannot sit here in the heat any longer. I turn my car on. Roll the windows up. Sense the cool air on my hot skin. I simultaneously feel guilty and gluttonous, vulnerable and venerated, and anxious as hell. Did I mention I have to pee?
 Then I realize I have choices, like taking off (from work, from the internal dialogue, and perhaps on my soon-to-be-scheduled flight). I organize my lunch bag, carry my laptop into a coffee shop, pee, sit, sip, and write this. I take a big breath in and realize that an impromptu movement from my car to this barstool shifted my entire day.
 It takes reflection-in-action (improvisation). Thank you, Jennifer and Julia, my trail angels for today. And thank you, Natalya, for the reminder that we have permission to take off in myriad forms.
 
	van der Kolk, B. (2015). The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma. Penguin Books. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Permission for Takeoff: The One Choice That Led to Flourishing and Freedom

					Natalya Androsova

			

	
				“A bird sitting on a tree is never afraid of the branch breaking, because its trust is not on the branch but on its own wings.”
 – Charlie Wardle, Understanding & Building Confidence
 The Moment
 I walked out the door and down the stairs for the last time. I turned around and looked up at the glass building—it was reflecting the light, but there was no warmth. I’d taken these stairs for years. For seventeen years, I walked up and down these stairs alone, with friends, and later colleagues. I walked these stairs as a graduate student, instructor, writing consultant, dissertation coach, and writing programs specialist. I walked them while light and joyful, as well as while heartbroken, stressed, and overwhelmed—waiting to reach the last step before I broke into tears.
 This time, after taking one last look, I turned my back, pulled up my coat lapels, and walked away. For good. After seventeen years of teaching writing workshops and classes; creating writing programs and retreats for students, staff, and faculty; and running the Writing Support and Graduate Student Support programs, I resigned from my permanent position at Toronto Metropolitan University in order to be a full-time author and dissertation coach. I let go of my need for perceived security in order to pursue a dream.
 I had never dreamed of doing something like this—walking away from the security of a permanent, full-time job at a great school. Did I lose my mind? Maybe. But I found my heart.
 Dream Evolution
 For years, I was living in the grip of fear—understandable, as I grew up in poverty and settled for the smallest dreams possible. Actually, I settled instead of dreaming. Dreaming was off the table. We were “safely” tucked away behind the Iron Curtain; that’s one kind of safety. But dreams tend to grow bigger. Here’s my dream evolution, in brief.
 When I graduated with a master’s degree in linguistics from a university in Ukraine, my biggest dream was to travel abroad, at least once, so I could meet the wondrous, new-to-me species of native speakers of English—so I could hear them speak every day and maybe even talk to them. I loved English, and that was my ultimate dream. I couldn’t imagine that ten years later, I’d be writing and publishing books in English. I wasn’t ready for that dream. It wasn’t even on my radar.
 I came to the US for one year, as an international graduate student, and I fell in love—with midwestern people, with the culture, with the possibilities. A new dream emerged—to immigrate. This was possible for someone with a degree in the sciences, but I loved language and literature, so it proved impossible for me to get a work permit to teach in the humanities.
 So, I dreamt a new dream. While still a student in the US, I started dreaming about immigrating to Canada. After being duped by an online immigration company and losing a year and a lot of money, I got mad; filled out all the immigration paperwork by myself; and, after another year of waiting, secured my permanent residency in Canada. I remember walking outside after my English class on the day I received the news; the sky looked bluer, the sun brighter. I was free. Or so I thought.
 All I had to do was get a job in Canada. Any job. That was the extent of my dream. If I could get a job where I could improve my English every day, I’d be happy. I got a job in retail and enjoyed my daily dose of “language training.” But dreams change. Deep questions and ideas kept calling me. I listened. I wanted to write, think, do something more meaningful with my life. After a lot of hard work and a lot of rejections, I got into a PhD program at Toronto Metropolitan University. It was a dream come true. After two years of being in Canada and working random part-time jobs, I found home again.
 I wore many different hats at this institution. While I was a PhD student, I got a writing consultant job at the Writing Centre, then a sessional instructor position with the English department and the Chang School of Continuing Education, and I later trained to become a dissertation coach. For the last decade, I served as the Writing Programs Specialist and oversaw the work of two units—Writing Support and Graduate Student Support—as well as taught; trained; coached; and created and delivered writing programs and retreats for students, academic staff, and faculty. I thought I’d reached my final dream. I felt happy and fulfilled, creative and free, and I was planning to stay in this place I loved until retirement.
 Life had other plans.
 Changes came fast. In the span of three years, our small unit saw three management changes and other extensive structural revisions. Business models seemingly unsuitable for an educational setting were instituted and enforced. People were fired and roles eliminated, with more and more responsibilities piled up on those who stayed. My dream job was disappearing by the minute. Slowly but surely, all teaching and coaching opportunities were replaced with administrative minutia. I was lost. Confused. Many of my colleagues left. I held on for as long as I could. I used self-inquiry and therapy to see what I could change in myself in order to thrive in the environment I now felt trapped in.
 I can see now that arrogance was a big part of the reason why I stayed for so long. After all, I was the person who could figure anything out. I could make it work. Luckily, while I was trying hard to make it work, my body was wise enough to tell the truth and coach me back to health. Not without a lot of resistance on my part, though.
 I experienced health crisis after health crisis. One morning, I woke up and was not able to see out of my right eye. I felt dizzy and disoriented. My family doctor rushed me to the emergency room. I had central serous chorioretinopathy (CSR)—to put it simply, my brain pushed liquid onto my retina, so my right eye had a mini explosion, if you will. My intraocular pressure was also extremely high. The doctor said that this condition is brought upon by stress and high levels of cortisol; he also added that this condition reoccurs in 35 percent of people, and when it does, there is a high risk of going blind. My body was clear, but I wasn’t there yet. I stayed where I was and kept developing new health conditions.
 Recovery took longer than expected. Almost three years. I had to go on short-term and then long-term disability. Multiple attempts to return to work failed. In short, I spent the last three years at my job on and off sick leave, trying to make it work. And then I finally surrendered. I surrendered my mind to my heart. I felt lightness and freedom. It was time to fly solo. Where? I didn’t know. The sky has no inherent flight paths.
 The Pain and Permission to Pivot
 While I felt a lot of confusion during this time, one thing was clear. There was a lot of fear inside and around me, and I was serving it without noticing. I felt stuck in a dark and narrow space. My wings were wet and tied behind my back. I desperately needed permission to flourish, and I was waiting for it to come from someone else. I needed my doctor, the union, or Employee Wellbeing Services to stand up for me, to issue my permission slip and stamp it.
 What I failed to see was that I was the only one who could give myself that permission. I had the blank permission slip the whole time—the stamp, too. All I had to do was put my name on it. I wrote my resignation letter on Valentine’s Day, as an act of self-love. I handed it in six weeks later, but having it in my back pocket in the meantime made all the difference.
 Developing my self-awareness was my foundation for pivoting. I started to realize that a few of my ideas were flawed. I had to redefine them for myself, starting with the ideas of safety and security. Having this permanent role, which was equivalent to tenure for academic staff, meant I could have my dream for life. I thought I had arrived.
 But I was still aligned with an old dream, so I equated safety and security with having a job in academia. And now this equation has been revealed to be an illusion. There was no safety or security in the job that was destroying my health and spirit. It took me a while to realize that security does not lie in the job that crushes your soul, especially when leaders demand fear and obedience and that you betray your values in order to keep that job.
 Eventually, I redefined safety and security to mean the privilege of aligning my work with my values and being able to honour my integrity. Trust became my new foundation for security. Trust in my wings. In life. I granted myself permission to surrender and freefall into trust.
 Next, my idea of responsibility fell apart. I had thought that having a job was the responsible thing to do, but it became clear that it was completely irresponsible for me to stay in the job that demanded that I sacrifice my health. Slowly, I began to see that I was deeply attached to my self-image of being a responsible person, working her dream job at the university she loved. But my job wasn’t what I loved anymore. I finally saw that staying in my role was irresponsible regarding my health and spiritual well-being. My new job was to redefine my emotional and spiritual needs. To trust. And to leave. No matter how scary it was.
 There was no plan B. I didn’t have my family to lean on. My parents had been gone for years, and the rest of my family was in Ukraine, displaced by the war and focusing on surviving the daily bombings. My husband was relying on a project-based income while pursuing a degree and a dream of developing his practice as a family mediator. There was no stability. But there were dreams and faith. There was togetherness. I remember telling my husband that I should wait for his business to take off so we could have some security, and he looked me in the eye and said quietly, “I think it’s about trust.” At that moment, I knew he was right.
 All I had were some savings and the clarity that I deserve to be well—and there was a willingness to offer it to myself. For the first time in my life, I felt self-trust and the freedom to flourish because I chose to give these to myself. I was able to untangle my loves of learning, teaching, and writing from academia as a structure. I could still do everything I loved. My once beloved department was an outdated symbolic structure that used to house my love. But if I detached my love from the structure, then I could take that love anywhere. I could build my own community of learners and lovers of writing, wisdom, and growth. So I decided to take a chance and build a private coaching practice.
 Love doesn’t need a home. And joy doesn’t need a reason. Wellness and peace suddenly seemed like the best kind of health insurance for me to choose. And just like that, freedom joined trust to become my new foundation for safety and security. I clearly saw that trust is a choice, and so are freedom and surrender. And to honour my well-being is not only a choice, but my inherent freedom. But I was the one who had to make that choice. So I did.
 How We Pivot
 How do we go from being in crisis to thriving? There are many ways: self-reflection, surrender, asking for help, redefining our priorities, etc. Everyone’s situation is unique. Mine started by asking bold questions and defining my own answers: Who am I? What do I stand for? What am I willing to serve—my dreams or my fears? Whom am I willing to serve—people who need my help, or people who serve their fears and demand that I serve their fears, too?
 Many journeys to the heart start with a health or existential crisis. Or both. We pivot when we embrace the blessings of pain and fear and realize that they came into our lives to reveal the need for deep self-inquiry. They urge us to look, to make life-changing decisions, to take action.
 What Saved Me
 My relationship with academia has been complex. My relationship with my heart has always been simple. I trust it. Full stop. I feel that this trust saved me. The development of this trust went something like this:
 Writing taught me to listen to my heart and to find joy in trusting my own voice. Self-publishing taught me self-leadership and the courage to take risks. I stopped waiting for someone else to take a chance on me—I stepped up and took a chance on me. Sharing myself through publishing, public speaking, and social media taught me courage. The courage to be seen, read, heard, judged, misunderstood, and criticized, but also the courage to be connected, open, vulnerable, and most importantly to be true to myself and committed to serving in the best way I could. Well worth the prize if you ask me. Walking without a path is flying. My spiritual need is to fly and flourish, which is impossible without some freefalling. And my experience of writing, especially of freewriting, has taught me to not be afraid of freefalling.
 What else helped me leave my job? Devotion to my practice and my people. I had a secret ritual at work. Every morning, I’d go to my office, take off my coat, walk to the window, fold my hands, and bow my head to the old red brick building of the Toronto Arts and Letters Club, which I could see from my window. I would bow in deep gratitude to every writer and artist who had come before me, who had valued the arts and humanities, and who had dedicated their life to their beloved practice. These were my people. I am an apprentice of writing. I am its disciple. I bow to it daily. I also bow to every aspiring and experienced writer because we love the same art and magic of writing, which is also an alchemical process that brings pieces into wholeness. Our practice can show us everything we need—reveal the truth, the courage, and the steps needed.
 While recovering from CSR and high intraocular pressure, I had another big choice to face. After spending just thirty to forty-five minutes looking at a screen each day, my eyes would shut down in pain and blur, and I would get dizzy and disoriented. I either had to give up what I loved most—writing and coaching—or I had to find a new way. I got quiet. I went inside. I told myself that I was creative and resourceful enough to find a way. I also promised myself that I would support myself through this challenge with gentle and constant words of encouragement. I found a way.
 I eventually accepted this limitation as my new normal and allowed myself to explore working in a new way. In less than three years, while on and off leave from my university job, I published three books on writing, all of which became the number one new release in several Amazon categories. I also pivoted my coaching to in-person and over the phone, and now I love it even more.
 And I’m happy to say that I have recovered from my eye conditions. I wish I could say “fully”; there is some irreparable damage and minor distortion in my right eye, but there is also immense gratitude because this crisis forced me to prioritize my well-being once and for all. The distortion is there as a gentle reminder.
 A Message to My Younger Self
 If I could share a message with my younger self, I would say to her:
 You have the freedom, faith, strength, and wisdom inside of you, so you don’t always have to look for it outside of yourself. It’s ok if your dreams change as long as you stay true to your values; stay your own friend; and stay dedicated and committed to your own love, service, vision, and truth. When you’re clear about your mission and values, trust yourself and take a step forward, even if you don’t see a path in front of you. And as you step into the unknown, the step will appear. But if it doesn’t, you will have a chance to discover your wings.
 When the stakes are high, our intuition is our lifeline—so we must learn to trust it. I am grateful for the opportunity I had to learn and to fall. Then to fly. Then to embrace my freedom and flourish. Now, I simply keep moving in the direction my heart tells me to go. I feel blessed that I get to trust myself and life as I take each step into uncharted territory.
 I experience doubt, like everyone, and in response, I choose to trust. This response to uncertainty has perhaps been the biggest lesson and the biggest treasure I’ve received in the past few months. What I’ve realized is that trust is a choice: the opposite of fear, the opposite of doubt. Trusting and moving forward in the face of uncertainty reveals the path. Life is an experimental learning environment. We follow the path, and when we can no longer see it, that’s our invitation to use our wings and prepare for takeoff (usually before we feel ready). The invitation I was given was to trust and to embody freedom. To go from speaking about it to feeling it in my bones and being it.
 The Aftermath
 As of writing, it’s been six months since I left my job at the university that I’d belonged to for seventeen years, and the future is wide open. Rarely has there been more uncertainty in my life than there is right now. Maybe I should be terrified, but I find myself quietly moving through the uncertainty and trusting more each day. I take a small step and pause until I see the next one. When I get invited to speak, teach, or coach, I feel grateful. If I get a yes, I go through an open door. When a door is closed, I bow to it with gratitude for the clarity it offers and simply turn around and start walking in the opposite direction. I trust. This has been my new job lately. To trust and to freefall for a while.
 I finally get to do what I love with humility, gratitude, and indescribable joy. I get to coach, teach, write, publish, all of it—but slowly and mindfully, at my own pace. My third book came out just two months after I left my job. I’m slowly building my coaching practice and my new writing community, and I’m gently exploring public speaking. So far, I have been invited to give talks and workshops at six different universities and organizations in the US and Canada.
 I am flourishing. My relationship with myself is strong, and so is my sense of wellness. I feel a certain courage, clarity, tenderness, and self-compassion. I am here for me. And I know this now. What I wish I knew earlier was how important my relationship with myself was in finding the courage to thrive. Self-discovery runs parallel to our research and service in academia. Self-trust, self-reflection, self-love, self-compassion, self-reliance, self-advocacy, self-talk, and self-forgiveness are our best resources on this courageous journey to freedom. Even though I had to learn all of this the hard way, I am deeply grateful for my lessons. If I hadn’t struggled, how else would I have discovered my strength and my own wings?
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Email Can’t Run Your Life

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Is it run or ruin?
 
 I’m living the dream—I’m hosting my first yoga and writing retreat in Nosara, Costa Rica. On my way here, during the emotional turmoil that is airport travel, I completed a brief online quiz to identify the degree to which I was a workaholic, psychometrically speaking. I learned that I am only “moderately workaholic.” A quick rabbit hole later, I also learned that I am only moderately burnt out. Well, that’s good news … ?
 But in this moment, crying in a bathing suit in my hotel room, I’m not in control. I’ve just been overstimulated, and I’m looking to be soothed. I call my husband, and he doesn’t answer. I reach out to two other beloveds, but they’re busy, too. So I cry so much I turn red against the white sheets in the green lusciousness of the jungle, and I struggle. How else might I ease my pain? My worries? My clenching jaw?
 I’m extra tired because I’m holding space for people … and leading movement … and planning itineraries … and handling all the bookkeeping. But none of it counts as “real work” to my overachieving brain.
 And there it is: The reminder that my “real work” is safely tucked behind lock and key in the hotel safe, the Apple logo calling out to me, the keyboard itching to be used. Just open it, and I’ll be in a different world—a world I can control. A world where I’m the boss. A world where my work is “meticulous” and “specific” (adjectives my IT guy recently shared about my workflow).
 Click, clack. The safe is open, and my precious laptop is released from its prison. I get high from sorting and responding to emails. I’m hiding inside tabs and to-dos. An hour later, the deed is done. Zero inbox. I feel the weight on my shoulders subside. It’s Tuesday.
 I smile. And then I chuckle because accompanying me on this trip to Nosara is the New York Times best-selling Dopamine Nation: Finding Balance in the Age of Indulgence. I might be addicted to email.
 
 On Friday, I’m talking poolside with Natalya, and I panic-realize that I forgot to set up an out of office message after my satiating email blitz. This is the longest I’ve gone without checking my email in twenty years. And I don’t have an automatic reply for people to know why I haven’t responded.
 I feel compelled to leave the pool, but Natalya reminds me that it’s 3:13 p.m. central time, which means most people had already “closed up shop” for the week back in eastern time, and that this time, here, was mine to use as I pleased.
 
 Natalya started following me on Instagram in the fall of 2023. I noticed her comments and likes, and I thought that she must be really intentional with her social media engagement—she didn’t just double tap, she lingered. She shared insights and encouragement. She engaged, watched, followed along. Shared and reshared. I started following back and found out that she was a writing and dissertation coach.
 I invited her on to HVHE, where we discussed much of what she covers in her essay, and giggled at the end that we should collaborate on a yoga and writing retreat.
 Two months ago she was working on her latest book about our relationships with our inner critic. The first step to writing this book: She needed to know what the critic sounded like, from her target audience. To do this she offered twenty-minute interviews and twenty-minute free consultation sessions. I signed up right away.
 In our session, she observed that I had a beautiful morning practice—one of reverence and routine. Then she hit me with it:
 “You don’t have a writing problem, you have a prioritizing you problem. You do this morning routine to put on armor to go to war with the onslaught of emails.”
 Boom.
 She had me. I had been discussing with my spiritual mentor and therapist how I wouldn’t feed myself until a task was done. I do the same with email: I don’t get to activities I need to until I’m at a zero inbox.
 Natalya invited me to engage in a thought experiment: What if I did actual activities or projects before starting in with email? How many hours could I dedicate to “deep work?” Could I start with two hours? Perhaps four? What would be the worst-case scenario if I actually did some work before I started putting out all the email fires?
 For thirty days, I challenged myself to balance spending more time on deep work and less time on email. It was life changing. I realized I was constantly trying to not be a roadblock for my students or colleagues. I never wanted them waiting on me, so instead of moving any of my tasks forward, I had been reserving “my work” for mostly after the eight-hour workday, weekends …
 We often tell ourselves that with one more email (or task in general), we’ll be setting our future selves up for success. But we’re just stealing time from the present. Yoga invites us into a deep practice of and a commitment to asteya (non-stealing). The antidote to stealing: being content with what you were able to accomplish.
 Not stealing from yourself can be practiced any day of the week.
 
 I wanted to be the best mentor and colleague I could be. I thought that meant always being available, the first to respond. My relationship with email was obsessive. Compulsive. And not entirely healthy. While my relationship with email is evolving, so is my confidence in being a mentor—knowing that immediately responding is not synonymous with caring. However, never responding, delaying graduation, and withholding resources is certainly synonymous with poor mentoring, which we now learn about from Elizabeth A. Berry.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Construction Paper

					Elizabeth A. Berry

			

	
				Have you ever held a piece of white construction paper up to the sun? Or maybe a light in your office or the lab? A ton of light pours through the paper. But if you hold up a piece of yellow paper, followed by orange, red, and brown, the amount of light that can get through slowly diminishes, with black being completely impenetrable.
 I use this metaphor to talk about the transformation I went through during the process of obtaining my PhD. How the system that collected an eager, excited student released a scientist who yes, is now in possession of their doctorate, but who is a drastically different version of themself.
 How did I change throughout the process? What happened during the hours of studying, writing, classes, laboratory work, stress dreams, insomnia, and tears?
 I am here to tell you my story of obtaining my PhD in the hopes that by openly talking about my experience, others can relate and not feel so alone, and I can give insight into what you might also be feeling during the process.
 And so we begin in August 2016: Welcome to the land of the PhD.
 Neuroscience. I wanted to do neuroscience. That was my goal when I began my degree. Did I know anything about the brain? Not really. My undergraduate degree focused on microbiology, immunology, and cell biology concepts. I did work in a laboratory, but it was in the realm of plant science—very far removed from the world of neurons and neurotransmitters. Nevertheless, I was determined to choose a laboratory that worked in neuroscience.
 Why neuroscience? Like so many of us, there are moments in our lives that leave marks—imprints on our brains that serve as a guide for decisions we’ll make in the future. My Nanna suffered from Parkinson’s Disease, and experiencing her transition through the disease left a mark on me.
 How can I describe Parkinson’s Disease from the perspective of a family member looking in? To start, you need to know who the person was before the disease set in. So let me tell you about my Nanna: A strong-willed, very short, and dominant human with thin hair pulled into a tight bun and glasses sitting on her nose. She inspired passion. One look from her and you immediately wanted her to be proud of the work you did in school or in your career. You wanted her acknowledgement. She was always in control—there to provide stability but also comfort. The head of the household. What does Parkinson’s Disease do to someone like that, you may ask? It does what it does to everyone. It takes away personality, memories; it wipes away who a person is and bends them both physically and mentally into someone that you might not know or that might not know you anymore.
 I hated it. I hated the progress of the disease. I hated that I didn’t know what was happening to her or what drugs she was taking or how to help. Hated how she was no longer herself. How she no longer had the same twinkle in her eyes that revealed how passionate a person she was. I wanted to stare this disease in the eye and take back everything it took from my family. Hence where my passion to study neuroscience came from.
 I knew nothing about the brain at all and therefore decided to dedicate the beginning of my PhD to understanding what we knew about the brain and then exploring what wasn’t known to see how I could contribute to filling in the gaps. My passion for this topic was incredible; I was burning so bright that if you held a piece of white construction paper up to me, you could easily see my vibrant light shining through.
 During the first two years of my PhD, while I was taking classes, there was a strong purpose behind my daily activities. I would go to laboratory rotation during the day, take classes at night, and study in between it all. When exams came around, the weekends and days before each exam would be study days. And when I took these exams, I would, for the most part, do pretty well. But the point of it all was that I was fulfilled because I would attend class, study, take an exam, and get a result. If the result wasn’t as good as I wanted, I would work harder for the next exam. I existed in a pretty rewarding system while taking classes.
 At the end of my first year, I chose my dissertation lab. A neuroscience lab! This lab also did electrophysiology and a lot of brain anatomy—topics I wanted to master so that I could both understand where things were in the brain and how neurons electrically functioned.
 First up was learning the skills I would need to complete my dissertation. To begin, I took a whack at learning brain anatomy. I was given a project where I would look at connectivity between different regions of the brain, and I therefore spent many hours on the microscope and with my handy dandy atlas which had images of sections throughout the entire brain. This was a daunting process, and at the start the brain looked like one homogeneous mashed potato pile to me. But slowly I started taking note of landmarks such as the corpus callosum, hippocampus, dorsal raphe, where all the ventricles were, etc. Now for the other skill I needed to learn: For those of you who are my fellow electrophysiologists, you know what it’s like learning electrophysiology. It was the most challenging thing I have ever had to learn. The amount of concentration and skill needed was more than I had ever used for studying or learning other techniques.
 First on the electrophysiology roster was learning to make brain slices from a living brain and to somehow keep the slices alive long enough for me to perform whole-cell patch-clamp electrophysiology (the specific electrophysiology technique I used).
 Well, let me tell you. Have you ever considered how squishy the brain is? How easy it is to make dents, accidentally squash it, flip it upside down and get the orientation completely messed up? Let’s just say it took me a while to learn how to make brain slices that actually looked like a coronal slice of the brain rather than another pile of mashed potatoes (not sure why mashed potatoes are my choice of substance to compare the brain to, but you’re going to have to deal with it, it seems).
 Now the other part, learning how to stick a tiny glass electrode—and I mean tinier than your eyeball can see—onto a single neuron in the brain to record its electrical potentials? HAH. Yes. That, my friends, this art, took me about a year and a half to truly be able to do reliably.
 But even through all of that, if you had picked up that piece of white paper and held it up to me, you could still see me shining brightly. The techniques were daunting of course, but they were fuel—a challenge that I was willing to dedicate time and energy to solving.
 So, you might be wondering, what is going to bring about the yellow construction paper in my journey? A slight dimming of my light?
 Let’s talk about every PhD student’s little friend, the qualifying exam.
 My naïve, new-PhD-student brain viewed this as just another test. Another exam to take, just as I had done many times before in my coursework. But, lo and behold, it is not just another exam. It is its own ferocious beast, and as an inexperienced beast tamer, I had no idea what I was getting myself into.
 My qualifying exam consisted of two parts. For the first part I had to complete a two-day written exam, and for the second I had to write a grant proposal on a topic not related to my dissertation research and then present it to the entire department. The written exam was daunting, but doable. The second part, however, is what tripped me up.
 Write a grant proposal? I had never written one before, so this was a completely new experience—new experiences are perfectly fine, but my problem was that there was a substantial lack of guidance during this process. I would ask my committee questions, and I would think I knew what was expected, only to find out I had done things incorrectly. I kept thinking that I just wasn’t asking the right questions and that it was my fault for being so confused about this process, but this kept happening over and over. This process made me ask myself: Why were there no clear instructions? Why is the qualifying exam process not clear? Shouldn’t I be worried about writing about the research and not trying to figure out what exactly I’m supposed to do? I was confused. Shouldn’t this be a process that a student is guided through? I felt like I was thrown into the ocean and expected to scuba dive without ever having been given lessons. And ok, fine. I did eventually figure it out. But this process felt wrong to me. Why were there no hard guidelines? Rules? Structure to give a new student? Why was I left to flounder without a life vest?
 I ended up learning to scuba dive (aka write a great grant proposal), and I also gave a killer presentation because I persevere no matter what. That’s who I am. No rules? That’s ok, I’ll just make them up. But, after I finished, I learned that my department wanted to use my grant proposal and presentation as examples for future students to follow. I was of course flattered by this, but this mainly made me ask more questions. Why were there no examples given to me? I understand learning how to write a grant is difficult, but shouldn’t I have had the same guidance that an example would have given me?
 I didn’t just move on from this experience. I took my issues into my own hands, put together a committee of PhD students from across campus, and together we wrote a proposal on how the qualifying exam should be unified and changed so that future students would have better guidance and structures to follow. And you know what? We succeeded in having all departments in the graduate school agree to our guidelines.
 However, this experience left me feeling drained in a way I had never felt before. I had always fully trusted the academic system to guide me, but now I saw that things were not perfect; that there was room for improvement; and, most importantly, that I should question everything with a critical eye. I did this with my light shining through now-yellow construction paper.
 
 My dissertation project was brought about in probably the best way possible. Where was it derived? At a Society for Neuroscience meeting! In November 2018 in Washington DC, my PhD advisor and I ran into our would-be collaborators, and they pitched the idea to us. They wanted us to examine the impact of chronic morphine on the electrophysiological properties of orexin neurons in the hypothalamus. In simple terms, I looked at how opioid addiction impacted how specific neurons in the brain functioned. I was excited to use this project as my avenue for continuing to learn about how the brain works, and addiction is a huge problem today, so I was eager to contribute to this field.
 With my qualifying exam now complete, I started my dissertation project at full speed. Spring 2019 was about obtaining the mice I needed for the experiment, getting approved to use morphine, and planning out experiments. I started my first cohort of mice in August 2019, and I kept moving forward until March 2020. The COVID pandemic shut down all research labs and halted my dissertation progress. I think those of us PhD students who were hit the hardest were those in the meat of their dissertation research. Students who were still taking classes or were writing their dissertations were ok because they were able to, for the most part, continue virtually, but those of us in the middle of experiments were devastated. Interestingly though, throughout the COVID shutdown, I still retained my yellow construction paper status. My eyes—trained to be critical—were still sharp, my passion for completing my project still strong. My view of the pandemic was that there was nothing I or the school could do about it. It was out of our hands, so I dealt with it pretty well, besides being impatient to get back into the lab.
 I was not able to get another set of experiments up and running until November 2020. So, in total, I wasn’t producing new data for about seven whole months, which set me back quite a bit. But once things were opened up again, I was running through experiments like my life depended on it. I ran and ran and ran. The burnout was chasing me, and I thought I could outrun it, but it did eventually catch up. From November 2020 to June 2022, I ran a marathon filled with mentoring students, doing presentations, too many late nights of electrophysiology and histology, and doing literally nothing else but work related to the laboratory. My ability to implement self-care in my daily routine and my ability to enjoy things in my personal life outside my degree decreased dramatically to compensate for all the work I was doing during this period.
 By June 2022 I was burnt to a crisp and absolutely done. I needed out at this point. I had realized that my mental health was starting to suffer and that the few self-care mechanisms that had gotten me this far were no longer enough. The only solution now would be to graduate and be done with my degree (for those of you that follow me on Instagram, I posted a reel about this and called this time during a PhD “the final point of desperation”). Think about it. August 2016 to June 2022—six years of my life gone in the blink of an eye. Evaporated. And left behind was an impressive amount of data and a crispy husk of burnt orange construction paper with my name on it. But orange is still great. It’s the early morning summer sun or that same sun setting in the evening—a signal of the start of a new day or the closing of one. Both are optimistic views that center progress and moving forward. But crispy orange as I was, I had run through enough sunsets at this point that I was ready to plan for my last one.
 The problem was, I didn’t just stop at this lovely burnt orange. I hit red. Red in the morning sailors take warning. Red is lava, burning, on fire. The point is that my red construction paper was bad. It was a blaring warning sign indicating that I needed to graduate, that my light was fading quickly—to the point of no return. Both my mental and physical reserves were dangerously low. I needed to graduate, to be done with my degree. How to achieve graduation? I needed to talk to my principal investigator (PI), the advisor of my doctoral dissertation work, and explain my dire situation so that I would be allowed to write my dissertation.
 The funny thing about academia and obtaining a PhD is that I didn’t anticipate how hard it would be to actually get your degree at the end of it all. The academic system is built on research productivity, and it turns out that PhD students are the main drivers of research in laboratories—they conduct most of the experiments. This is inherently a problem, as it is counterproductive to let students graduate when that means research productivity will go down. And here I was, a productive scientist that the system wanted to hold onto.
 Now, as I mentioned before, I am incredibly persistent; I will move forward no matter what. So, what did I do? I had a conversation with my PI and essentially gave him an ultimatum: I would do no more experiments until I was given my degree. I pulled myself out of the lab, and stopped doing experiments so that I could focus on writing my dissertation, gripping my red construction paper for dear life, my light flickering faintly behind it.
 I first tried for the December 2022 graduation deadline. That failed. No matter how fast I worked, I wasn’t going to make it. I was devastated. My thirtieth birthday passed in October; I don’t remember what I did. Thanksgiving passed; I guess I had turkey at my house, I don’t remember. My light was barely visible by now—shades of brown construction paper covered my eyes. The next deadline was for May 2023, and I made the decision that, no matter what it took, I would graduate then. I would make it. If I had to work all day, every day until that deadline, I would do it. Why? Because I was suffering. I was so unhappy. From September 2022 to April 2023, I was the most unhappy, mentally awful person I had been throughout the entirety of my PhD, and probably my entire life. I was just so tired of dragging myself through obstacles that shouldn’t have been obstacles. Why did I have to drag myself out of my PhD by the skin of my teeth? I wish I had known going in that it would be this hard to get out. Maybe I could have prepared myself better.
 Between December 2022 and March 2023, I was working day and night. I finished analyzing my data at the end of January 2023, wrote my dissertation in a month, and made it to my defense wearing a black-and-white dress—even though by now my light was struggling to shine through black construction paper. I did make it, though. I submitted my dissertation and made the May 2023 deadline. I walked across that stage in May, wearing my black graduation gown, and was handed my diploma in a black folder. My diploma was wrapped in black—kind of funny really, because I was wrapped in black too, and I’m not just talking about the color of my gown. My black construction paper had hardened around me like a protective shell, like paper mâché. I felt relieved that I was done, but I knew I had changed immensely over the course of my degree, and I was now met with the daunting task of learning who this new person was.
 As I sit here and write this, it’s been many months since I was handed my black-wrapped diploma, and I’m thinking about my black construction paper shell. During my PhD, my light faded as white paper turned to yellow, to burnt orange, to dangerous red, all the way to black. I became someone who can critically analyze situations, question everything, stand up for themselves, work incredibly hard towards a goal that is months or years away, and achieve what they set out to do. But like my qualifying exam experience, I want to look back on my dissertation research and point out all the things that occurred that made my light fade so rapidly at the end. I want to make the system better for those who come after me—so others can maybe stop at burnt orange, enjoy the sunset of all the hard work they have done, and be awarded a diploma of the same color, not black as mine was. I don’t want others to develop issues with their mental health and feel as though they are drowning. There must be a better way.
 
 My best advice for someone going through the PhD process is to get involved in or even create committees at your school that have the power to change things in your program, like I did with our qualifying exam. Speak up. If you think that something isn’t being done correctly, don’t just accept it: Take that red flag and show it to your advisor, your administration. The only way to change things is from within. So, for those of you who have packed your bags for the treacherous trip through the PhD, please believe in yourself, in your ability to make a difference no matter how small, so that those that come after you have a smoother, better paved path to follow.
 And so, I end this by saying that it’s pretty impossible to see a light through black paper, but I want you to know that I can see the light starting to come through me again—someone who has been covered in black construction paper as a result of my academic process. How, might you ask, since black is impenetrable? Well, you see, I had to get creative, and that creativity started with some scissors. Turns out that even black construction paper can be cut into pieces, and light can start shining through the gaps. My scissors come in the form of sunshine peeking through forest leaves on an afternoon hike, cozy mornings with my cats and coffee, and inspiring evenings with a pencil as I draw designs in my new sketchbook. So, scissors in hand, I am on a new journey post-PhD where I will decide what shapes I want to cut, what lines I want to make, and who I want to be for my future.
 Sincerely,
 Dr. Liz
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		On Getting Unstuck

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Dear Liz and Every Other PhD Student Without Proper Guidance,
 You are not alone.
 We hear you, we see you.
 The hordes of folks taking to social media to complain about academia are real. The burnout and discontent are real, or as an academic influencer recently stated, “I’m not here for a long time. Academia is going to lose.”
 
 Just today I had to complete eleven modules of “Responsible Conduct of Research” training as part of the protection of human subjects training protocol. I am in a stage of my life where honesty matters: I know they track how much time I spent, but in the busyness of life, I jumped ahead to the quizzes.
 Here’s my justification: I’ve been at this for ten years, and if I don’t get everything correct, there’s something wrong. I skip through, and I score 100 percent for every module, with the exception of one question about the CHIPS Act (I learn that the CHIPS Act was established in 2021–2022, when my protection of human subjects training hadn’t yet expired).
 I justify my skipping because the modules are infrequently updated. I still know the modules are good—I definitely don’t recommend that junior investigators skip through them. But, despite my mixed feelings about the (mandated) modules, it got me thinking:
 What kind of general training are we getting anyway?
 Why are some annual trainings perceived as more important than others?
  
 Despite these trainings being well-scripted and accurate, how are so many of the scenarios from the human subject training, which depicts inappropriate research methods, still happening in labs around the world?
 Academics leave their PhD program knowing one small niche of work. As HVHE guest Dr. Nick Holton jokes, “Our dissertation work is like studying the anatomy of a gnat’s ass.”[1] Sometimes the process or methods or best practices aren’t even shared within or across labs and disciplines—in general and in research training in specific. We learn depth but not breadth, in a bad way. With these blinders on, we academics forget that many of us will go on to teach—formally or informally—but most of us are never formally taught how to teach or mentor.
 In the opening of her HVHE episode Liz asks two simple questions:
 How is this toxicity in academia happening?
 Don’t mentors remember what it was like to be a student?
  
 I had different toxic experiences as a student than the ones Liz describes in her HVHE episode (and essay), so I didn’t have much to contribute in terms of an answer. However, I did remember my conversation with Dr. Alison Miller on her HVHE episode. Alison said she knew right after graduation that she was “allergic to academic culture” and that “academic culture needs an upgrade; it’s stuck in a different era.”[2] With her background in psychology, Alison acknowledged that students are, in fact, experiencing trauma (loss of a parent, miscarriages, major health crises), and the typical response from advisors is callousness. Perhaps those advisors were assigned trainings, and they skipped ahead to the quizzes, thinking, “This is one more barrier between me and the real work.”
 When speaking live with Liz, I reflected on parts of my conversation with Alison, particularly about the lack of training and guidance that we academics receive, and how most academics are just repeating what they’ve seen done. We parrot the good, bad, and ugly. Alison responded, “That’s really sad.” Yes, yes it is. And it’s honest. That’s what we’re doing in this anthology: revealing some of our shared stories and experiences by asking, “How did we get here?” and “Why is it like this?”
 These questions keep repeating. I was just sharing some information with city leadership members in a training about relational energy at work being contagious—that the Great Resignation is happening for three primary reasons: low pay, lack of advancement opportunity, and lack of respect.
 Wow, tripartite mission of the system. Keep them small, keep them wanting, keep them guessing. And, when you are not in the position of power, keep them thinking, “Is it me?” This is, as Alison introduced it to us in her HVHE episode, “institutional gaslighting.”
 A cultural shift takes each of us waking up. My husband likes to remind me, “You’re not in traffic, you are traffic.” Who is the system? Hint: It’s us. It’s people. People vote, people make policy, people enforce rules.
 Which sucks, because there’s a lot of “It’s me, I’m the problem,” … which is also great, because “I’m the solution, too.”
 We have to question what we’ve been told about our options. We have to bring it to social media, The Chronicle of Higher Education, and these heartfelt anthology pieces. We have to talk about it at roundtables, at conferences. Faculty and student senate groups at universities need to be auditing outcomes of academic programs and proposing implementable and context-driven solutions. Big change happens one small step at a time.
 It’s not easy. When I stand up for holistic well-being or my opinion or equity (whether these things are siloed or overlap), I’ve been told I’m “too green” … or “this is how it’s done” … or just “vote for it anyway, it’s easier.” But you have to choose your principles, your values—the hills you do (or don’t) want to die on.
 What I want to offer through the story of Liz getting her light back is hope. This whole academia thing can get better—one intentional educator at a time. I encourage each of you who may be nodding along: Don’t be defeated. Try not to get too tired. Get inspired. Build protocols and bridges. Tear down the old rhetoric of “it was hard for me, so it must be hard for you.” My hope is that through this anthology and the work of others, we can break this inter-generational trauma in higher education. We must accept there is a problem in order to make our way to “New Happy.”[3] In the book New Happy, author Stephanie Harrison shares how Maslow never created a “hierarchy of needs.” Marketing experts changed his Theory of Human Motivation into a pyramid with “self-actualization” at the peak. Just shortly after Maslow published his theory, he posited that transcendence beyond self in order to serve others was a missing link of his own theory. That, however, was not widely disseminated. And the misbelief that self-actualization is the pinnacle of human existence perpetuates much of our “Old Happy” paradigm (compete, succeed, go at it alone). Intentional connection in education is just one of many strategies to transcend.
 Liz is just what we need—an intentional educator who, on her social media platforms and now in a college classroom, leads with vulnerability and educates, inspires, and empowers new scientists (in general) and those interested in neuroscience (in specific). Through her expansive social media presence, she has a side hustle selling t-shirts and other paraphernalia featuring her drawings of the brain and heart along with other illustrations that bring science to life. Illustrating scientific principles for broader audiences is how she started her Instagram, which has, like her, grown so much since she started.
 She’s crafting a legacy that will make it easier for others to understand and engage in scientific discovery. And I would ask:
 How are other academics doing the same, making it easier for the next “you?”
 What narratives did you once believe that no longer serve you?
 
 In Liz’s HVHE episode, she shared that her principal investigator wasn’t providing any clarity, protocols, examples, or a timeline for when she could graduate.
 I was baffled the entire episode. I wondered why Liz didn’t “just” leave. But leaving is hard. Staying is hard.
 Hard is hard. You have to choose the right kind of hard for you, and nobody on the outside can judge or discern what you went through to get through, as we can learn from Terri Miller.
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		Girl Chats, Root Chakras, and Untethered Choosing

					Terri A. Miller

			

	
				“Wow, two drinks at once. Aren’t you worried what people will think?” Such an odd question for a bartender to ask a patron, right? I take a sip from one cup, then the other, and I’m sure I don’t care. But I answer his question anyway: “No, I’m not worried at all.” I stop my response short, but in my head, I’m thinking about the fact that I’m in a beer garden in the middle of a live music festival. If people are smart, they’re not looking at me because they’re busy minding their own business. And if they do spot the two red SOLO cups in my hands, I hope they see them as a sign that I’m having a good time. There comes a time in every woman’s life when the opinions of others stop mattering so much—when living authentically in your own skin is far more important than what anyone else might think about you and the life you’ve chosen. It has taken me nearly twenty years to get here. I’m a thirty-eight-year-old divorced mom of two, swaying to the beat of a live band. I am unbothered by this man’s seemingly light comment. I take another sip and get back to my friends.
 The world puts a lot of pressure on women. In life, we’re told to dream big (but not too big). In relationships, we need to be beautiful (but keep it natural), smart (but not a show-off), and domestic (but don’t forget the smile). We can be funny (but not crass). And if we’re working moms, we need to work like we don’t have kids and raise our kids like we don’t have to work. Here’s the thing: It takes real ovaries to piss off the masses. And three years ago, I did just that! I shoved the inner critics (and the external ones) off a cliff, untethered myself for the millionth time, and went my own way. I had spent so many years playing out the scripts that had been written for me—in my career, in my relationships, and beyond. I honestly don’t think I ever realized I had a choice, that I could rip up the pages and just wing it instead. My life became infinitely richer when I decided to go off script, and I’ve leaned into unlearning those scripts. And now that I’m living a life that I’ve chosen, there’s no way I could ever go back.
 When I imagine giving advice to my younger self, I automatically think of giving it to my daughters instead. I’ve lived a good life. Younger me made her mistakes, and she’s made peace with most of them—with a healthy dose of course correcting, as needed. Even with those mistakes, I consider myself blessed that I’ve learned, relatively early in life, that I get to choose how I want to live my life. There’s a freedom in that lesson, and I want my girls to have that from an early age. I want them to see that “the script” is just one of their many options. If sharing my experiences and lessons teaches them to walk in their power earlier, then sign me up! Still, I get panicked thinking of the advice I need to share with my daughters. Girls need to know that “the script” is optional before the world tries to dull their shine. But what’s the right age to start those conversations? In elementary school they’d probably miss the point, so I’ve decided to wait until they’re in high school. My girls have always been the curious kind, so I’ll constantly have to show my work. For every piece of advice I give, there’ll be a story to tell, a lesson learned the hard way so maybe they’ll learn it the easy way.
 In my head, we’ll call these conversations Girl Chats, and they’ll always include a walk down memory lane where I’ll get to revisit a specific experience or season of my life. Sometimes the shares will be painful. I’ll be gentle, but I’ll also need to be honest. If I don’t tell the girls about the kinds of challenges life can bring, how will they ever truly understand that they have a choice in how they live? How will they know that their mama has already lived several lives, made mistakes, and chose differently? How else will they know how Mama liberated herself? I’ll share so they know that they have a model for untethering. I’ll give the advice, and I’ll share. And I’ll pray that when their time comes, they’ll know what to do.
 
 Girl Chat number one will start with me letting my daughters know that they’ve been raised with both roots and wings. I picture bringing this up on a cool, summer night. There’s a gentle breeze as the girls and I relax around the firepit on our back patio. The stars shine bright, and the music is playing low. The mood is perfect, so I take a chance and say to my girls, “Alright babes, listen up. Time for a Girl Chat. I’m not sure if you know this yet, but you’ve got both roots and wings. Your wings are there so you know that the world is your playground. Your roots are there so you know that you can always come home—to me or to yourself.” Once I have their attention, I’ll tell the story of how I learned of roots and wings.
 When I was pregnant with my first daughter, a spunky lady from my church named Charlene gifted me a three-and-a-half-by-five-inch photo album. For each of the album’s plastic sleeves she’d printed out a wise parenting adage. “These are the rules and standards that helped me raise two amazing human beings on my own. Raise your daughter to be of strong conviction and to know who she is,” Charlene had written. I remember reading through those pages while breastfeeding. In those early days of being a mom, I’d close my eyes and try to absorb Charlene’s wisdom: “Let your yeses be yeses and your noes be noes,” and “Don’t let parenting be your sole life’s purpose. It can be a big part of it. But don’t let being a mom become your whole identity. Dream bigger.” Sadly, after several military moves, I have no clue where that book is. The book may be gone, but the knowledge lives on. There’s one adage that sticks with me to this day: “There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots, the other, wings.” I read it and immediately knew what it meant. It’s how my parents raised me, and it’s how I wanted to raise my children.
 My life has come full circle in the twenty years since I left home at eighteen. I grew up in a tiny town in Virginia where I couldn’t get away with anything because my dad was a cop. My home was a loving one. The fridge was always full. There was always someone to help with the homework or the paper. Hugs were always just an ask away. When I was fifteen, my boyfriend broke up with me after a huge Friday night football game. And he did it in one of the most predictable ways possible. He was a football player, and I was in the marching band. I remember meeting up with him after the game like we always did, but this time he was a bit distant. Then, he said those awful words no girl wants to hear: “I think we should break up.” I cried the entire four block walk home from the stadium that night. I carried my flute case in one hand and my heart in the other. That break up hurt so deeply. But here’s what else I remember about that night: My parents showed how committed they were to seeing me smile more than I cried. As my mom held me and let me cry, my dad quickly grabbed his keys and bolted out the front door. I heard his car drive off. Minutes later, I heard him pull back into the driveway. But looking out the window, I saw that he wasn’t in his Ford F-150. He was behind the wheel of a shiny, new (to me) 1995 Honda Accord. My parents had bought the car as a surprise for my sixteenth birthday, which was two months away. But watching me, their firstborn, with tear-streaked cheeks, they knew exactly what to do to make me feel better. That’s what they always did. They showed up with love—simultaneously holding my broken heart and handing me the keys to drive off to explore new roads.
 My parents taught me how to balance a checkbook and how to test the sump pump, but most of all they modeled what a loving marriage looked like. So, when it was time for me to go to college, they were right there—checklists in hand, ready to support. Though they loved me dearly, they always encouraged me to dream bigger than our small town. I remember sitting in my dad’s office, using his work computer to fill out financial aid forms and my mom helping to proofread my application essays. My parents gladly drove me around for college visits and enthusiastically asked all the right questions to help me make wise choices. In a nutshell, my parents took great care to tend to my roots while strengthening my wings. Those wings took me further and further away from the nest for twenty years. And when the world came crashing down around me, beautifully deep roots brought me back home.
 When the girls are my age, I hope they think back to the home that we made together—with our beloved “Ocean in the Sky,” which is what we named the stellar golden hour sunset show that happens outside our picture windows each evening. We’ve often marveled that we can’t tell where the skyline ends and the mountain range begins. There’s a familiarity about those sunsets that only the three of us can share. We’re not just staring at the beauty of Appalachia. We’re also reminiscing the nearly three years of ombre sunsets we watched half a world away as the sun went down over our island home near the seawall in Okinawa, Japan. I hope they remember how we pause to take in the ombre sunsets outside our home and give thanks to the sun for the peace it brings us each day and for the precious memories it keeps for us as the years go by. We miss the ocean so much, but I pray they always remember these sunsets and find comfort there.
 I hope they fondly remember our home for its warmth and love. I hope they remember running around the front yard in their pajamas, catching fireflies, and staying up late for just one more chapter of Pippi Longstocking. I hope they remember the loft where they sent Barbie parachuting down to the couch using old, half-deflated helium birthday balloons. I hope they smile while thinking of our kitchen dance parties and their grandmother’s special ingredient for making the perfect mooncakes. I hope they remember cuddling under blankets for Friday movie nights and pretending the tree swing was a pirate ship surrounded by shark-infested waters. I also hope they remember how I nurtured their passions—taking trips to the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History to learn about science and spending countless hours assembling solar robots and Lego sets. I hope they remember learning to sew (we miss you, Mrs. Sock Monkey), starting a garden with their grandmother, and gazing into outer space through the telescope on clear nights. I hope they always know that while we were planting deep roots—making memories and loving each other fiercely—I was preparing them to spread their wings.
 Girl Chat number one continues: “As you get ready to leave the nest, I want you to gather up those roots and fly. Think about my life and the stories I’ve shared with you over the years. From college to grad school to living all over the world to divorcing your dad to coming home to my mama when my heart was broken to rising from the ashes and rebuilding a life that turned out better than I could’ve ever imagined … it has been both my roots and my wings that have guided me to this beautiful moment with you girls. I hope you plant and replant yourself wherever and whenever you need to and that you’ll do so as many times as you need to get where you need to go. I pray you travel to places you thought you’d never see and that you’re never afraid of flying into the next season. I hope you know that your roots can handle the journey, and so can your wings.” By the end of this first Girl Chat, we’ll all be crying and nodding in silent agreement that Girl Chats are a beautiful addition to our already rich life. We toss another log onto the fire and keep on living.
 Three identical B6 grid notebooks balance on the arm of my chair as I write this. Each one of them is filled with stories from my little corner of the world. One tells of a whirlwind military romance, a throw-caution-to-the-wind move across the country, and a beautiful Sunday-brunch-themed summer wedding. Another captures the grief of losing two fathers, the joy of birthing two daughters, and the tough choices I had to make after each of those transitions. The third journal holds some of my biggest stories to date. There’s the one that tells how I untethered myself—how I quit my job, set my marriage on fire, returned to my hometown, and rescued myself from the ashes. There’s the one where I patched myself back together in what I refer to as The Healing House. When I thumb through those pages, I’m amazed at the number of endings and beginnings, deaths and rebirths, and farewells and hellos that had to happen for me to be who I am today.
 
 Girl Chat number two will come on a rainy day. The girls and I will each be curled up in our favorite spots on our L-shaped couch. One glance over to the Kokeshi dolls on the bookshelf and I’ll feel compelled to tell the girls about Hatsuhinode and how they should always trust that the sun will rise again. “Girls, have I ever told you about the sunrise that changed the trajectory of our lives and how I learned to lean into life’s toughest moments?”
 I take the girls back with me to January 1, 2021. That morning, my roots (a call to come home to myself) and my wings (a call to fly higher) started buzzing at the same time. My eyes popped open at 4:45 a.m., and something (God!) told me to go to the ocean. There I was: throwing on my sweats, grabbing my keys, and racing out the door for the annual Japanese tradition Hatsuhinode, or the first sunrise of the year. To miss this sunrise would’ve meant starting the year off on the wrong foot, and I had to get it right this year!
 Okinawa, Japan had been an amazing island hideout for two and a half years. I’d spent my time there snorkeling in the East China Sea, seeing the ocean daily, exploring local thrift shops, and sipping lattes in kitschy cafes. But as beautiful as this life was, moving overseas had been tough for me. After twelve years of working in higher education, I was still struggling to break $50,000 a year, and this move had required me to take a major pay cut. Military spouses have always struggled to maintain their careers while also supporting their active duty partners through moves, deployments, and other absences from the home. While I’d always continued to work within my field, I was convinced that I’d never stay put long enough to professionally advance. Seriously, what was the point of getting a master’s degree if I was never going to make more than I owed in student loans? And to add to that, my marriage was crumbling.
 During the closing months of 2020 I had been frozen, but on this particular morning I felt a courageous warmth rising within me. It’s a feeling I now know to be tapas, or “the productive heat that helps to clean your conscience, bring you clarity in body and mind, and move you forward toward your goals.”[1] I parked my van near the oceanfront, speed walked to the seawall, and made my way through the crowds. Families and friends huddled together, sending up prayers and hopes for good fortune in the new year, and I was here to do the same. I sat down on a concrete Tetrapod in the predawn darkness, wrapped myself in a blanket, and cracked open a brand-new notebook:
 Dear God,
 It’s me … Terri.
 Thank you for the past three months of cocooning. Thank you for forcing my world into stillness so that I could hear you. Thank you for therapy, for friends, for stability. Thank you for the gift of reflection so I could see how I’ve spent the last seven years “should-ing” myself into being strong, being perfect, being the glue while burning myself out. Thank you for showing me how I “should-ed” myself out of my own enoughness. But I know better now. Thank you for forcing me to see the ways I had nearly set myself aflame just to keep my house warm when you never intended that for me. Thank you for giving me the space to learn how to listen to my spirit and how to put my pain to purpose. I give honor and reverence to this season of curling inward, of surrender, of reflection.
 I feel myself emerging from the safety of my cocoon now. Where I once felt frozen, I’m now warming up. Guide me and give me the courage to speak my truth. Help me to do my choosing in love and light. Thank you for holding me close as I wept. Please walk beside me and hold my hand as I do the hard things.
 Amen.
  
 After the sun had risen and the crowds had started to thin, I folded my blanket and smiled. Something inside me had awakened. For the four months after that I let tapas lead me. I quit a job I was unhappy with so I could focus on learning new skills for a career switch. I spoke my truth in my marriage and chose to walk away when that wasn’t reciprocated. I left an island I loved so much to move into the unknown to save myself. It wasn’t an easy season, but looking back, I know that Hatsuhinode 2021 gave me the gratitude I needed for my season of introspection and the courage I needed to make the hard choices in the year ahead. For most of 2021 and all of 2022, people tried to convince me to stay in spaces that were comfortable for them but painful for me. That sunrise gave me the strength to say, “Actually, I don’t have to do that,” and I kept moving forward.
 During this second Girl Chat, I’ll return ever so briefly to what I shared in our first Girl Chat, the one about roots and wings, to show the girls the magic of their wings. “Here’s the funny thing about wings,” I’ll start. “Sometimes, you spread them with much fanfare. Weddings and graduations send you off, flying high and in style. But when your world falls apart, those same wings can take back to your roots, back to safety. That’s what happened with my wings in early 2021.”
 I had lost my dad, and the grief sent me flying (literally) back home to be with my family. He was the kindest man I’ve ever known, so it was only fitting that he’d leave us on Valentine’s Day 2021. I lost my breath that day, but in the days that followed, his absence gave me the strength to use my wings. His absence helped me remember (and return to) my roots.
 As I finish describing the duality of grieving my dad and finding the courage to return home, I’ll pull two neatly wrapped packages from under my chair and hand them to the girls. They’ll each be holding a hardback copy of Glennon Doyle’s book, Untamed. I’ll take a moment to tell them how much the book spoke to me at a time when both the world around me and the world within me were spinning out of control. I’ll encourage them to read it slowly, taking in the wisdom of each chapter. Glennon, if you’re reading this, you have no idea how much this book spoke to me. Your words propelled me forward when my feet started to lose momentum. Thank you for your realness. Your words gave me the final push to light my marriage on fire, book a flight, and go home. I’ll make sure my girls know that they, too, can always come home.
 I’ll have bookmarked a specific page in both books, and as they flip to that page, I’ll already be reciting this passage from memory:
  You are here to decide if your life, relationships, and world are true and beautiful enough for you. And if they are not and you dare to admit they are not, you must decide if you have the guts, the right—perhaps even the duty—to burn to the ground that which is not true and beautiful enough and get started building what is.
  – Glennon Doyle, Untamed

 
 Girl Chat number three will be a tricky one, and I’m not quite sure I’ll know how to start it, but it’s a story my girls (all girls) will need to hear. I know that the underlying point would be twofold:
 	There will be seasons of your life that will make you feel like you’ll never be ok again, but the only way to get through them is to go through the pain. There are no shortcuts to take or easy buttons to push. You must do the work, feel the feels, seek out help, and learn the lessons.
 	There’s something beautiful on the other side of doing those hard things.
 
 Because my girls will ask me to prove it, I’ll share how I know these points to be true.
 In February 2021, I lost a father (by death) and a husband (by choice). In that same month, the girls and I returned to the US, in the middle of a pandemic, homesick and sad at leaving our island home. I had no job, and my home and all of my worldly possessions were half a world away. But something inside me knew that everything would be ok. Call it faith or sheer desperation, but I trudged through the grief of all that I had lost. And guess what I found on the other side of that mountain? My freedom! “Take the risk,” I’ll tell my girls. “Whatever you’re grappling with, lean into it—and let God lead you through it. Dive headfirst into the depths of the ocean. And if you find that you’ve gone too deep, remember to whom you belong (God and me), swim back to the surface, and catch your breath. You can always begin again.”
 Just days after leaving Japan and my husband, I missed a call from a former employer, and my jaw hit the floor when I listened to the voicemail. The message said, “Hi Terri! Are you still in Japan? Are you back in the US? Wherever you are, I hope you’re well. Listen, we’re in the middle of a hiring freeze, but I’m able to hire someone through our Office of Temporary Services. If you’re interested, I’d love to have you back on the team. We can work your schedule around your time zone and whatever availability you’re able to give us. Think it over and give me a call.” Did I just get offered a job that I didn’t apply for to work with one of the best bosses and mentors I’ve ever had? I thought about how much I had loved working with her and the fact that I had only resigned because my husband’s job required us to move. But now, here she was asking me to come back and offering the job with the flexibility and security that I desperately needed! Needless to say, I took the job. To this day, I still reflect on that season and my perfectly-timed return to that role. It’s quite incredible—divine, really—how God aligned my former boss’s need to fill a position not only with my need for steady income, but my need for love and support from people who knew me well. I was only supposed to stay in the job for three months, but I ended up staying for an entire year—exactly how long it took for me to land the permanent, stable, remote, well-paying job that I have now. Well played, God. Well played.
 
 The fourth and final Girl Chat will happen with each of my girls individually, the night before each of them goes off to college. I will have tried to model this one throughout the eighteen years we’ve spent together, but somehow the thought of her going to bed in a new space the following night makes me anxious to have this last chat. I’ll walk into her room as she’s deciding which last-minute things to stuff into her already full boxes. She’ll look at me and meet me at the papasan chair: the one we always loved smooshing in together for story time, the same one we dragged into my office so she could nap next to me on countless sick days. She’ll know what’s coming, and she’ll have come to cherish these chats—a new kind of story time. I’ll hand her a Post-it note and wait while she reads it. She’s probably seen this message a million times. That same Post-it has been stuck to the edge of my computer monitor for years, but today the message is for her:
 If I am living bravely, my entire life will become a million deaths and rebirths. My goal is not to remain the same but to live in such a way that each day, year, moment, relationship, conversation, and crisis is the material I use to become a truer, more beautiful version of myself.
  – Glennon Doyle, Untamed

 Yes, I’m quoting Untamed again. What can I say? Glennon speaks my language. When my daughter is done reading, I’ll uncurl my palm and hand her seven stones in a rainbow of colors. We’ve practiced yoga together for years, so she knows about the seven chakras. These shiny little stones are precious, each one more vibrant than the next. I’ll look at her and say, “One last Girl Chat before you go, my love.” I’m almost in tears thinking about this chat. How have the years flown by so fast when I still have so many chats to share? My girl meets me on the floor in Sukhasana, the cross-legged easy yoga pose, and as I hand her each stone, I channel my very best advice for each chakra:
 	Red – Root Chakra: Bloom where you’re planted, and be ready to replant whenever the ground becomes infertile.
 	Orange – Sacral Chakra: Never stop chasing fireflies. Your play and creativity are your superpowers.
 	Yellow – Solar Plexus Chakra: You are your own best friend. Protect her and listen to her above all else.
 	Green – Heart Chakra: You are worthy of love. Give as much to yourself as you give to others.
 	Blue – Throat Chakra: Be intentional with your words. Speak your truth and lead with love.
 	Indigo – Third Eye Chakra: Remember that you can always walk away from anyone or anything that dims your light. Let discernment, a mindset of abundance, and your gut guide your path.
 	Violet – Crown Chakra: Have faith that all things—seemingly good and bad—are working for your good.
 
 When I finish this final Girl Chat, I’ll think back to the three-and-a-half-by-five-inch photo album full of wisdom given to me when my first daughter was born. I’ll pray that through my mothering, my life as an example, and Girl Chats, I’ll have given them the very best of me. I’ll have shared some tough truths that will serve them well. These Girl Chats are all in my head for now, but imagining how delicately I can use my experiences to prepare my girls to live healthy, happy lives is inspiring. It gives me an even deeper love for the woman I have become. I am present with my loved ones. I shine bright for them, knowing that I don’t have to set myself on fire. That wasn’t always the case. I’ve earned stripes and I bear scars from my many endings and beginnings. But those seasons don’t limit me, and they don’t define me. I thank God for the courage it took to go inward and harness the power of my many endings and beginnings. I ultimately used those moments to set myself free. With each new season, I am reborn, and I’m excited to continue that cycle as long as there’s breath in my lungs.
 
 Today, I’m standing barefoot in my front yard staring at the “Ocean in the Sky.” With a wine glass in one hand and a champagne flute in the other, I crack a smile. My roots were planted decades ago just a mile and a half from here, in the home I grew up in. And while my wings took me all the way around the world, both my roots and wings brought me right back here. But my life’s not finished; there’s always more untethering to do. I’m rooted for now, though. So I tip each glass (yes, still two) towards the setting sun, feeling my wings flutter, and I think: “You did good, kid! Cheers to many more beginnings.”
 
	Deshpande, R. (2022, January 6). Feeling Stuck? Turn Up the Purifying Power of Heat. Yoga Journal. https://www.yogajournal.com/yoga-101/philosophy/purifying-power-of-heat/ ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Rooted with Wings

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				On Mondays, my lab and I host virtual, thirty-minute “mindful meetups” for Cooperative Extension health educators who promote health through community-based education and empowerment. Together, we set the tone for the week. Sometimes I’m fully present, sometimes I’m leading, and sometimes I’m multitasking so much that I’m running through the airport, signed in but nowhere near connected.
 In 2021, for Martin Luther King Jr. Day (a federal holiday in the United States), instead of connecting live for the meetup, I recorded myself giving a yoga lesson. I based it on strengthening the lower body while opening the heart—echoing Dr. King’s ethos that you are grounded, connected, and loved. Cue feeling rooted, with wings.
 And as I’m typing away, using my day off to arrange and link these essays and section, I see Terri’s message of being rooted with wings. As I’m trying to find the bridge between Liz’s experience in a toxic lab environment[1] and Terri’s experience of freeing herself from people, places, and spaces that have made her feel like she’s less than, the link emerges.
 It’s hard to fly when there’s nowhere to land.
 We fall back on bean counting. Never enoughness. Keep producing more, creating more competition and comparison. While these pieces of colonization and discrimination take the main stage worldwide, academia is a microcosm of “Old Happy,” comparison and competition. As Alison Miller says on HVHE: academic culture needs an upgrade.[2] We have to change our work and worth ethic.[3]
 In November 2023, Terri’s contributions to the HVHE podcast included vulnerability and practical tips for how to “take up space” (a nod to a Toni Jones song of a similar title) and “be in the skin you are in,” both parts of the titles of our two-part recording.[4] We talk about how it can be hard for anyone to take up space. Terri talks about the specific and harsh realities of raising little Black girls in America. She shares her journey of choosing herself over trying to be chosen by relationships or otherwise. Some moments are heartbreaking, all are inspiring. Terri is magnetic. Through her relationship with her daughters—the ways she plans on equipping them with both deep roots and strong wings and their intentional Girl Chats—matched with her boundless energy, I know there is goodness radiating outward in this world.
 
 Two days after I started writing this essay in the summer of 2024, Terri makes the two-hour drive to attend one of my yoga classes: 6:00 p.m. Hot Flow Mix. It’s truly a mixture of things, and it’s hot. What happens in that hot space is true connection—to the self, others, and a higher power. This is accomplished through movement and the power of breath (life force energy, prana). After savasana (corpse pose, deep rest), I invite the yoga practitioners to reflect on the ways they are rooted but to embrace that they still have wings—to use sixty-minute yoga classes as a way to flex a muscle, to greet a challenge off the mat. Later that night, as Terri and I swat flies in my backyard, we are reminded of a recent breakthrough in a bug-filled-but-perfect open-walled wooden yoga shala (sacred space) in Costa Rica.
 We were surrounded by people processing, doing deep work. Yoga creates space for awareness and awakening, which was certainly true for one attendee at the retreat I hosted in April. I can share that an incredibly intimate moment surfaced when Karen, a Black woman in her mid-sixties, unlocked her trauma from being a young teen during the integration of Black and white children in the US public school system. She was one of the only Black students in a white school. Mandated integration thrust her into otherness in a way she hadn’t felt before. And the residuals of that sense of not belonging—where she was seen as too Black, too tall, too loud, simply too much—would follow her throughout her entire adulthood. Karen shared that she felt like she was on an island—too “white acting” for some and too Black for others. Rejection was and still is her deepest childhood trauma. It wasn’t until she had the quietude and slowdown of practicing yoga in a remote jungle in Costa Rica that she was fully able to process this trauma—to realize that the wound had grown deeper over the years and, at present, still left her feeling a sense of otherness, wrongness.
 The cohort of practitioners held the stillness of time in that shala. Time stilled. Nobody was in a rush to leave, willing to risk the closure of the buffet for the day. This time, this space, and this moment were too important. The ancient Greeks had three articulations of time: where Aion is everlasting time, Chronos is clock time, and Kairos is the right time.[5]
 There is no wrong time to practice.
 There is no wrong time to release.
 There is no wrong time to grow and pivot.
 There is no wrong time to unblock, expand, and take aligned action.[6]
 As people shuffled out of the shala, Karen, Terri, and I stayed back, glued together in a hug. The Universe put all three of us in this time and space together to heal.
 People who have been oppressed and discriminated against are exhausted from fighting systems and people—from an isolated student in a toxic lab to an entire group of people battling systemic oppression. Although it is definitely not a panacea, yoga can provide a release valve for this exhaustion and its symptoms—yes through the postures, yes through the stillness, but most importantly through its root: yuj, union with the self and others. Knowing you are more than enough and that you always belong.
 I write about these moments with Terri and Karen, with humility and consent from each of them. These types of moments propel career breakthroughs for me. I thought my “job” was to help people increase physical activity to reduce chronic disease. I thought it was to “educate” on physical activity and how to incorporate different intensities and duration of exercise. But then I found yoga, and I found that I will always be in the seat of the learner. I can only share what I’ve learned and my experiences. The student-teacher dyad isn’t real. But I also learned that breathwork, moment-to-moment awareness, and accessible movement can heal people and communities. Making yoga a vehicle by which people can flourish.
 Technically, I haven’t made it to the pinnacle of my career, according to the standards of funding. But, hosting a retreat in Costa Rica as a “nontraditional” intervention to promote holistic well-being … that was a moment. That was a pinnacle—being in a hug, sharing the ancient practices of yoga that have helped me and my wounds, and seeing that do the same for others.
 
 As we wrap up this anthology over the summer of 2024, I find myself feeling a bit anxious in this season of my life. But Terri’s visiting, so we chat over sushi and seaweed salad in the small college town I’ve called home for fifteen years.
 I tell her that I’m considering leaving my job.
 I want to fly. I have wings.
 But I feel stuck to my job, my comfort zone, and my obligations. Rooted, maybe in a bad way.
 It’s not discontent. I don’t know what it is, but I know that I can’t strive like I have been anymore. I don’t want to work as hard as I have been to not move the needle. I can’t keep thinking that happiness is one more grant, paper, book, student away.
 We’re back in the car when Terri shares a story about someone she knows whose entire family has terminal degrees, but they’re always asking her what’s next. Her response is often to remind them that every day she’s challenged and rewarded in her job and that she doesn’t need another degree to find satisfaction. She’s content. Sometimes she leaves it at that. And sometimes, she doesn’t respond at all.
 What Terri says next makes me stop the car. She says, “I was thinking about you, and you sort of remind me of that family. In how you’re always seeking another degree or accolade or challenge. Maybe that’s what you’re feeling—not discontent but discomfort in finally feeling content. Maybe you’re not sure what to do with your hands if you’re not typing out another grant application or creating another program.”
 I turn my hazard lights on.
 Nausea rumbles in my lower abdominals and tension vibrates in my inner thighs: some root, sacral, and solar plexus chakra activation.
 Root: stability, secure.
 Sacral: creative, connected.
 Solar plexus: get it done, let it go.
 These three chakras are considered the lower or embodied chakras, as those above the neck are considered higher and more esoteric, divine. Just because these chakras are physically closer to the ground doesn’t mean they are lowly. The only way to tap into openheartedness and ascension is through safety, security, and, sometimes, Girl Chats.
 
 Getting in your body—or embodied—is divine. All the trail angels who contributed to the podcast and the stories within this anthology share their insights and journeys. For most of us, we’ve found that higher education isn’t a healthy space, but we can be healthy within or outside of it. We can enjoy life. We can challenge what isn’t working. We can spend hours a day typing and creating and spend less energy (maybe not less time, but less energy) on shit that
  Really.
 Just.
 Doesn’t.
 Matter.
 Or, in yoga, the niyama (ethical practice) of santosha—contentment, satisfaction.
 When we wait for others (peer review, partners, systems) to tell us we belong, we can never reach self-actualization. Or as Natalya asks in her essay, “If I hadn’t struggled, how else would I have discovered my strength and my own wings?”[7] The power for self-actualization cannot be in the systems that oppress us, whether we’re talking about systematic racism or just an unhinged boss. Turning inward to meet the divine within us will remind us that we never have to go without (anything), and when we focus on connection and vulnerability, we can radiate out. Rooted, with wings.
 I have spent ten years as a professor. I spent the four years before that as a grad student and the seventeen years before that as a tiny scholar being told what the next step was. When you pause to think about what the next thing is … here you are. You are here. Here and now. Yoga doesn’t give me the right answers, but it does help me find the right questions. And that’s beautiful. After all, I am just mid-career and in the middle of it.
 
	"Construction Paper," pages 167–176. ↵
	Harden, S. M. (Host). (2023, August 31). How to work in a way that works with Alison Miller the Dissertation Coach [Audio podcast episode]. In Higher Vibrations in Higher Education. ↵
	Toni Jones (an affirmation musician who used to be a financial wellness coach) reminds us that our worth is not tied to our work in the song “Worth Ethic.” ↵
	Harden, S. M. (Host). (2023, November 13). How to be in the skin you are in with Terri Miller [Audio podcast episode]. In Higher Vibrations in Higher Education. Harden, S. M. (Host). (2023, November 7). How to take up space with Terri Miller [Audio podcast episode]. In Higher Vibrations in Higher Education. ↵

	Chamberlain, S. (2019, January 7). Chronos and Kairos: The Gods of Time. https://www.stephenchamberlain.net/personal-reflections/chronos-and-kairos-the-gods-of-time ↵
	“Introduction: The Launch of Higher Vibrations in Higher Education,” page 11. ↵
	"Permission for Takeoff: The One Choice That Led to Flourishing and Freedom," page 162. ↵
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		What's Next?

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				My husband started calling my bed “the library” since it cradles two books, two journals, and a sudoku at all times. Right now, one of the books is Humankind: A Hopeful History by Rutger Bregman. A few months ago, it was Success After Tenure: Supporting Mid-Career Faculty led by Dr. Vicki L. Baker. So, it is no surprise to me that as I reflect on Vicki’s essay (to follow), the humanness mentioned in the opening of her essay jumps off the page.
 I called Vicki a few weeks ago (in April 2024) because I applied for a job I didn’t know I wanted. As I considered my career runway, and what success after tenure could look like going forward, she advised me to look at my (a) strengths, (b) intended contribution(s), and (c) the spaces in which that intended contribution provides added value.
 I didn’t get the job. It’s the first time since I’ve had my PhD that I wasn’t offered a position after interviewing. I was crushed but not defeated. I have these three prompts from Vicki to keep me going. So, why was I applying for a new job?
 I think people in mid-career often ask themselves, “What’s next?” It’s unavoidable. We’re in a groove, but we want to ensure it’s not a rut. Mid-career is the longest point in someone’s career. At tenure-granting institutions, mid-career is considered after tenure and ten years before retirement. What? I got tenure at thirty-three and I plan to retire at, say, seventy, so I’ll have an almost thirty-year mid-career season.
 What are my strengths?
 What is my intended contribution?
 What is the space in which my intended contribution provides added value?
 I think it’s all here—in this anthology and on the mic for HVHE. One of my greatest strengths is being a bridge. I bridge people and places. Interventions and systems. I bridge people to new music … podcasts … books … skin care … you name it.
 Right now, I want to be the bridge between yoga and academia.
 Vicki and I partnered on a manuscript for Academic Leader in which we shared how yoga principles can help academics flourish, and how different levels of academic leadership can make space for small, incremental steps that advocate for the balance of the seven chakras in the workplace. For example, the sacral chakra is associated with creativity and connection—infrastructural supports such as shared working spaces or mentorship via chatting over coffee are simple ways to help generate sacral chakra balance. We also included journal prompts for scholars’ self-inquiry: “What are you doing each day, week, semester, or year to generate space for combinatory play and creative thought?”[1] And we suggested use of a mantra, such as “I birth good ideas” or “I am creative.”
 The strategies in that paper are just a few of the many multilevel interventions that can generate a healthier academic culture. Yoga has worked for enlightenment for millennia—with this practice we can be filled with light and awareness while also lightening up about the stressors that are present in academia. We can be more mindful, intentional, and purposeful, rather than researching and teaching in the fast, competitive, publish-or-parish paradigm. Some of the best ways to create higher vibrations in higher education are to soften and connect instead of grind and promote. Read that again. Maybe say the words aloud. We can have a visceral response to words and what they insinuate about our systems. Let’s change the narrative and generate an energy of nourishment and care, of space and being open.
 When we can ask questions about career advancement that remind us to keep goodness at the seat of our science, then we might be fulfilling our dharma (life’s purpose).
 
	Vicki and I discuss these suggestions in this piece: Harden, S. M., & Baker, V. L. (2024, January 16). Employing Yoga Principles to Support Flourishing at Mid-career: Strategies for Institutional Leaders. Academic Leader. https://www.academic-leader.com/topics/faculty-development/employing-yoga-principles-to-support-flourishing-at-mid-career-strategies-for-institutional-leaders/. My previous PhD student, Abby Steketee and I discuss combinatory play in this paper: Steketee, A. M., & Harden, S. M. (2024). Einstein’s combinatory play: A promising practice for creativity and well-being among public health professionals. Public Health in Practice, 8, 100546–100546. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2024.100546. ↵




	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Career Advancement: Employing Wellness Strategies

					Vicki L. Baker

			

	
				As I find myself immersed in the busyness of a semester in the academy, I am startled by the calendar reminder letting me know my next meeting starts in ten minutes. I hit send on the email that was in progress, and I take a quick peek at where the meeting is happening and what will follow. That day’s events, and the subsequent days, are full of so many meetings—not to mention class and student hours. The overscheduled nature of my calendar reminds me, ironically, to block off some time on said calendar to engage in a “gut check” of where, for what purpose, and with whom I am spending my time—in essence, to reassess where I am at in the given moment. In my role as a consultant, this is a practice I encourage my clients to do, whether it’s during one-on-one coaching sessions with faculty members (mostly at mid-career) or the faculty and leadership development workshops I deliver.
 As someone who is firmly situated in mid-career, and despite achieving full professor status, I am keenly aware that the need to manage one’s calendar with intentionality is one of the many necessary actions needed to advance along one’s intended career trajectory. In fact, it is the broader notion of helping people advance in their careers that guides my work in all aspects of my professional (and personal) pursuits—a foundation built by a family full of educators who believe in the power of investing in oneself and the opportunities afforded by a strong education. I am inspired by the experiences of others and find purpose in helping them articulate what’s next and how to get there: an opportunity I do not take lightly. And while there are many frameworks and action steps one can rely on to help guide career advancement efforts—many of which I use personally and recommend to others—I focus on what I refer to as “humanness”: the intentional act of building wellness considerations into our career advancement plans, which all too often takes that proverbial back seat.
 My scholarship and practice focus on helping mid-career faculty address the “what’s next” and “how to navigate” questions. My recent books on this topic provide a roadmap for faculty and institutional leaders navigating this season of their career and life. This work led to the HVHE conversation Dr. Harden and I had. While we discussed a variety of topics, three core ideas grounded in the notions of thriving and wellness are worthy of deeper consideration: openness to pivoting, intentionality with time, and well-being responsibilities to the self and others. As members of the academy continue to navigate an ever-evolving higher education landscape characterized by its continual “ratcheting up” of performance expectations, foundational elements to strategic career advancement that are grounded in a wellness lens are critical.
 Openness to Pivoting 
 Through the work I engage in via my consulting organization Lead Mentor Develop, LLC, I have the immense opportunity to engage with academics across the academy, both domestically and abroad. I share some fundamental similarities with these individuals, namely the intense focus and discipline that enabled us to navigate the doctoral student experience, earn a faculty position (tenure track and non-tenure track), and advance along the traditional pathway of assistant, associate, and full. For those in non-tenure track environments, it’s constantly working to achieve continuing contract status. In our minds, and as prescribed by the academy, there are set milestones and “markers of success” we continually strive for.
 What I have consistently found, with my clients and for myself, is when those markers of success have been achieved and/or when they become less clear (cue the mid-career stage), a tension surfaces and an uneasiness sets in. Questions of what’s next and how to navigate take over the narrative; these bright, disciplined individuals need support yet grapple with asking for help (or knowing what help is needed). For some, this situation also triggers a period of mourning—mourning what was or what no longer lies ahead because the path is less clear.
 While a challenging space to be in, I encourage my clients to see this as an opportunity for renewal and re-crafting one’s narrative—to be more open to pivoting. Pivoting is defined as an adjustment or modification made in order to adapt and/or improve. If the act of pivoting doesn’t define our reality in the academy, I don’t know what does. To effectively pivot, however, one must let go of what they thought their future would hold along with the narrative they created in their mind about the “right” way to navigate work and life. All too often, this narrative is driven externally and by others’ (or industry) expectations.
 Pivoting is a power move, not a consolation prize. In order to pivot, one must be clear on their a) strengths, b) intended contribution(s) (e.g., what brings me joy; where do I offer the greatest impact), and c) the spaces in which that intended contribution provides added value. Identifying these points serves as a necessary foundation for researching alternative pathways within or outside of the academy, allowing you to focus your future pathway in a way that honors and works in service of that contribution. In my workshops, I ask attendees to spend five minutes drafting responses to the above prompts and to use that both as a conversation starter with trusted mentors and to engage in self-reflection.
 Intentionality with Time
 “While I cannot add more hours to the day, I can help you be more strategic and intentional about how you spend the hours you have” is a statement I make regularly in my workshops and coaching. Having clarity about how, where, and with whom we spend our time and for what purpose is necessary to make change, should it be needed.
 The majority of calendars I review, including my own, are full of work responsibilities: class times, student hours, weekly department and committee meetings, plus the requested meetings for projects or “on demand” needs that arise. I rarely see time blocks for ongoing appointments like therapy or counseling, workouts, meditation, or even lunch. We know from Newton’s first law of motion that an object will not change its motion unless a force acts on it. For so many in the academy, particularly women, women of color, people of color, and other minoritized groups the force that finally changes one’s motion is burnout, or worse, a health scare that may or may not have long-term consequences.
 We cannot be present for ourselves, or others, if we are in a constant state of motion. Being intentional with time requires clarity about one’s intended contribution and an accounting of all the identities that matter and deserve time, space, and place on the calendar. For example, once my kids reached school-age I started blocking off drop off and pick up times (a duty I share with my husband) to ensure meetings weren’t put on my calendar when I am in full mom-mode. I build in a weekly walk-and-talk with a dear friend and colleague—taking time away from the office to connect with her. I also encourage blocking off space on one’s calendar that isn’t focused on or in service to others (e.g., mom, teacher) but rather time dedicated to the self. Even with these steps, many academics still experience the nagging feeling that they aren’t doing quite enough, and we need to work to quiet those thoughts. Remember that doing, at the expense of being, leads to burnout and unhealthy, unsustainable habits. The goal of being intentional with your time and calendar is to ensure that those who are deserving of time and attention, including yourself, receive your best self.
 Well-being Responsibilities to Self and Others
 It is so easy to get caught up and sucked into the day in and day out grind that characterizes the academy, regardless of your institutional setting or position. As we navigate a post-COVID reality, many academics still find themselves simply not ok and struggling to find solid ground—we have been forced to move full steam ahead in managing the institutional realities we all face such as dwindling resources, students navigating mental health and well-being challenges, and continued public mistrust about the value of postsecondary education. There is a general malaise and somewhat shellshocked state we find ourselves in, which is salient for students, faculty, and staff alike. We have yet to sit back and reflect on where we’ve been, what we survived, and how we (hopefully) came out stronger as a result of the pandemic. I personally still find that I have not fully caught my breath yet, but I must continue on to keep the ship moving forward. Couple that reality with career stage challenges, particularly at mid-career, and you have a perfect storm for under-caring for ourselves and others.
 As department chair, I am acutely aware of the responsibility I have for supporting the wellness and well-being of my colleagues, particularly my early career colleagues who are navigating new environments and career milestones. Regular check-ins and office walk-ins show a level of humanness that helps me maintain a handle on how people are doing and the areas in which they need support. That support also extends into life more generally. Communicating and showing happiness for colleagues celebrating family birthdays, getting married, or traveling to a new location matter—and I encourage colleagues’ engagement outside of work as necessary to not only bring their best to campus but home to friends and loved ones.
 I also must remind myself that I am deserving of and in need of that same care—showing myself grace, unplugging to enjoy family time, and opening myself up to others’ efforts to show support and encouragement. The academy can be an isolating place, as it requires so much autonomous work. Relying on one’s community is important, particularly during those mid-career years, which are ill-defined and often long and winding. Getting into the practice of showing care for the well-being of the self and others is a good exercise to master not only surviving, but thriving in the academy.
 A Call to Action
 As a management professor and consultant, I think it is critically important to offer next steps to the individuals in my care, whether they students, faculty, or workshop attendees. I have found myself inspired sitting in others’ sessions or reading their work—but once the realities of life and work hit upon my return home or when I put the manuscript down, I too find I need help navigating the question of: “Now that I have this knowledge/am inspired, what do I do with that knowledge?”
 I hope the HVHE podcast discussion I had with Dr. Harden and the follow up points made in this piece inspire you to think about how to navigate this stage of your career and to do so with a wellness mindset. In this section, I offer a few concluding action steps that may help you and those you support navigate your spaces with more intentionality.
 Be open to experiences that work in service to who you are and where you want to go. Be clear on what brings you joy and/or where you feel you make the greatest impact. Lean into the opportunities, and the people, who support you being your best self in your high impact engagements, across all the identities (e.g., spouse, parent, professor, community contributor) that matter most to you.
 Time is precious: spend it wisely and with people who inspire you and who appreciate you and all of your talents.
 We can only be our best, on any given day, when we are healthy, feel supported, and are equipped with the tools needed to execute our various roles. Focusing on wellness and health is not a luxury, but a necessity.
 At the end of the day, my values and priorities drive my engagement, and yet I too can get caught up in the push to be in a constant state of doing. I hope this essay, and the others in this anthology, offer a respite for the readers who seek to invest in their own well-being. For those interested in learning more about how to answer the “what’s next” and “how to navigate” questions that accompany mid-career, look for my edited volume, A Toolkit for Mid-Career Academics: Cultivating Career Advancement (Routledge) to learn from the amazing efforts of others across the academy.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		What Else Is in Store for the Second Half of the Journey?

					A. Borsika Rabin

			

	
				I am about halfway through my academic journey, which started in my mid-twenties in Hungary. In 2024, I was interviewed for a feature[1] and was able to further reflect on my scholarly beginnings:
 My main motivation to pursue a career in science [emerged] from my experience in my family in Hungary. My mother, while always available and around while I was growing up, had pursued a very meaningful career – spanning from serving as a science teacher, the director of a large dormitory providing home to middle and high school students who came to our town to study from the surrounding smaller towns and villages, becoming a clinical psychologist in her late 40s, and taking leadership role for the federal government to develop and guide important programming for social services agencies across Hungary. My father had a highly accomplished journey as a scientist, physician, and public health leader in Hungary. After retiring from serving as the Chief Medical Officer for the Hungarian Red Cross, he is still actively practicing medicine at age 85 in a full-time capacity … in infectious disease medicine … which he added to his repertoire at age 75 to support the needs of our local hospital. My childhood was spent running around and playing hide and seek with my sisters and cousins in the buildings and surrounding grounds of our local hospital where many of our family members served as physicians. Medical topics and discussions about public health issues and health care were common in our home. My parents and because of them, us, the three daughters, were deeply inquisitive and passionate about science broadly and health-related questions more specifically.
 I obtained a PharmD degree from Semmelweis Medical University (now Semmelweis University) in Budapest and developed a passion for public health research and practice, an unconventional path for someone who was trained as a PharmD. To complement my training, I started a PhD program in Public Health Sciences at Semmelweis under the guidance of a global thinker in the field, Professor Endre Morava. My scientific journey in the United States was a result of a joint CDC/World Health Organization funded training I attended in Austria where I met my first mentor from the United States, Dr. Ross Brownson. It is under his guidance that I completed a PhD and MPH in public health studies in St. Louis followed by seven years spent in Denver working with Dr. Russell Glasgow and the past eight years here in San Diego. I am mentioning all these individuals as they each served as key motivators and lampposts for me as I embarked on and continued this journey – taking me far away from home but never far away from the values I was raised with.
 The common thread across my three primary mentors who all identify as men was that they were sensitive to my needs and complexities as a human being and were able to provide guidance and encouragement that considered my personal circumstances and honored who I was beyond my academic persona – a woman, a global citizen, a friend, a daughter, a sister, a wife, and a mother. Over the past two decades, I had many instances when these other identities needed to take priority and they always thrived to accommodate these natural shifts in life with great empathy.
 Additionally, I am grateful for the unwavering support of my husband, a public health and primary care physician, who continually creates space for my career and passion for science in our marriage and family life and celebrates me, my daughter, and women broadly.

 After a rich and adventurous twenty years in academia, another twenty years of immersed academic work sounds right. What do I want these next twenty years to look like?
 First, I hope to continue being a part of teams—teams that are smart and dedicated. As an implementation scientist, I have so many opportunities to be part of different projects; I bring very specific expertise (i.e., an implementation science lens and methodology) to topics, settings, and priority populations that might be new to me. I find myself thriving in these contexts and feel that I contribute more to the field through these projects than when I am leading one or two studies on my own. It fits who I am better—in these projects I am a good colleague and a good collaborator. I feel helpful and that I am part of something bigger. I appreciate all the teams that have invited me to be part of their work and have nurtured me as a scientist and as a human being.
 I also hope to have the opportunity to prioritize depth over quantity as it relates to two areas: engaging with community partners and engaging with mentees. In those realms, attention to detail; deep listening; and the deep understanding of context, priorities, and dreams are so critical. Rushing through meetings in community and mentorship contexts sets us up for missing the most important points. While I love my virtual meeting options and working from home—so much more productive for me—over the past year I have prioritized in-person opportunities with my mentees and with community partners. Having tea in the backyard for a dissertation meeting, going for a walk to discuss next steps for a project, offering to share a meal with community partners. This is where we hear about important events in their personal lives: a wedding, new home, new baby, graduating kids and grandkids … sharing these makes us more human and creates bonds that allow for meaningful connection. If we care, then we can trust, then we can meaningfully collaborate. I’ve had the good fortune of hosting some of my colleagues from other parts of the country, which has allowed for meaningful in-person connection, bonding, and lots of laughs (more about this later).
 From a personal perspective, I hope these next twenty years will continue to make me feel intrigued, excited, and creative. Growth for me, at this stage in my career, might mean learning a new method (e.g., I’m very interested in how ethnographic lenses can help us appreciate and account for the complex context we exist and do research in); applying implementation science to a new context (e.g.., areas that are directly relevant, important, and/or meaningful to the communities we are surrounded by); creating new types of products that I have never worked on before (e.g., one community-driven project lead to a video featuring academic and community-engaged research as an end product, which made me wonder what else can we create); or redefining what success is in my research and work (e.g., more emphasis on quality of life—focusing more on results that help communities improve their conditions and less on more academically interesting but non-actionable results).
 Then there is laughing. Laughter has always been so much of who I am. I grew up with a wonderful, richly complex, and caring family who has endured so much, with history happening to them in real time (wars, political systems shifting, etc.), while also always moving forward, evolving, contributing, inspiring, and creating space for connection and beauty. Stories were always told, reaching back through multiple generations—stories that were filled with resilience, hope, and always a good pinch of humor.
 Humor is ever present in my adult life as well. In particular, a self-deprecating sense of humor can allow for so much vulnerability, humanity, and connection … and it is a wonderful remedy for the poisonous shame in our high productivity, perfectionist, and competitive academic community and world. We all come with so much to offer and so many imperfections to scrutinize. I wonder what it will take to move our emphases on academic reviews, job evaluations, and human interactions from what we don’t have to what we do. Can we create spaces where people can heal from their trauma, their bad experiences, and where they can be authentically themselves—spaces where they are instead inspired to be their very best, authentic self?
 I am very lucky because most of my academic journey has been filled with lampposts that have guided me forward—mentors who cared, encouraged me, allowed me to have independence, and at the same time protected me; they were also willing to stay well beyond their initially agreed upon role. When these mentorships were unable to be there for me due to the boundaries of new institutions or geographical distance, I suffered, and I was so surprised to find out that not all “higher-ups” are kind and fair. Mentorship should be a constant in life and in academic work—however, the roles, dynamics, and activities encompassed in a mentoring relationship need to be dynamically redefined. I deeply believe that everyone, every single one of us, needs a mentor or mentors regardless of where we are in life or our academic standing. Transitions from one mentorship model to another will take a moment, but I hope that we will all be able to successfully redefine our relationships with good, previous mentors and find new ones who can help us navigate new institutions and work challenges. And for those of us slowly moving into a more senior role in academia, I hope that we will always understand and remember the critical role we can play in creating opportunities for our colleagues who are in earlier stages of their journeys.
 To close, please allow me to remind you (and myself) that we cannot have it all, and yet we can. Throughout my years in the workplace and beyond, not everything I wanted was feasible for me at a given moment as I tried to fit work and family life into the realities of my personal limitations and abilities (which by the way also seem to change in a dynamic way). As this brief excerpt from my favorite poem by Barbara Ras[2] says (which gives me hope and centers me every time I read it):
 “You Can’t Have It All”
 But you can have the fig tree and its fat leaves like clown hands
gloved with green. You can have the touch of a single eleven-year-old finger
on your cheek, waking you at one a.m. to say the hamster is back.
You can have the purr of the cat and the soulful look
of the black dog, the look that says, If I could I would bite
every sorrow until it fled, and when it is August,
you can have it August and abundantly so… (italics added)
  
 May we all have the wisdom, strength, and sense of humor to be able to experience our Augusts to their fullest.
 And when that type of wisdom is not possible, and when we need more active engagement in our personal and professional lives, may we all consider ways to make our life experiences feel more meaningful. I would like to highlight three ways of doing this:
 	How do we create and nurture flourishing teams? Seek out team members with complementary strengths: Instead of looking for people who are perfect in all areas, look for those who demonstrate strengths in areas that might be your weaknesses. This can be considered at the micro and macro levels and in terms of both academic expertise and soft skills.
 Create a safe space for both creativity and failure: I recently read about the power of calculated and intentional failures, also known as deliberate mistakes, in an archived piece of the Harvard Business Review[3] that suggests that you should plan to fail in order to succeed. A scenario where this perspective is embraced by a team would make for a powerful place to work and create.
  
 
 	How do we stay present? My favorite way to stay present is to immerse myself in activities that captivate me with their beauty. Beauty to me means engaging in a complex, intriguing task or problem and finding a clever, creative solution. For me, this experience can be found in the development of a new engagement plan for our community partners, a new-to-me way of looking at and organizing data, or the successful creation of a complex pattern for a knitting project.
 I was introduced to the work of Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi while still in Hungary. His idea[4] that we reach our highest level of well-being when in flow—fully immersed in something that is just the right level of hard—continues to remind me that staying present is a direct path to being well.
  

 	How do we dream of the future? If the path forward feels murky or daunting, remember the people (and moments) that served as the lampposts that guided your way in the past. Maybe journal about them, or just call them to your mind’s eye. If these beloved people are still available to you, go for a walk or have a coffee talk (virtual or in person)—there might be a memory or spark discovered through shared discourse. If they are no longer on this earthly plane (or are just too busy to catch up), perhaps reflect on why your interactions with them were so significant.
 When all else fails, close your eyes. Envision yourself five years from now: What are you wearing? What do you hear? What is nearby? Are there any smells—perhaps of the ocean or of a sweet tea? Just dream with all your senses.
 
 
 
	ACTRI Communications. (2024). Women in Science ft. Dr. Borsika Rabin. ACTRI Blog. https://actri.ucsd.edu/news/actri-blog/women-in-science-dr-borsika-rabin.html ↵
	Ras, B. (1998). You Can’t Have It All. In Bite Every Sorrow. LSU Press. ↵
	Schoemaker, P. J. H., & Gunther, R. E. (2006, June). The Wisdom of Deliberate Mistakes. Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2006/06/the-wisdom-of-deliberate-mistakes ↵
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		Mid-Career Savasana

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Savasana (corpse pose) is one of the most challenging postures in yoga. You don’t move and you notice what you notice. Some teachers cue to not fall asleep, others cue to release your thoughts. Savasana can be when a lot of students roll up their mats and give up because, perhaps, they don’t know there are alternatives to lying still and resting. That the rest doesn’t mean the mind stuff (chitta vritti) stops.
 As a yoga teacher, I try to cue that a wandering mind is normal. And if thoughts of overwhelm or anxiety or the never-ending to-do lists are normal, it might be more helpful to use a mantra: a short, repeated phrase for focused attention when the “lying still as a corpse” might not be working for you.
 I offer this advice to my friend and colleague Borsika on a green lawn in the hills of La Jolla, California during sabbatical—my savasana from academia.
 On this trip, I was invited to meet with a variety of current and past affiliates of Borsika’s. She had crafted an incredible itinerary with people who have left academia in search of different pursuits—from working at large mobile app companies to consulting. I met with someone who had just recently retired. I met with folks on Zoom and in gardens. And I really got to know Borsika—including her family and her home.
 For my trip, I was supposed to stay in Borsika’s Airbnb space since I had a limited budget. Then she had a roof leak. When she emailed me to share the news that the space was no longer usable, she also said that I was welcome in her guest room.
 I didn’t know if it was impolite to accept or impolite to decline. I had loved all my other interactions with her, but this would be increasing our personal intimacy (into me see).
 It ended up that the guest room was it for me. Borsika, her husband, her two children, and I had meals together, and we laughed a lot.
 I’ve recently learned that laughter is the sound of recovery. We’re all recovering from something—and academics are often regaining their worth and their belongingness. I can hear the laughter in Borsika’s home—the one she came from in Hungary and the one she created here in the US. I hear it in our Zoom calls. I hear it in her ability to bring lightness and joy to all spaces she occupies. She is beyond an impressive CV and is an incredible human.
 In Borsika’s HVHE episode, we focus on strategies to build a culture of health in academia, and in her essay, she asks us to reflect on our dreams, our legacy, and our contributions. To sit under a fig tree and question, “What’s next?”
 
 I’m ten years in and at a turning point in my career. As I pull together this anthology—knowing its potential power, even as it’s saved as a mere document on my dying laptop as I type to you—I know I’m “living my prayer, little pockets of peace and serenity that built the infrastructure for my hope and faith in the listeners of the universe.”[1] When I ask my higher power what’s next for me, I hear: Keep going, keep writing and sharing.
 But it’s difficult. It’s difficult to speak in academic spaces about how a spiritual awakening has changed and challenged your career trajectory. It’s challenging to share stories of your quest, of your surrender to a higher consciousness, especially for those who may not have that shared belief. It’s equally hard to share your personal experience, hope that it might help someone, but also that you fully believe that if it doesn’t help, that’s ok to. It’s hard to express all that in passing moments.
 So, instead of embracing the challenge, we sometimes avoid it.
 We keep these pieces of ourselves to ourselves, and we end up not showing up whole. One of my HVHE guests speaks of the fragmentation that happens when we can’t bring our whole-selves into different spaces. But she warns us that “fragmentation will leave you disillusioned. Disillusionment will leave you lifeless and breathless.”[2]
 
 When I was a visiting scholar in a lab meeting of my previous PhD supervisor (and now esteemed colleague) in the spring of 2025, he asked about my email batching strategy during his lab meeting. I shared, in front of two students and a staff member of his, that I say a prayer before I engage in my emails. One of gratitude for what I’m about to receive because I need to remind myself that I love my job and that answering emails is one way I pay my bills.
 He almost choked on his Chipotle.
 I was breathless. Did I just casually say that? Did I say prayer in a mixed group of people without sharing my interpretation of prayer? My inclusionary spirit of prayer? How do I clarify? Do I need to clarify?
 And, just like that, the moment is gone, we’re speaking of other things. I’m left not knowing if I’m helping or hurting the discourse. I know it is a practice I’m using. And it’s how I’m healing. Is that enough? I must practice aparigraha (non-attachment) because my intention was in alignment with ahimsa (non-violence).
 
 As with all sections of this anthology, we encourage practices and experiences to navigate the hidden curriculum of academia. To garner more tools for your spiritual quest.
 I love the popular, non-attributed, meme that says: “Witches call it spells. People of religion call it prayer. Spiritualists call it manifestation. Atheists call it the placebo effect. Scientists call it quantum physics.” Those posting online often add something like, “Everyone’s arguing over its name. No one is denying its existence.”
 What does it mean to you to be successful? What does it mean to you to be spiritual?
 Spirituality and religion are distinct, but we often can’t define them for ourselves. In the next section of this anthology, contributors speak of their spiritual awakenings and how they tied to some personal and professional turning points, starting with one of my beloved cousins, Fionna.
 
	"I Didn't Know I Prayed for This, but I'm Glad I Did," page 33. ↵
	Harden, S.M. (Host). (2024, February 1). How to use faith to not live a fragmented life with Tamra Andress [Audio podcast episode]. In Higher Vibrations in Higher Education. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Faith, Failure, and the Freedom to Chart Your Own Course

					Fionna M. Boyle

			

	
				“The purpose of life is to know yourself and love yourself and trust yourself and be yourself.”
 – Yogi Tea
 This essay is dedicated to the feminine divine cohort of the 2024 Higher Vibrations in Higher Education Retreat. The joy, trust, surrender, vulnerability, and depth of expression we shared unleashed the courage within me to speak my truth and Lead with Love.
 Introduction
 The kettle is sounding as I finally have my computer turned on and am sitting down to write, with the writer’s block lifting at 2320 (11:20 p.m.). I need to stop the kettle whistle, but I also need to keep typing for fear that the brain fog will set in again. On the way to the stovetop, I dodge mounds of clothes on the floor and multiple suitcases scattered throughout the room—laundry and organizing are two of the many things on the to-do list for a sailor returning from sea.
 Yogi Tea (chef’s kiss) is my favorite brand for bedtime and stress relief tea. The quotes though (chef’s kiss again) are magnifique! I’ve actually dreamt of starting a podcast called quotes+quips, which would base conversations on the Yogi Tea quotes that come written on each tea bag. The more I ponder the actual podcast idea, and with each successfully steeped tea bag, the more worthwhile it seems. There would at least be potential for two listeners: me and you, the intrigued reader who’s followed my banter thus far.
 The tea quote that has blessed me this evening is one I’ve received before, and I find it important enough to share here for further elaboration and contemplation: “The purpose of life is to know yourself and love yourself and trust yourself and be yourself.” The Yogi Tea quote writers deserve a Nobel prize.
 I enjoy the art of steeping tea not only on land, but also at sea. I bounce between tea and coffee, but in my “seasoned” years I have grown quite fond of hot water … plain. No lemon (ok, maybe the occasional lemon). No honey (ok, sometimes you can’t pass up local honey to keep the immune system up). No tea—that’s right, I said it! NO tea. Just plain hot water. No Yogi Tea quote (I know, steeping blasphemy!). Nowadays, I refer to myself as a social drinker, applicable to alcohol, tea, and coffee, but not hot water—that is my daily jam.
 Then I started thinking, why does a cup filled solely with hot water fulfill my beverage needs?
 Don’t I need the caffeine? Am I accepting of the side effects like racing heart, headaches, and teeth dye? Or more interestingly … am I numb to the side effects? Perhaps I have a fear of missing out on the social meetup if I don’t drink coffee. It’s interesting to reflect on the pros and cons of coffee, especially as a merchant mariner. The lifestyle at sea promotes and oftentimes calls for the use of coffee due to the twelve-hour workday to combat fatigue and aid in shipboard camaraderie, especially in the US Merchant Marine.
 The dichotomy of coffee vs. no coffee led me to the happy medium of drinking hot water-so not to worry about choosing socializing over side effects or vice versa. As I reflect on what draws me to the fresh brew and its steeping contents, I jot down the associations, habits, and reasons I’m drawn to coffee-the warmth of the mug, the taste of the coffee, and the communal gathering of friends and colleagues, alike.
 The international language for maritime communication is English; I’d add the international pastime of seafarers is a hot cup of coffee. In peace and war, day or night, rain or shine, when two ships are passing in the night they most confidently have a Mate-on-Watch with a hot cup of coffee in their hand. Then there is me-the Mate-on-Watch with a hot cup of water in her hand-cheersing to my caffeine-sipping shipmate across the sea (similar to the ‘ole Jeep hand wave of shared community and adventure on the road).
 What it boils down to is the importance of honoring self with a daily ritual and healthy habit that is grounding, nourishing, and sensory invoking. Learning that warm water can aid digestion, reduce stress, and detoxify the body—all while hydrating (obviously)—definitely takes the win over coffee (for me) as my daily seafaring pastime, especially when caffeine can be a contributor to seasickness. Interestingly enough, I’ve realized that it’s the ritual of starting the kettle, seeing the steam, and the warmth of the mug in my hands that nourishes my soul and helps pass the time of the 00–04 watch (midnight to four a.m.). It’s the hot water hydration that nourishes my body and keeps me focused for the twelve-hour shift on the merchant ship.
 Purpose of Life
 If I had to summarize my thoughts on why this particular Yogi Tea quote resonates so deeply with me, it’d be this: To know, love, trust, and be yourself is the result of Trusting in God and Betting on You. Those two phrases, separate or combined, are powerhouse statements. A belief in something greater than yourself and a belief in the unlimited potential of yourself are really, in my opinion, the cornerstones of life on Earth. Speaking of the cornerstones, or building blocks, of life on Earth … have you heard of mitochondria? Whether science- or faith-based, there is broad agreement that cells are the smallest living organisms. However, a key building block of any cell is the even smaller component within that cell known as the mitochondria (also known as “the powerhouse”).
 Why am I talking about mitochondria? Similar language is also used to describe the Greatest Powerhouse of All Time (the G.P.O.A.T.), God! Both pack a powerhouse punch in terms of giving us the strength and energy for survival, function, and purpose. Sometimes it’s hard to find our purpose, so let’s take a walk down memory lane, complete with a shoutout to my sophomore year biology teacher, Mr. Franchella, at Archbishop Wood High School. He was the first to introduce me to The Mighty Mitochondria. In his class, I also discovered I wasn’t blessed with the tolerance for blood or needles needed for dissection assignments. Therefore, I knew early on that any the medical profession would be ruled out from my future aspirations. However, fast forward to today: My current profession is in the maritime industry, and I am licensed as a merchant marine officer to work on vessels with unlimited tonnage (aka any size ship or boat). One of the requirements of my job is being trained in first aid. Eventually, the more senior-in-rank a person is, the more extensive medical training is required, such as medical management and medical person-in-charge (dealing with blood and all)—such irony.
 I believe achieving your purpose in life requires propelling yourself forward daily; growing in the freedom of faith and failure; and building momentum in knowing yourself, loving yourself, trusting yourself, and being yourself (Yogi Tea nailed it).
 Know Thyself
 “You have a choice?!” I exclaimed with awe and exasperation as my cousin fell off the bed in an a-ha moment. A few years ago, I helped her[1] realize that her calendar overload was due to her own freedom to choose to say yes or no to how she wanted to spend her days, as well as the freedom to choose the who, what, and where that fill her personal, professional, physical, mental, and spiritual buckets. Really though, at that mid-level stage of life and career, the a-ha moment was the realization for her (and I) that, for the last thirty+ years, the supposed idea of “freedom” was actually the external pressure to say “Yes.” In spite of trying to keep our priorities a priority, we were more compelled to people please.
 My cousin credits me as her life coach—a title I’ll humbly take and don’t truly deserve (in my opinion). I do value and appreciate my listening and mirroring skills, as they let me shine light on myself and others. These are talents I’ve acquired over time in my quest to become the best follower and observer I can be. It is a blessing when I can truly help loved ones (or anyone for that matter) shine a light on truth by providing the space and trust needed for vulnerability and awareness of the present moment. As one of my mentors, Tony Robbins, shares in his teachings, “All the answers lie within us, we just have to ask the right questions. The quality of our life is proportionate to the quality of our questions.”[2] I’m appreciative of that moment with my cousin; I was entrusted to ask a quality question that pivoted her life towards even more greatness.
 Trust Thyself
 Sea stories are a time-honored tradition and pastime of seafarers—sailors, merchant mariners, and pleasure boaters alike. These stories allow wisdom from experience, observation, and word-of-mouth to be passed down from generation to generation. A prime example of a primary source.
 The definition of primary source, according to Merriam-Webster, is “an account or record (such as a first-hand account, a contemporaneous news report, a photograph, or an audio or video recording) reflecting direct experience of a thing (such as an historical event) that is being researched or studied.”[3]
 You are the only primary source of your life. Be loud, be proud, keep a journal, take lots of photos. Speak, share, and document your truth. If we’re not growing, we’re dying. What is death if not the absence of life? The absence of purpose? The absence of truth? Trust yourself on the path of life. Live and share your primary source experiences, wisdom, and—of course—a sea story or two!
 My belief throughout life has been that everything happens for a reason: I get accepted to the US Merchant Marine Academy—I figure it’s meant to be. My brother unexpectedly dies at a young age—I believe God has a bigger purpose for him in Heaven. I’m promoted to Commander in the US Navy—I have the utmost gratitude for my peers and leaders acknowledging my progress, ability, and potential to lead sailors. My sister marries the man of her dreams—I smile for them knowing everything is right in the world. The blessed title of Auntie is bestowed upon me—I pray with deep gratitude, as there’s nothing better.
 During one particular voyage to the Antarctic Circle, heading to sea brought me a deep sense of dread. So much dread, in fact, that I shared it with my mentors, mentees, family, and friends. Although I’ve gone to sea, been on the water in multiple capacities, and been part of the maritime community for seventeen years, this was a surfacing of anxiety and fear I had never really known—or had not let rise to the surface before, at least. I was coming to terms with the fact that I was afraid of dying. But, I was equally, deeply afraid of living. I can’t believe the course my life has charted, upward and winding (like the Stock Market!), but I have such a sense of survivor’s guilt and a dread that Death could find me, too, too soon.
 With the help of my community, I took another leap of faith and another voyage to the sea. This time, to Antarctica:
 We’re ten days away from the closest emergency response unit, but a nurse is onboard (thank God). This nurse is additional personnel, separate from the typical “crew” capacity. Crew is in quotes since she wasn’t considered crew but as a rider or additional personnel. This distinction is just to share that she was not core personnel required for staffing by the US Coast Guard in order for the vessel to sail, get underway, or operate. Under most circumstances on this particular vessel, medical responsibilities fall on the Chief Mate as second-in-command. So, I’m grateful that “Nurse Jane” has a spot onboard, since I don’t necessarily want “Sailor Joe” being the only one responsible for operating on my eye, toe, thumb, hand, or literally any part of my body.
 Crossing the Southern Ocean, I realized the grandeur of this world and the relative “speck of dust” I am in the vastness of the universe. The vessel is rolling in ten-, fifteen-, twenty-, twenty-five-, thirty-foot waves at seas, not seeing land or other ships for 80 percent of the forty-day voyage. I revel in the importance of every single person—their personal and social responsibilities—onboard that ship. Every crew member plays a part in the success of the mission and has a direct impact on the culture and quality of life onboard. And while sharing a vessel with sixty other humans could drown out a single voice, it is imperative to honor that each of our stories are important, even amongst the many. I am the primary source of my experience, and so are you. What stories are you telling about your life? Maybe yours aren’t seafarers’ tales, but they are your own. Trust yourself to know, share, and speak the truth; be the primary source you want to see in the world.
 Love Thyself
 “Wisdom” by Fionna M. Boyle
 I AM worthy. My voice is worthy to be heard and my inner wisdom ready to be told.
 I AM the planter (of seeds).
 I AM the protector (of souls).
 I AM the leader (of self).
 I AM flapping my four dragonfly wings: God, Family, Self, and Community.
 Soaring light as a feather: free, colorful, and expressive.
 Uplifted by courage, honor, commitment, flexibility, humor, strength, wisdom, integrity, and truth.
 Navigating with clarity and vision.
 Aligned in the chakras: heart, mind, and spirit.
 I AM all things. The universe is interconnected: My voice is your story; my experience is your wisdom.
  
 When my cousin Samantha called and said she was hosting a week-long yoga and writing retreat in Nosara, Costa Rica, she didn’t have to ask me twice, especially when she told me the dates, which directly lined up with the end of my hitch to the Southern Ocean. Signed, sealed, delivered—an RSVP has never been sent so quickly!
 I practice yoga in my daily life, and I’m a lover of all things travel, so I was grateful for another amazing retreat for my mind, body, and soul. It was perfect timing for me; it would be a time for some decompression and aid in the transition from sea to land. I was ready to process this last sixty-day hitch, jump-start my vacation, and experience a new land (as a first-time visitor to Costa Rica and the Blue Zone of Nosara). I was open to what the week had in store. Honestly, I was very much looking forward to the writing portion of the retreat, but I wasn’t giving it much gravitas because it was an unknown, the unfamiliar. Writing in itself is not unknown or unfamiliar to me—I have a daily gratitude journal practice and truly value the self-reflection, introspection, and personal time of putting thoughts to paper. However, I’ve always had an underlying bias towards the idea that writing just produces more clutter: more paper; more books; more things to buy, collect, store, pack, lift, transit; and files end up in the piles of “stuff” in the dust bunny corner with my seashell collection. But I do LOVE the turn of a page, the bind of a book, paperback or hardcover. The tangible presence of a book (and the notes I can take within it) is of value, and there is no substitute.
 Needless to say, I went to the retreat—held at Bodhi Tree Yoga Resort—knowing my life would be forever changed; the future always holds new opportunities and unknown experiences.
 This was one of the most incredible weeks ever; it was filled with love, laughter, joy, sun, dirt, sand, and sunsets! What else could a gal want? Well, sharing it with ten other divine feminine souls is exactly what one could want, and the universe provided!
 Be Thyself
 Our writing mentor, guide, and facilitator at the retreat was Dr. Natalya Androsova. The beauty of Natalya was the compassion she brought to the practice of writing, meeting you where you were at in your writing journey. Every day, after a morning yoga class, we gathered in a circle where she provided reflections and prompts for our daily writings.
 One morning, Natalya asked us about our inner critic. The first prompt of the day was to make a list of all the things the critic tells you. The second asked: What is one thing that your inner creative has not allowed in, and where do the inner critic and creative meet?
 These prompts led into our task: Write a letter to this person, place, or thing that either your critic or creative has not allowed in. I interpreted this task as: Where is the internal shift from your freedom to your fears? I journaled, was keeping “failure” at bay.
 I wrote about this more throughout the day: by the pool, between meals, any time a thought transpired. I really thought about why I affiliated failure with the conflict between my inner critic and my inner creative. Is failure not deemed by the socially accepted “successful” people of our time as one of the top reasons for their success? For example, Saran Wrap was discovered by accident (failure) by a lab worker at Dow Chemical Company. And Benjamin Franklin had countless failed inventions. One of my favorite sayings is: There was even a time when Albert Einstein didn’t know math. Now, failure isn’t the point of this saying, but the connection … what if Einstein was so fearful of failure that he never even tried to prove his theory of special relativity (E=mC2)? An inspiring thought, nonetheless.
 I decided to complete Natalya’s daily task by writing a letter to my frenemy, Failure. The letter explains why I kept Failure at bay—it is unwanted and not welcomed. I elaborated further, saying that the door is now cracked with a willingness and curiosity to see what life and the world will bring with Failure having a seat at the table. I also reflected on what could be on the other side of this embrace with Failure—perhaps my own reframing of Einstein’s relative energy equation and how it applies to you, me, and God. What could that reframed relative energy look like?
 My own relative energy could equate to, bringing in the language used earlier, two powerhouses squared. House one: m = me (or you!). House two: C = Christ (God). My purpose of life and personal momentum combined, my energy, is the power of me (m) multiplied by power of God (Christ) squared … E=mC2.
 I often wonder if Einstein ever had a fear of failure, and if so, how did he overcome it? If I don’t break through my barrier of fear, my inner critic, how will I break through the barrier of my genius, my inner creative?
 In my letter to Failure, I turned a new leaf. To broaden the opportunities in which my future genius can shine, I launched my inner creative and silenced my inner critic. I gave myself permission to explore the Freedom to Fail, perhaps by tapping into a slightly modified definition of relative “energy”—being my own powerhouse multiplied by faith. The mighty mitochondria (and Mr. Franchella) strikes again. God x me = personal momentum.
 Dear Failure,
 Welcome. You are allowed at the doorstep.
 I may be hesitant in opening the door to you; the door may only be cracked. At first.
 I neither hope nor expect to see you very often, but when you knock, I will answer. With curiosity.
 I know you are a natural part of life, but I have been told you are not welcome, ever since I was young.
 You were not an option.
 I want to learn to dance with you. Just as much as I dance with fear.
 This will result in a double whammy and dynamic duo when you both combine: the Fear of Failure.
 The underlying core of my fear … I’m not good enough. Not worthy of love if I say “Yes” to the dance.
 Love is a condition. Perfection, Conformity, Staying in the Lines; there lies the prize.
 It is not hard to love thyself or to love others when you know the conditions.
 Unconditional love. Only one way to know. Shall we … dance?
 Conclusion
 Before and during my trip to the Antarctic Circle, I was the Greatest Hype Girl of All Time (aka the G.H.G.O.A.T.) for my frequent visitors of Fear and Failure, along with a new compatriot that would lurk in the shadows but never in the foreground of reality—until this voyage. Enter Mr. Death. This experience of heightened fear and what I’d consider the heightened awareness of the Ultimate Failure being death was a forced surrender of sorts. A complete surrender to faith and trust—if God brought me to it, He would get me through it. Everything happens for a reason.
 The trust and belief I have in myself—the bedrock and cornerstone of Life Before Death—is knowing that I’m a “spiritual being having a human experience.” This quote is so relevant to my present thoughts on the earthly experience … the purpose of life is to know yourself and love yourself and trust yourself and be yourself.
 The tea kettle whistles, ready for the next cup of Yogi Tea. I scan all the strewn suitcases everywhere. I’m preparing to venture ahead with thirty-two hours of travel to India tomorrow to catch my next ship. With writing down the reflections I’ve shared with you, I’m ultimately reminded that it’s the “quote within” that matters most: the mantra(s) and values we each choose to live our lives by.
 I leave you with mine: Be free, Be true. Be me, Be you. Trust in God, bet on You.
 Fair Winds and Following Seas.
  
 With peace, love, and gratitude,
 Fionna
 
	This cousin being Samantha (the collator of this anthology!). ↵
	Robbins, T. (n.d). Ask better questions. https://www.tonyrobbins.com/blog/ask-better-questions ↵
	primary source. n.d. In Merriam-Webster.com. Retrieved May 12, 2025 from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/primary%20source ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Propelling and Pursuing

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				The journeys we take—on planes or ships or through writing to our inner critic—can be so challenging.
 I was trying to book a flight this morning, and I had to choose my seat for four different legs. Do I know myself? How the heck do I know which chair I want to sit in a month from now? Well, I use previous data. I use intention. I use Fionna’s poem:
 I am worthy … of a pre-selected seat, preferably window and not near the can.
 I am the planter … of new ways to be a healthy academic, even if the course is unknown.
 I am the protector … of students and mentees, and will follow all posted guidance.
 I am the leader … of my lab, my life, but I will need to put my own oxygen mask on first.
 I am flapping my four dragonfly wings: God, Family, Self, and Community and trust the journey.
 In that first line, I almost wrote “not near the john”; I’ve heard bathrooms called the john …
 I am writing this essay three days after the anniversary of my cousin Johnny’s death.
 He comes back to each of us as a dragonfly.
 Last week, my husband and I were solidifying a big move—making plans, determining how we’d share with the family and others—I was feeling hopeful, ready, expansive … but also scared. We didn’t have all the puzzle pieces laid out just yet.
 As I was sitting on the patio, I looked down and saw a shadow on the concrete—four wings flapping with the arrival of a dragonfly on the back of my chair. I didn’t move an inch. I side-eyed it—is it really a dragonfly? My husband confirmed, and I turned to greet its eyes. It’s the biggest dragonfly I’d seen since our family photo shoot at the Outer Banks during our reunion three years ago.
 There are times when you feel alone or uncertain or unsteady, and then there are times when a higher power, family, self, and community are there. They have your back, at your back.
 Johnny died the week I defended my dissertation; the dedication reads: “in memory of Johnny: for all that you were and all that you will always be.”
 Only from my current level of presence, of noticing, can I link everything together. Twelve years ago, Johnny died. And my career was born. Now I’m shifting, in mid-career, charting a course, and his sister, Fionna, is ever by my side.
 
 On her HVHE episode, Fionna and I unearthed so many parallels in both of us being mid-career but in different fields; we realized that so many pressure and pain points, as well as joys, were industry agnostic.
 Fionna spoke to not only being concerned about charting her course—being brave in the face of fear and failure—but also about starting a company that helps create support systems for sailors both onboard and in their transitional return to “life.” So many organizations are focused on supporting work-life flow or work-life balance, but Fionna (and others who are deployed) knows those divisions are less clear. As ladies who love the water, we’re always pulling out water puns—go with the flow, ride the waves, don’t drown in your projects. We have to know that we are what keeps systems propelling forward. Without health within and between people, what do we have?
 Fionna also talked about the different systems at play on a ship, and how deep respect for each person and role is the best way to propel ourselves and others forward. Data related to the Great Resignation of 2019[1] suggests that a lack of respect was the number one predictor of quitting. Across disciplines and generations, we’re not exactly clear as to how to foster respect, but I know a great place to start: the interconnection of higher power, family, self, and community.
 
 I am now two days out from my self-imposed deadline for collating this anthology. I feel overwhelming love and connection from the contributors—they believe in the work, vulnerability, and healing power of sharing our stories and owning our uniqueness within the sludge of similarity.
 One thing I hear from people within and beyond these hallowed academic halls is that the drive to be, do, produce—the pursuit of perfection more so than happiness—is difficult to escape.
 I typed “pursuit” and immediately wondered about its etymology, which includes these meanings from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, respectively: “a chase with hostile intent” and the “‘action of following briskly for the purpose of overtaking’ (regardless of intent).”[2]
 In the sixteenth century, “pursuit” developed the meaning of a “sense of ‘one’s profession, recreation, etc.’”[3] Those ancestors had finally made it (?!) to the pursuit of leisurely activities.
 But is the earlier etymology, in part, why even hobbies and exercise and rest feel effortful? Why even the pursuit of ease feels like an “overtaking”?
 Pop science (and actual science) continues to remind us that our sympathetic nervous system responds to a flood of emails or a roaring boss in the same way it would respond to physical threats of tsunamis and bears. We are in pursuit of perfection, getting the to-do list crossed off, the promotion. Anything to feel safe, grounded. We created community and technology to give us time and space for leisurely pursuits, but we’re still not pursuing them. We’re still, quite often, wasting our time on “a chase with hostile intent” and the “action of following briskly for the purpose of overtaking.” Unfortunately, the one we are hostile with or taking over so often is ourselves. We feel we are not fast enough, smart enough, or accomplished enough while at the same time feeling not rested enough, traveled enough, or volunteered enough. Not enough. And our parasympathetic nervous system is just waiting for its turn to rest and digest.[4]
 If you are wondering why I needed a self-imposed deadline or why completing the manuscript took me four months longer than I wanted, this trip down the rabbit hole of the etymology of “pursuit” may be just one piece of data.
 
 I woke up this morning with a terrible headache, uncertain of its origin story. I drank some water and then some more.
 I looked down at my leg—oh, I’m sunburned. Maybe I’m a bit dehydrated, too?
 My husband makes me a beautiful Americano and asks what I’m doing for the day.
 Hunched over my laptop, I say, “You’re looking at it.”
 Hours go by, words appear. Stories are told, connections are made. The end is coming. Two hours into this writing blitz, I take my yoga off the mat and, as I would cue to my students, “notice what I notice.” I notice that I am taking my computer and placing it on the bathroom counter while I pee so I can continue to type, to send, to sort, to accomplish.
 I need to slow down.
 I make lunch, have more water, charge my computer.
 Then I head outside to almost wrap up these 60,506 words, which have blossomed into 62,748 words since I started working two hours ago. Oops, look at the time: It’s actually been four hours.
 It’s hot, my favorite. Makes me think of Pura Vida—the good life—that the Ticos (Costa Ricans) share with my students and me during a one-week study abroad in Nosara, Costa Rica every year. The purpose of experiencing a Blue Zone like Nosara is to show students that we can live differently; when the environment and culture invites us to slow down, we can give ourselves more permission to do so. After leading three study abroad trips, I realized that people aside from students can benefit from these practices, awarenesses, and communities, too.
 I am the planter …
 I am the protector …
 I want to create a culture of health; it takes one seed, one life-changing moment on or off the mat to do so. But first, I must reject my pursuit of perfection.
 I am flapping my four dragonfly wings: God, Family, Self, and Community. And as I write the word “God,” I want to elaborate that that word references a higher power that serves you. Any shape, any form.
 It’s difficult to talk about the need for spirituality in academia—and as a method for oneness and peace, to exit the grind—when so many people face misconceptions, rejection, and trauma (acute or chronic) related to religion. But questioning our belief systems is a common step in researching ourselves.
 
	Amanor-Boadu, V. (2022, November). Empirical evidence for the “Great Resignation”. Monthly Labor Review, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2022.29 ↵
	Online Etymology Dictionary. (n.d.). Pursuit. In Etymonline.com Online Etymology Dictionary. Retrieved May 9, 2025, from https://www.etymonline.com/word/pursuit ↵
	Online Etymology Dictionary. (n.d.). Pursuit. In Etymonline.com Online Etymology Dictionary. Retrieved May 9, 2025, from https://www.etymonline.com/word/pursuit ↵
	The autonomic nervous system (a subsection of the peripheral nervous system) is comprised of the sympathetic nervous system and parasympathetic nervous system, and each part works autonomously (on its own or involuntarily). The former is associated with fight or flight and the latter is associated with rest and digest. They work in balance to prepare your organs for the necessary response. ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Why I Rejected the Faith of My Birth and Converted to Judaism

					Meredith Lindemon

			

	
				Esther, the Queen
 Driving from Maryland to Virginia’s Eastern Shore, I was on the short, connecting road that drops you onto Chincoteague Island. Along this road were plywood cutouts of crosses, one after the next, flying by both sides of my car.
 Where is it? I thought. Where’s the giant road sign?
 And then, there it was.
  
 “There’s Only One Way To Get To Heaven … JESUS!”
  
 It was just screaming at me: bright red letters atop a paint-peeled, flaming abyss. Although I had seen similar versions of roadside Christianity before, this time it pissed me off.
 Later, while sitting in a restaurant I was reviewing, scrolling through my phone, I found an article about a Jewish family who owned a bridal shop in Chincoteague that was about to close after the Jewish population left the island when the last synagogue shut its doors.
 It really struck me that all the people of a certain faith had vanished from one specific area—the article did not explain why, exactly. But I thought about those crosses along the roadside, and it seemed like the only answer to my question.
 Where did Chincoteague’s Jewish people go? I wondered, and googled “Jewish Community Ocean City, MD.” I found the closest center of Jewish faith, which was the Chabad Lubavitch Center of the Eastern Shore, and I went to its website, which listed the Jewish Principles of Faith. I was curious, after all those crosses, if another religion had a theological alternative to posting threatening road signs.
 I’m going to read these, I thought, and I’m just going to go with my initial reaction to each one. One through twelve, I agreed with. Then number thirteen: There is no Messiah that has come yet. Immediately: Yes, I agree.
 Then I stopped. I tried to think the opposite thought, that a Messiah has come, to see if denying the purported Savior was a mental glitch. It wasn’t. I considered whether or not my anger at all those crosses was prompting a retaliation against Jesus Christ. It wasn’t. Maybe I was having a crisis of faith? Was I having an identity crisis? I assumed that it was one or the other.
 That day, I thought about leaving my Catholic Christianity for the first time. And it scared me. It was like I didn’t know who I was or where I came from or something; you can’t just change your religion because you happen to feel menaced by some crosses on the side of the road.
 But it was more than that. It was years of built-up resentment at the lack of tolerance these crosses suggested to me, the embracing of suffering, the emphasis on death rather than life, the solemnity and sadness, the bodily mortification, the money, and the secrecy. All the blood of all the martyrs constantly raining down from Heaven to remind you that you are broken and a sinner, imperfect, not special. And to think anything else would be pride, vanity, an eternity in hell. Not to mention all the other sins that befall women on the average day.
 For me, all of these sins took me beyond what people describe as “Catholic guilt.” It was absolute self-loathing. And I was brought up in this religion, which valued suffering and repentance as a higher theological ideal. In other words, I thought suffering and guilt were good for the soul—until that day in that restaurant.
 The Book of Esther in the Old Testament is what brought me to the point of writing to the Washington Hebrew Congregation to enroll in classes to convert to Judaism. Here was a woman who had an identity other than simply being a “wife of” or “woman.” She was beautiful, and she used her beauty and intelligence to negotiate the terms of her life—and her people’s welfare as the new wife of the king. She used her gifts and influence to save human beings and reduce their suffering and persecution at the time she was alive. At least that’s how I understood it.
 This was a woman in the 400s BCE whose life was committed to history and studied throughout the world. She had many gifts—and she had the intellect to know that her job was one the Catholics would call “of little by little.” For Esther, using her beauty and intelligence to overthrow the king, who was at the center of a plot to destroy the Jewish people, was a blessing she brought to her people.
 Beauty is regarded differently in Judaism and Catholicism. One of the Catholic saints noted for her beauty was Saint Rose of Lima. This woman of the Peruvian Viceroyalty was pursued by many men who wanted to marry her for her beauty, as well as her status and wealth. Her solution to what she saw as her “sin” of being beautiful and wealthy was to rub her face with charcoal until she developed cystic acne. She then became a Dominican nun and wore a silver crown of thorns that became embedded in her skull; it gave her a head infection, which bled constantly. This poor woman tortured herself until she died at the age of thirty-one, doing not much else with her life.
 With the way people loved her, and with all her money and influence, she could have helped her country, which was still recovering from the Spanish Inquisition at the time of her death in 1617. But there were miracles, they say. Roses fell from the sky at the time of her death, and her corpse smelled like flowers. Saint Rose of Lima’s self-imposed suffering is what resulted in her sainthood. But it was the story of Esther and her courage and action in the face of danger that pushed me to take that first step towards converting.
 Two days after hitting send on that email to the Washington Hebrew Congregation, I was sitting in the Bethesda Jewish Congregation at a service. I had no idea about how the service was structured or what I should do. I was actually more scared than nervous, and before the service, I told the first person I saw that I was Catholic. Then I asked if it was ok for me to be there. She gave me a coffee and told me that, yes, it was ok for me to be there. Even though I was a member of the opposing faith, I thought.
 The two other women there had a welcoming energy. The Rabbi—one of the women—took the fact that there were two of us in the congregation as an opportunity to take me through the Liturgy: She told me when to stand, when to cover my eyes, and what the knots on her shawl meant.
 The Bethesda Jewish Congregation is hidden. It’s tucked away in its own private space inside of a much larger Episcopal church. And like Queen Esther, the service was beautiful.
 The women there were Esther, present in my experience that day. They inspired me to run from Catholicism even faster. And the welcome I felt from these two women is the charity that Catholics profess to hold in their souls, entirely present in a cup of coffee held by a Jewish woman that day.
 I thought about a parallel experience I’d had when an older Jewish woman accompanied her Catholic friend to Mass at my former parish. The older woman had Alzheimer’s, and she yelled out a few times during the service that she was Jewish—just like how I told everyone I was Catholic. She was confused and scared, the same as I was.
 But there was no charity for her that day. On several occasions, Father yelled from the altar at her to “Shut up!” The rest of us just sat there, silently horrified at Father—or maybe that was just me.
 Father could have taken this opportunity to welcome this woman, who was without her family in a strange place—even if she was not Catholic—and show that we were merciful.
 It was also jarring to think that he would not have done that to me, if I had been ill like that woman. Father wasn’t just one of the mean, old priests—I was a person who “belonged” there, and he made it clear that this woman did not.
 I realized that day that it is not wise to mistake your own self-important outrage for reverence, like Father did.
 A Meeting
 In my quest to find myself, my faith, and a community, I was connected with a presiding rabbi at a local synagogue. She sent me a life-changing email where she recognized that I would have many questions … but that it would be best to take it slow. She shared opportunities to learn about Judaism, the decline in attendance, and how to get involved. The email was warm and welcoming. I was intrigued.
 True Sainthood Means …
 “Not all who wander are lost … But some of those who do wander, don’t belong here.”
 I didn’t wander into the Catholic faith, but after Father said that line during one of his homilies, I didn’t find myself wandering out of it either. I was running.
 But, in my haste to escape something that was causing me to hate myself, I was worried that I’d look like I was wandering into another religion when I wasn’t—like I was “shopping” for a new identity in a different sacred space I knew nothing about.
 After the service I attended, I had so many questions, but I felt I didn’t know enough about Judaism to even be able to ask. The presiding Rabbi gave me her card and told me to email her questions if I had them. I wrote fourteen paragraphs, then decided to just send her a simple thank you. It was a warmer welcome than I had ever experienced.
 I then emailed Rabbi Hyman at Temple B’nai Israel, which was a lot closer to where I lived. He emailed me back immediately, and we agreed to meet the following day. As I was driving to the synagogue, I was still terrified, but not as much as before. And I had no idea what he might tell me.
 Rabbi Hyman didn’t tell me anything though. He asked me questions, with his first being a request to know why I wanted to leave my religion. I rambled an answer to his question before he stopped me and asked me if I wanted a religion or a theology. I hadn’t thought of my conversion in those terms. I certainly wasn’t abandoning my connection to the divine—I was leaving one of the enterprises people had created around that relationship.
 Rabbi Hyman gave me a printout called “Hyman’s Rules for Engaging Biblical Text.” There were six rules, his first being: “No Religion Springs Full-Blown from the Head of Some Zeus.” For perhaps not-so-obvious reasons, it made me laugh.
 I told Rabbi Hyman that I wanted a theology. He asked me if I had told my priest that I was thinking about converting. I said that I didn’t feel comfortable talking to him about anything, really. The last time I spoke to him, he asked me why I didn’t help the poor more (every Catholic knows what that means—cough up some money into the plate before you get the look from Father).
 I also told him about not wanting to choose the path of Saint Rose of Lima. My religion was a complete misery that I had just accepted all my life rather than being something chosen for myself.
 He told me about his fourth rule: “All Religion and the Cultural-Societal Structures Engineered by Religion are Ultimately About Power, Control and Economics.” And the Jewish religion was no different, he told me.
 I was totally stunned by this man’s humility when talking to me—a random woman—about this aspect of his own theology’s enterprise. He spoke without casting fault onto another religion, without suggesting this universal characteristic of the operation of faith belonged to some foreign them and to those people alone.
 I was expecting to be told what to think by someone who didn’t care at all about what I actually thought about anything. I realized that I had been comfortable with this arrangement for my entire life—I expected it, because I was a woman born into a faith that is dominated by men.
 For the first time, I considered how crazy it is that women are prevented from being altar servers in some of the more conservative Catholic parishes.
 It also struck me during my first time at the Bethesda Jewish Congregation that, when I learned that women could be rabbis—even the Conservative and the Orthodox women—I somehow didn’t already know this. I think I just assumed that every religion rejected women and treated them like some annoying baggage that had to be dealt with in order to keep the faith alive.
 Rabbi Hyman suggested reframing my intent, but he eschewed my enrolling in a course and instead counselled me to do some reading and individual meetings with him. He had a massive library he had spent his life compiling, and he took me to that room to find a book he wanted me to read.
 He gave me A History of the Jews by Paul Johnson. He was lending it to me. Just letting me take it (just try to pry anything out of the hands of a priest, and you will understand my surprise).
 We went back to his office and discussed the objective of me reading these books as it related to what would become an identity for me—the identity I would have to understand. He said that I should think about what my identity would look like, what I wanted it to be, and, armed with a fractional bit of knowledge on my part, he and I would work on that aspect of my conversion together.
 I was still a Catholic by birth alone at that point, but this beginning stage of my conversion was the first time I felt like I was being saved.
 I thought about Edith Stein later that night. This woman was Jewish and converted to the Catholic faith, becoming a Discalced Carmelite nun. When the Nazis took over Germany, she fled and implored the Pope to help her and the Jewish people by situating the Holy Church in opposition to Hitler. Her pleas were brushed aside, and she was slaughtered in the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp.
 This woman is truly a saint if there ever was one. And with all the reverence due a saint, I can say that she was no Catholic. She died for a suffering so great, even the Holy Roman Church ignored it.
 This experience was pivotal for me. Converting changed me in a fundamental way—the way I understood my own identity. I no longer could be ignored by a religion and a god that I was supposed to blindly worship while giving up my own voice, my own destiny. This conversion gave me an identity that allowed me to be seen.
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Me-search in Research

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				Many people might see themselves in Meredith’s story: uncertain of pieces and parts that informed their beliefs—filters of how they see the world. How were these beliefs imprinted? From whom? And do they still serve me?
 In yoga, the term samskara refers to imprints, impressions, and recollections that we may or may not be conscious of. In the manifestation program To Be Magnetic this is considered subconscious programming where you felt or witnessed shame or pain. Examples include an elementary school teacher’s tone and discipline of your reading skills impacting your ability to read aloud or share your voice even in your late 30s. In The Untethered Soul: The Journey Beyond Yourself, author Michael A. Singer shares that you can be driving down a highway, see a blue car, and later be agitated. You don’t consciously recall that the blue car stimulated memories of damaging experiences of an ex-partner who drove that same vehicle. Dr. Gabor Maté recounts a similar experience in his book The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture. He opens with a story about how his wife didn’t pick him up from the airport after a long work trip. She had suggested he take a taxi instead of making her leave the house late at night—with uncertainty of delays, etc. Totally reasonable, to perhaps you as the reader as well as Gabor, as a conscious being. But, the little Gabor inside was triggered into the same psychological and physiological response he experienced being abandoned during the Holocaust. An extreme example? Perhaps. The point: We cannot judge the internal response that someone has to any stimulation.
 Students and instructors alike carry their samskara into the classroom, Zoom squares, or laboratory. It shades how we interact with each other and content. It shades beliefs we have about ourselves. It perpetuates competition and scarcity. Students and trainees forever feeling like they are not enough. Drowning in their to-do lists. In my experience, love is allowing. I allow my team to need to cancel or push back meetings. To pivot and postpone. To do what is needed from their mind, heart, and body. It’s 2024, and this is still not common. Which provides fuel to keep going, growing, and connecting with intentional educators and changing the academic culture.
 As a yoga teacher and practitioner, I can lean on some of my strategies for an inclusive and safe yoga environment and translate that to the classroom and lab. It starts with vulnerability and clear communication (especially around expectations). Using myself as an example to my students and trainees, I remind them that we can be gentler with ourselves and our inboxes.
 A growing methodological approach of autoethnography, introspection and me-search, or “the subjective sensations, feelings, interpretations and personal opinions of the individual doing the research”[1] allows us to remember the scientists behind the science. We address the culture and context surrounding our scientific pursuits. What matters? Or put differently, what are we led to believe matters?
 
 On the HVHE episode “Redefining Academic Success: Reflections from sabbatical with Dr. Heather Leach,” Heather and I joke that if everyone sitting around the dinner table at a conference networking event is talking about their H-index, it must matter.
 Briefly, the H-index is a calculation to see your scholarly impact—as measured by productivity and quality. The calculation is based on the number of publications for which an author has been cited by other authors at least that same number of times. For example, if you have twenty papers cited twenty times, your H-index is twenty. However, if you have nineteen papers cited twenty times and one cited three times, your H-index is nineteen. Or, let’s say you have three papers: two of them are cited two hundred times and one is cited twenty times, your H-index is three. If you self-cite? Great—no one will really know. Or care.
 In a phallic comparison of is it ever big enough:[2] When it comes to an H-index, or any other metric, are you thriving or never arriving?
 Having a higher H-index will never end up as a regret on someone’s death bed. I promise you that.
 What really drives people? As any palliative healthcare provider will tell you—it’s regret of not spending more time with loved ones. Belonging.
 People don’t want to just live longer; they want to live well.
 Have a sense of meaning and purpose. Connect with a power greater than themselves. Nourish with whole foods. Move organically outside. Simple pleasures in life that are in any utopian novel.
 Simple life. The good life. Or, in positive psychology: a flourishing life.
 There are people living these good lives as Dan Buettner purports in his Blue Zones work. Based on original research reporting key characteristics of individuals experiencing “extreme longevity” in Sardinia, Italy.[3] Buettner was a journalist at the time and these characteristics piqued his interest. With support of National Geographic and other scientists, Buettner then traveled the world and found four more locations with the highest proportion of centenarians (people over 100 years of age): the Nicoya Peninsula of Costa Rica, Loma Linda California in the USA; Ikaria, Greece; Okinawa, Japan. Through demographic data he was able to identify common features of these five regions, which includes:
 	Belief in a power greater than yourself
 	Movement outside daily
 	Eating fruits and vegetables
 	Having a deep sense of meaning and purpose.
 
 Now his work spans how-to guides, longevity quizzes, cookbooks, and Netflix series. People are invested. Where are people flourishing the most—and how can we join them either in ethos or actuality.
 
 The Costa Rica study abroad course I teach and yoga and writing retreats I host are offered on the Nicoya Peninsula of Costa Rica. I also returned there during my sabbatical—the rest or sabbath of academia. Time to rest, rejuvenate, and explore the good life. During sabbatical and in a Blue Zone, I played fútbol with locals, practiced Spanish, took yoga classes, and wrote a memoir. When I returned, I opened my mail to find a Virginia Living magazine fresh off the presses from Meredith (above) sharing a feature titled, “Blue Zone Living: Could Virginia be the world’s next healthiest place?” featuring some of my work related to longevity, group dynamics, and the Blue Zones model.[4]
 Emails from strangers flooded in—they wanted in—how can we make a healthier Virginia? One such individual was Shannon Wohlford, the marketing manager of the Blue Zones Project, who wanted to share opportunities to partner with them. For an HVHE episode, she invited Dr. Allen Weiss, the Chief Medical Officer of the Blue Zones Project, so that all three of us to discuss their work in transforming communities and encouraging these Blue Zone principles in places outside the original five.
 
	Brown, S., & Patterson, A. (2021). Me-search? Search me! A new twist in the tale of introspection. Journal of Marketing Management, 37(13–14), 1343–1373. https://doi.org/10.1080/0267257X.2021.1928268 ↵
	If you want more H-index humor: Ball, P. (2021, January 6). The h-index, or the academic equivalent of the stag's antlers. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jan/06/bad-science-h-index ↵
	Poulain, M., Pes, G. M., Grasland, C., Carru, C., Ferrucci, L., Baggio, G., Franceschi, C., & Deiana, L. (2004). Identification of a geographic area characterized by extreme longevity in the Sardinia island: the AKEA study. Experimental Gerontology, 39(9), 1423–1429. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exger.2004.06.016 ↵
	Virginia Living Staff. (2023, April 11). Blue Zone Living: Could Virginia be the world’s next healthiest place? Virginia Living. https://virginialiving.com/outdoors/blue-zone-living/ ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Blue Zones Project Transforms People, Organizations, and Communities

					Allen Weiss

			

	
				“Health care is a terminal illness for America’s governments and businesses. We are in big trouble.”[1]
 
 In 2018, I wrote:
 This provocative statement is from the 2009 book The Innovator’s Prescription, co-authored by Clayton Christensen: Harvard Business School’s famed professor who was known for creative disruption. Disruption, while not necessarily good for incumbent providers of services and products, is typically positive for those who are beneficiaries of these deliverables. In healthcare, the beneficiaries are patients who are also the ultimate payers for care. Wages, taxes, and direct payments from patients fund the system.[2]

 Years later, the sentiment remains.
 After twenty-three years of private practice in rheumatology, internal medicine, and geriatrics followed by eighteen years as President and CEO of a 716-bed, two hospital system, I concluded that only prevention could save the healthcare industry and, perhaps, the nation from bankruptcy. Many of my patient encounters addressed immediate concerns but missed an opportunity to prevent future illness. Similarly, the same patients with the same diseases became “frequent flyers” in the emergency department and as inpatients. We can and should do better.
 We, as a nation, are not addressing the eighty percent of illness that could be prevented through lifestyle modification.[3] Instead, non-physician caregivers, physicians, hospitals, the pharmaceutical industry, device manufacturers, and medical insurers profit handsomely from persistent sickness.
 In the typical US healthcare system, the sad, perverse incentive of fee-for-service visits are thrust upon otherwise altruistic care takers. Instead, everyone—patients and providers—can be rewarded through objectively proven strategies for prevention. Since my education and past professional experience were focused on the “repair side,” I searched for best practices to help everyone live longer, happier, and healthier lives. Thus, the Blue Zones Project was successfully initiated in Southwest Florida.
 The Blue Zones Project is a community solution with proven results. Currently, eighty communities in North America are participating in wide-ranging, multi-year programs that have demonstrated objective outcomes as noted below in The Power 9.
 Blue Zones Project principles—nine commonalities grouped into four categories—are found among the worldwide communities where people are most likely to live to the age of 100. “Moving Naturally” is at the apex of the pyramid and is closely followed by “Right Outlook” (having purpose and ways to downshift), “Eat Wisely” (consuming a plant-based diet, in modest volume, and, when appropriate, enjoying a glass of wine daily), and “Connect” (having friends, participating in a faith-based organization, and keeping family first). The Blue Zones Project helps people cultivate purpose, embrace work/life balance, enjoy plant-based diets, and nurture family and personal relationships—all of which improve health and decrease healthcare costs. These positive behaviors and attributes have been shown to add life expectancy for entire communities. Since implementing these practices, Southwest Florida’s 400,000 folks’ life expectancy increased 0.6 years from 2015 to 2020.
 As our website touts, the Blue Zones Project positively impacts the social determinants of health by taking a unique, systematic approach to better well-being—the Life Radius.[4] This approach ensures that we are not only emphasizing individual choice, but we are optimizing options within a community—for communal care. The close community environment is defined as where people spend 90 percent of their time—“where people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age.”[5]
 Preventive healthcare is responsible healthcare. By moving from a model that focuses on treating disease to one that prioritizes and promotes well-being, health outcomes improve, and total costs significantly decline. The entire healthcare industry, including all services and suppliers, will benefit alongside the nation as health is improved and healthcare costs are controlled in a globally competitive environment.
 Early education, engaging key stakeholders, and modifying policies and environmental infrastructure to nudge people into making healthy choices are just a few of the more than 200 activities that have been proven to make a measurable difference to health and well-being.
 
	Christensen, C.M., Grossman, J.H., & Hwang, J. (Eds.). (2018). Introduction. In The Innovator's Prescription: A Disruptive Solution for Health Care. McGraw-Hill Education. ↵
	Weiss, A. (2018, August 2). Positive disruption. Florida Weekly. https://www.floridaweekly.com/articles/naples-naples-news-healthy-living/positive-disruption/ ↵
	CDC – Chronic Disease (2025, August 8). Fast Facts: Health and Economic Costs of Chronic Conditions. U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/chronic-disease/data-research/facts-stats ↵
	Blue Zones Project. (n.d.). Homepage. Retrieved June 12, 2025, from https://info.bluezonesproject.com/ ↵
	Healthy People 2030, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (n.d.). Social Determinants of Health. Retrieved October 1, 2025, from https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health ↵



	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		

		Flourishing in Academia: A Kind of Blue Zone

					Samantha M. Harden

			

	
				When Allen, Shannon, and I spoke on the HVHE podcast,[1] they distilled the lessons of the Blue Zones Project to faith, family, and friends. People who are living well (and long) are prioritizing relationships. The thread (sutra) has continued: The only way to flourish in academia and beyond is through unity (yuj).
 Allen also reminds us in that episode that “people need salaries and benefits … [but they] stay if they feel respected and feel well cared for.” This is exactly what Jonathon Malesic tells us in The End of Burnout: “wages and benefits are, obviously, a huge part of the rewards that we get from our work. But those aren’t the only rewards. A reward is not just monetary, but it’s social. It’s emotional. It can even be spiritual.”[2] These are the cultural shifts we’ve been waiting for—beyond pizza and ping pong.[3] Real, tangible change. But disrupting systems takes time. There are power dynamics, and there are people who “profit handsomely from persistent sickness”[4] of systems.
 But, fortunately, I don’t know these people. I know intentional educators and passionate leaders.
 From this anthology, I know administrators who are faculty advocates and academics-turned-wellness-coaches. I know people who are charting new courses, overcoming personal limiting beliefs, and challenging generational trauma. I know writing and PhD coaches who are supporting the invisible labor of navigating the hidden academic curriculum. I know associate professors who have been denied full professorship to only shift into more giving and advocating for young scholars. I know junior investigators who are running their labs more healthfully than what they’ve been modeled. I know financial experts who are taking the time to guide undergraduate students in recalibrating their values assessments. I know new medical doctors who are bringing their wholeness to the bedside. I know Black women who are changing their communities through their bookstores and parenting approaches. I know senior researchers who want to pay it forward. I know people who are using social media to communicate science in a new, accessible way.
 Off the page, I know people who are working tirelessly to reconfigure and reconsider everything in the academy, from grading in undergraduate courses to admission requirements and work-life balance for professors.
 And, since you’re here, you’re part of the change.
 
 I had to take a brief detour because I wanted to use the direct quote from Mahatma Gandhi about being the change you wish to see in the world. However, that led me to a piece[5] about the origin story of that quote, which actually wasn’t what Mahatma Gandhi said. It’s just like how a doctor might say the physical activity guidelines are to exercise for thirty minutes five days a week, when, in reality, the math is a bit more complicated than that.[6] Or that yoga can be distilled into movement, breathwork, and meditation. However, these quotes, these tidbits are a summary, a translation. They, for the most part, can just be the start of a deeper inquiry (svadhyaya, self-study).
 Ways to change academia are being passed from source to source—just like how the lessons and strategies in the The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali have been shared through time, cultures, and contexts.
 We’re all just playing telephone (or for my Canadians, pass it down the lane). The game is such that one person shares a statement that is whispered to the next person until it makes it around the table.
 So, what’s the message you’ll transmute?
 What I know for sure is that there’s hope for the prevention of burnout, promotion of flourishing, and longevity of whatever career you decide—through the gentle, constant practices supplied by yoga off the mat and in each interaction, each scholar, each lab.
 As Allen reminds us in HVHE, pick and stick with one small change over time. Or as Shannon chimed in, step outside, step away, and honor yourself. Remind yourself that you deserve a break. These individual choices have ripple effects.
 Finally, during the podcast, Allen shared his surprise to be a speaker at his fiftieth medical school reunion. He felt the invitation was a sign of a notable shift in healthcare, that “even Columbia Presbyterian is recognizing that prevention is the most effective process long-term … And that altruism and trying to help others … everyone has to help the next generation.”[7]
 To which I say, there’s Hope: “cast [the rock] down a bit further and hope it would be a useful next step for some person with whom Providence might allow me to cross paths.”[8]
 
 I glance down at my hiking boots as I trail behind my beloved husband and whisper, “I’m sorry, I have no idea what you were saying. Can you please repeat?”
 He laughs, “At least you know when you do it.”
 My mind is often on an email or to-do item, even when my body and heart are enjoying the great outdoors with the love of my life.
 My heart is often enjoying a podcast, but my mind wonders when I’ll actually apply the self-help strategy I’m listening to, and my body is anxious behind my steering wheel—almost late for whatever is next.
 My body is often on a work trip, but my mind is racing about experiments, and my heart misses my family.
 Fragmented and time split. I can’t hear the person in front of me, or I can’t comprehend the words I read.
 That’s the thing about mindfulness, presence. It’s not going to make me a guru overnight, or maybe not even in this lifetime, but when I am ignoring the person I love, I’m not acting as I want to. I’m not flourishing.
 “I just want my head, heart, and body in the same place, at the same time, more often,” I confess as we climb the hill. And a new mantra is born inside of me.
 The next day, I share this mantra with colleagues at a work retreat. They nod along and appreciate the reminder. I know there is a change in the air of the academy—gusting through its halls just as crisp as the air that fills my lungs now. I step away from writing this reflection to record a new podcast episode with an incredible guest, Rebecca, who runs a platform about how to dress as a PhD. Superficial? No—we dive into bodies being on display in front of the classroom or at a conference proceeding. We talk about gender and hair norms … all the “labels we put on and take off.”[9] We talk about productivity inflation and how academia will always ask for more and it is our job to set boundaries. I sigh and gulp as I know I’m not fully present (mind, heart, body) with her now. I’m already ruminating on how my workout time has passed, the inbox isn’t sorted. I’m still not enough.
 We complete the episode, and I lean back. I’m sitting on the floor in my closet, where I record for better acoustics. I’m paralyzed by exhaustion. The night is swallowing the day, and I’m nowhere near calling it quits. Rebecca is ringing in my ears asking us to reflect: “How am I complicit in hustle culture?”
 I stay on the floor. I place one hand on my heart and one on my belly. I feel the rise and fall of my breath. I sway my jaw side to side. I crawl into my bed with a heating pad—I’m nursing an injury.
 It’s 7:07 p.m. as I type this, and the day can be done.
 I share this not to be solipsist, but to ground us in the fact that these are baby steps—one pada (foot) at a time towards enlightenment in our personal lives and professional ones. I have all the knowledge I need, but practicing self-compassion is hard.
 I write, speak, and research about how we might give ourselves more compassion as we produce good science. Yet, I berate myself for not doing it better, swifter, more deeply, more completely, more selflessly. Self-compassion is a practice of giving yourself the same kindness you would give a friend.[10]
 In yoga, metta meditation is based on a Pali concept of loving-kindness (again, ancient wisdom in our current empirical undertakings).
 To practice, say to yourself, to someone you love, and to someone you have conflict with:
 May I be safe.
 May I be happy.
 May I feel comfortable in my community.
 May I be peaceful and at ease.
  
 Metta meditation reminds us that we’re all interconnected, just as Allen describes the people, places, and policy that contribute to a healthy, long life. This interconnectedness can be viewed in concentric layers: people at the center with their thoughts, beliefs, genetics, and actions; places encircling them, representing where they live, learn, work, play, and pray; and policy informing resources and strategic priorities that influence the culture and context. This reflects the socioeconomic model or social determinants of health model from public health.
 Or in the words of Robin Wall Kimmerer: “All flourishing is mutual.”[11]
 
 September 2024, in my office, sweater wrapped tightly across my chest, I sit at the cusp of autumn. The sky is dark, and I witness the creek rising beyond my window. Mud churns and leaves are carried over rocks. Summer came and went, and this anthology is delayed, according to me, but coming together in the right time according to reality.
 I have five more episodes of HVHE recorded and about to launch. The conversations and the quest for connection in the lab, classroom, and beyond continues.
 But I struggle to conclude this anthology. I wonder if there will be a day when academic culture wakes up. When we create a culture of health and when the ethos of a Blue Zones lifestyle can be interwoven in the academic journey. That flourishing through meaning and purpose, happiness and life satisfaction, mental and physical health, financial and material stability, and character and virtue is possible by taking care of our needs and radiating out through prosocial behaviors.
 Or, as HVHE podcast guest Dr. Jaclyn Kerr proposes in her learning collaborative approach to ending burnout, codesigning a comprehensive burnout solution that addresses all the layers. During the episode, Jaclyn and I discuss the misconception that burnout prevention can be done at the individual level alone.[12] She gets angry at the old adage of pulling oneself up by the bootstraps. She advocates for structures that decrease overwork and increase rewards, purpose (places), collegiality, values alignment, and trust (people) to help with our psychological and physiological responses to workplace burnout.[13]
 She also created a framework for the six faces of burnout and pegged me as the “busy lost soul.” Ouch. It’s now 10:30 p.m., and I can’t stop writing (am complicit in the hustle culture?). But, I’m also in a flow. I walked away from my heating pad, took a bike ride, ate dinner, stretched, did a meditation, and now I’m back to the keyboard.
 Academia—like most jobs these days—has fuzzy boundaries. Each of us has our own journey, flow, expectations, lifestyle. Your morning and evening (heck, even afternoon) routines could be vastly different from mine. Different from those on social media or in a blog post or article encouraging self-care in the workplace.
 What I do know is that each dialogue (whether face-to-face or via email) with a contributor to this anthology or the HVHE podcast sparks a new idea, a new link, and new call to action. There is a call in pop science, on social media, and even in empirical literature to slow down,[14] to challenge hustle culture. Those of us who contributed to this anthology are not the first, and certainly not the last, to call for this. And you’re part of the change. We need your voice, strategies, and solutions.
 Hurt people hurt people. That’s how pain patterns get passed on, generation after generation after generation. Break the chain today. Meet anger with sympathy, contempt with compassion, cruelty with kindness. Greet grimaces with smiles. Forgive and forget about finding fault. Love is the weapon of the future.
  – Yehuda Berg

 
 This is not “The End,” ever. Life is circuitous and dynamic, complex and complicated. It’s propelling forward and then falling flat. It’s getting back up, and it’s tucking under the blankets. It’s ebbing and flowing with seasons and change and hardship and illness. It’s questioning everything we were ever told and writing new narratives.
  This book is for you. The purpose of this anthology is yuj—to unite with yourself and with others. Maybe you feel like reaching out to one of the authors or to a podcast guest who isn’t featured in this anthology. Don’t hold back. Connect.
 Miriam just emailed me her final edits with so much laud and love, plus a reminder: “Should the vulnerability hangover show up (it usually does), remember Brené Brown’s words: ‘Owning our story and loving ourselves through that process is the bravest thing we’ll ever do.’”[15]
 What’s your story?
 What chapter are you in?
 
 Wherever you find yourself and whatever you do, do it well. With wellness and well-being for yourself at the center, let it radiate out for whatever endeavors you pursue.
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				 Chakra Table 	Chakra 	Sanskrit Interpretation 	Metaphorical and Physical Location 	Element 	Example Physiological Association – Out of Balance 	Example Physiological Association – In Balance 	Example Psychological Association – Out of Balance 	Example Psychological Association – In Balance 	Potential Positive Academia or Workplace Manifestation 
 	Root 	Muladhara 	Base of spine 	Earth 	Gastrointestinal issues 	Good health and vitality 	Scattered thoughts 	Perception of being grounded and safe 	Stability (with job, roles, salary) 
 	Sacral 	Svadhisthana 	Below navel, reproductive organs 	Water 	Back pain, urinary issues 	Healthy sexual organs/function 	Withdrawn, stalled creativity 	Expressive and creative 	Bountiful creativity and intellectual stimulation 
 	Solar Plexus 	Manipura 	Above and around navel 	Fire 	Digestive or liver diseases 	Clear skin, high energy 	Maladaptive tendencies (with food or drugs) 	Responsible and reliable, strong self-esteem 	A motivating number of challenges and rewards 
 	Heart 	Anahata 	Center of chest 	Air 	High blood pressure 	Strong immune function 	Feeling hurt, bitter 	Compassion and self-compassion 	Acceptance of personal efforts and those of the team(s) surrounding your work 
 	Throat 	Vishuddha 	Throat, shoulders, neck 	Ether 	Thyroid issues, shoulder and neck pain 	Strong voice, sturdy posture 	Fear of public speaking 	Being a clear communicator 	Open communication with all levels of team members 
 	Third Eye 	Ajna 	Between eyebrows 	 	Vision issues, headaches, hearing challenges 	Clear ear, nose, and throat 	Feeling anger, overwhelmed 	Trusting your intuition 	Trusting your gut with projects, ideas, and next steps 
 	Crown 	Sahasrara 	Crown of the head 	 	Migraines, dizziness 	Quality sleep 	Cynicism, languishing 	Surrendering to a higher power 	Making your best effort and letting go of results/reactions 
  
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		2

		Content Warnings

								

	
				Section Two
 	“About the Courage to Be Human” by Monika Staab-Shentsis, pages 67–71. 	Eating Disorders
 
 
 
 	“I Belong Here” by Sarah Wang, pages 77–81. 	Cancer
 
 	Death
 
 
 
 	“Life’s Question” by Viola Lanier, pages 89–94. 	Cancer
 
 
 
 
 Section Three
 	“Let’s Get Curious Instead” by Luke Erickson, pages 101–109. 	Suicide
 
 	Death
 
 
 
 	“About Rocks in Shoes and Invisible Switches” by Maike Neuhaus, pages 113–119. 	Cancer
 
 
 
 	“Screaming into the Void” by Alyssa J. Gatto, pages 127–135. 	Intimate Partner Abuse
 
 	Mental Health Struggles
 
 
 
 	“Angry Women: The Legacy of Multigenerational Undiagnosed Mental Illness” by Miriam Verheyden, pages 141–146. 	Chronic Illness
 
 	Depression
 
 
 
 
 Section Four
 	“Permission for Takeoff: The One Choice That Led to Flourishing and Freedom” by Natalya Androsova, pages 153–162. 	Eyeball Trauma
 
 
 
 	“Rooted with Wings” by Samantha M. Harden, pages 197–202. 	Racial Trauma
 
 
 
 
 
	

			
			


		
	
		
			
	
		3

		Contributor Bios

								

	
				A. Borsika Rabin, PhD, PharmD, MPH is a professor at the UC San Diego Herbert Wertheim School of Public Health and Human Longevity Science, the co-director of the UC San Diego Dissemination and Implementation Science Center (DISC) and the San Diego CFAR Implementation Science Hub, and an Multiple Principal Investigator (MPI), PI, and dissemination and implementation (D&I) science expert on a number of National Institutes of Health (NIH) and Veteran’s Affairs (VA) Center grants and research projects. Her research focuses on improving population health outcomes in real-world clinical and public health settings through increasing the equitable reach, adoption, implementation, and sustained use of evidence-based interventions. She does this through the development of models, methods, and measures for D&I science and their application across diverse topic areas, populations, and settings to demonstrate their wide utility and broad generalizability. She has extensive expertise in developing and implementing novel D&I science capacity building approaches, including the D&I Models in Health tool and the Adult & Child Center for Outcomes Research & Delivery Science (ACCORDS) D&I Science Graduate Certificate Program at the University of Colorado for which she serves as a co-director. Dr. Rabin is committed to learning how best to meaningfully partner with community and clinical partners to co-create solutions. She is on a journey to find ways to continue to be fully engaged in her academic path in research, mentoring, teaching and partnerships while also honoring her passion for being a deeply engaged spouse, mother, daughter, sister, and friend, and to fill her soul with the beauty that surrounds her in fiber arts, her garden, flower arrangements, and the places she calls home.
 Allen Weiss, MD, MBA, FACP, FACR is the Chief Medical Officer for the Blue Zones Project that transforms people, places and policy to live longer, happier, and healthier lives. Previously, he practiced internal medicine, rheumatology, and geriatrics for twenty-three years before becoming President and CEO of a 716 bed two-hospital system for eighteen years. The current focus of America’s healthcare system on caring for self-induced illness which accounts for about 80% of all sickness is necessary but not sufficient to increase healthy life expectancy for everyone across the socio-economic spectrum. Nine better proven activities gleaned from the five areas around the world where more people live to 100 can be shared for individuals, organizations, and regions. Moving naturally, having purpose, implementing work/live balance, not over-eating, embracing a plant-slant diet, moderating alcohol, appreciating family, having friends, and participating in a faith-based organization have profoundly positive effects on health, well-being, and life expectancy. Concerningly, economic forces conspire to keep people overweight, use harmful substances like tobacco, and practice unsafe behaviors such as avoiding exercise. Opportunities abound to decrease medical costs and illness, while increasing productivity and satisfaction. About eighty communities and five million people are changing their lives for the better every day.
  Alyssa J. Gatto, PhD, RYT-200 is an assistant professor in the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Colorado Anschutz Medical Campus, employed as Mental Health Quality and Pragmatic Implementation Researcher where she collaborates with the Adult & Child Center for Outcomes Research & Delivery Science (ACCORDS) and Children’s Hospital Colorado to build a learning health system focused on improving youth mental health. She graduated with her doctorate in clinical science from Virginia Tech and is currently a licensed clinical psychologist. She completed her clinical internship in juvenile justice and behavioral health and a National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) T32 Child Mental Health postdoctoral fellowship at the Warren Alpert Medical School of Brown University. Dr. Gatto’s research is multifaceted with a focus on translating evidence-based practices into care and promoting psychological resilience for youth. Her work has focused on transdiagnostic targets (e.g., emotion regulation) and alternative modalities of preventive interventions (i.e., digital, brief) to improve access to care, promote psychological well-being, reduce burnout, and prevent dating violence. Dr. Gatto is also a yoga instructor, which has helped to inform her integration of mind-body-spirit connection in her research and clinical work.
  David R. Buys, PhD, MSPH, CPH, FGSA is associate vice provost for health sciences and associate professor at Mississippi State University. He helps ensure that the University’s health sciences programs are well-integrated, resource-efficient, and aligned with both academic standards and community needs. Prior to this role, he served as the Extension State Health Specialist where he led research-based public health education in Mississippi’s eighty-two counties. In that position (for over a decade), he secured over $16 million in federal agency funding to support the work. Dr. Buys has authored fifty-eight peer-reviewed articles. In both roles, he has demonstrated a strong commitment to cultural humility, continuous learning, and contributing to a culture of equity and access to resources regardless of one’s background. Dr. Buys earned degrees in medical sociology, health services research, and epidemiology at Mississippi College, Auburn University, and the University of Alabama at Birmingham, respectively. He is Certified in Public Health by the National Board of Public Health Examiners and a Fellow of the Gerontological Society of America and the Royal Society for Public Health.
  Deborah J. Good, PhD earned her degree in molecular and cellular biology from Northwestern University, where she characterized and patented a tumor-suppressor-controlled inhibitor of angiogenesis. During her postdoc at the National Institutes of Health, she developed three different knockout mouse models to characterize the role of two basic helix-loop-helix transcription factors in the nervous system. She earned tenure in Department of Veterinary and Animal Sciences at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, and then in 2006, was recruited to the Department of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise at Virginia Tech. Dr. Good’s translational research laboratory has discovered that the nutraceutical, conjugated linoleic acid (CLA) can treat genetic obesity and fertility, resulting in two US and one international patent, and the formation of “Good Family Foods Group, LLC,” which seeks to develop functional foods that can treat and prevent weight gain in individuals with genetic obesity. Dr. Good is also a co-Principal Investigator on a $1 million Howard Hughes Medical Institute grant to promote inclusive excellence at Virginia Tech. Her passion for promoting research for undergraduates and minoritized students is evidenced by her development of the “Scholars program” (which provides personal and professional competencies for academic success) seventeen years ago. The various iterations of the program have sponsored over 150 students for summer undergraduate research at Virginia Tech, and have been funded by a USDA Higher Education Challenge grant and an R25 from NIH with Dr. Samantha Harden. As of fall 2024, Dr. Good also has a part-time administrative position as the Co-Director of the Office of Undergraduate Research.
  Elizabeth A. Berry, PhD is an assistant professor in the Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology at New York Medical College. She graduated with her PhD from New York Medical College in May 2023 and was hired a year later to take over as course director for the graduate biochemistry course, as well as teach in the medical school. Elizabeth is incredibly passionate about maintaining work-life balance in the academic setting, and she plans on getting involved with the PhD program at New York Medical College to help students balance their own work-life balance as well as figure out what they want to do with their careers after they graduate.
  Emma Kange, DO is a resident physician and student of yoga whose journey reflects a yearning for self-love and self-trust. Her journey to self started with the need for routine and community and transformed into a life-shifting practice of authenticity and “moving like her.” “Doing you best does not always mean doing the most” and “I trust myself” are mantras that she lives by, which give her the freedom to gracefully walk through life as she does on her mat. Her words share the vulnerability in trusting that all that is meant to be will be, and it is with that intention that she shares her path to, and through, medicine—something she didn’t know she prayed for, but she is sure glad she did.
  Fionna M. Boyle, US Merchant Mariner and Naval Officer is from Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Fionna didn’t grow up on boats; however, in high school she knew her lifelong calling was one of adventure, travel, patriotism, faith, and service. This compass of desire pointed towards attending the United States Merchant Marine Academy in Kings Point, New York to pursue a career on the water navigating commercial cargo vessels. After graduating with a bachelor of science in intermodal transportation, a US Coast Guard License for Unlimited Tonnage, and a Commission in the United States Navy Reserve, she embarked on what would quickly turn into a seventeen-year maritime career navigating the ebbs and flows of life—staying open to opportunity and landing personal and professional achievements on and off the water. The highlights that led to participating in this anthology include self-development work through the mastery of the Tony Robbins group and Esther Perel; spiritual work through the teachings of Jesus Christ, Eckhart Tolle, and Deepak Chopra; and professional enlightenment of approximately three thousand days at sea around the world, but most of all the lived experience of the joys, trials, and tribulations that fills the dash of life of a spiritual being living a human experience. Fionna has immense gratitude for family, friends, and passers through of past and present for their role in her life either for a reason, a season, or a lifetime—and for the future, only God knows.
  Luke Erickson, PhD is a Personal Finance Extension Specialist with University of Idaho. Dr. Erickson’s work interests include writing, youth and young adult finances, experiential education, educational gaming, finance and technology, and a relatively new research and programming area of holistic wellness and finances. Dr. Erickson has also authored publications and produced media on holistic financial wellness including peer-reviewed university bulletins, a video series, and podcast episodes. Holistic financial wellness considers all dimensions of wellness as inseparably connected to personal financial success. In essence this means that to attain full financial wellness, one must also find wellness in all other dimensions such as the physical, emotional, mental, social, spiritual, occupational, and intellectual dimensions.
  Maike Neuhaus, PhD, founder of The Flourishing Doc, is a globally acclaimed psychologist specializing in self-leadership and positive psychology. As a speaker, coach, consultant and educator, she helps individuals and organisations understand what humans need to flourish so that they can realise their potential and create impacts that excite them. Dr. Maike is a highly cited author, contributing to international scientific journals, encyclopedias, and prominent psychology and wellness platforms. Her evidence-based approach blends scientific rigor with practical wisdom. Dr. Maike holds a master’s degree in psychology from the Free University of Berlin with a specialization in health and organizational psychology and a PhD in public health from The University of Queensland in which she identified the most effective behavior change techniques in office workplaces. She is a positive psychology lecturer and practitioner, as well as a certified coach in Neuro-linguistic Programming (NLP) and Acceptance Commitment Training (ACT), accredited by the International Coaching Federation. When Dr. Maike isn’t digitally nomading, she is grateful to be able to call Australia her home.
  Meredith Lindemon studied at Temple University and has been a journalist since 2005. She is currently a food and drink reporter for the Richmond Times-Dispatch.
  Miriam Verheyden is a Canadian nonfiction writer, novelist, x-ray technologist, and mental health advocate. Known for her honesty and deep vulnerability, she writes books about love, fear, mental health, and being a woman in the world. Miriam was born and raised in Germany. During a solo trip at twenty-two to the wild west of Canada she fell in love with her now husband, dropped everything at home, and moved to British Columbia to be with him. Twenty plus years later they are still happily married, living on a ranch in the interior of BC. Miriam has published three nonfiction books and a novel.
  Monika Staab-Shentsis, PhD earned her degree in adult and continuing education from the University of Würzburg, Germany, and University of Florence, Italy. She is also a certified Holistic Life Coach and Mind-Body Practitioner with the MindBodyFood Institute in Queensland, Australia. As a freelance trainer and coach, Dr. Staab-Shentsis holistically supports students and PhD candidates on their academic journeys. Her aim is to assist students holistically, including their academic progress, mental well-being, physical relaxation, and the cultivation of emotional development and inner balance. Additionally, she offers further training for lecturers and higher education institutions on topics such as digital teaching, blended learning, internationalization of higher education, activating methods, mindfulness, as well as stress and self-management.
  Morgan Gregg, MS, RYT-200 is the Social Media and Marketing Strategist for the Virginia Family Nutrition Program. After completing her master of science degree in human nutrition, foods, and exercise at Virginia Tech in 2022, Morgan joined the Virginia Family Nutrition Program (FNP) which is a branch of Virginia Cooperative Extension. FNP provides education and resources around healthy eating, physical activity, food safety, and thrifty shopping tips for limited-resource Virginians. Morgan’s role within the program is to manage the social media platforms, which includes planning, posting, and tracking data across multiple communication channels (predominantly Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, Pinterest, Twitter, and a monthly client e-newsletter).
  Natalya Androsova, PhD is an award-winning writing and dissertation coach with over two decades of teaching and coaching experience. She is the author of five nonfiction books and has coached professional writers and university writers of all skill levels—students, staff, and faculty. Her passion is helping writers become more courageous, authentic, and kind to themselves. Through individual coaching, writing groups, and writing retreats, she has helped hundreds of writers to break through blocks and find inspiration, a more authentic voice, and a greater freedom in their writing and their life. She lives in Toronto, Canada, and when she is not writing or meditating, she loves to play tennis, practice yoga, or sit by the water and cloud watch for hours. In her own writing practice, spanning three decades, she discovered that beliefs we have about our writing are not different from the beliefs we have about ourselves, so a new way of writing often translates into a new way of living. What was impossible becomes probable and even likely when we learn to write and live without fear.
 Samantha M. Harden, PhD, RYT-500 is a behavioral psychologist and an internationally recognized dissemination and implementation scientist with over 125 peer-reviewed journal articles and two book chapters, along with receiving over $29 million in grant funding. She is also a 500-hour registered yoga teacher (RYT), which is how she learned that she was “doing” academia successfully, but perhaps not healthfully. She started a podcast, Higher Vibrations in Higher Education, as a vessel for sharing messages about how you are already enough (with or without the terminal degree!). Samantha is associate professor of human nutrition, foods, and exercise, and she founded and directs the Physical Activity Research and Community Implementation Laboratory at Virginia Tech.
  Sarah Wang, PhD, University of Virginia, medical student. Sarah recently completed her graduate degree in cancer research and is currently a medical student training to be a physician-scientist. Through her academic pursuits, she hopes to serve as a bridge between the scientific, medical, and patient communities. Her varied training and personal experiences have inspired her to strive to do the best for her patients in guiding them through understanding their disease and treatment options, while also furthering the wealth of knowledge needed to improve patient care. She recognizes that academia is a team sport and is grateful for all the support and advice she has received through the years. Through the HVHE community, she hopes to pass on these lessons to others in the pursuit of an academic career.
  Terri A. Miller, MEd is an educator, writer, and speaker. Terri has a bachelor’s degree in media and journalism and a master’s degree in postsecondary educational leadership. With over fifteen years of experience in student affairs and academic advising, Terri understands the ebb and flow of academia. After several pivotal life changes, Terri made a career switch, leaving higher education for the public sector and now works in federal consumer protection. As a mother of two beautiful, young, Black queens, Terri strives to live her life as a living testimony of what it means to grow through what you go through. She loves others by advocating for self-love, carries out her daily duties as a self-proclaimed dancer (mostly in the kitchen), and strives to bring energy, realness, and movement to those whose lives she touches. Though she calls the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia home, Terri is a lover of water and runs to lakes, the ocean, or the sea whenever the opportunity arises. When she’s not plotting her next water adventure, you can usually find her in her kitchen cooking from the heart or wandering around her backyard with her girls, bare feet in the grass, staring up at the mountains—from her very own Ocean in the Sky.
  Vicki L. Baker, PhD is the E. Maynard Aris Endowed Professor in Economics and Management and chair of the Department of Economics and Management at Albion College. She is also a co-founder of Lead Mentor Develop—an academic career and professional development consulting group that helps businesses, nonprofits, and higher education institutions in the areas of mentoring, faculty development, and leadership—in which she seeks to help individuals and organizations thrive. Vicki is the author of Charting Your Path to Full: A Guide for Women Associate Professors (Rutgers University Press), lead editor of Success After Tenure: Supporting Mid-Career Faculty (Routledge/Taylor & Francis), and author of Managing Your Academic Career: A Guide to Re-envision Mid-Career (Routledge/Taylor & Francis). She also co-edited a New Directions in Higher Education volume, “Bridging the Research-Practice Nexus: Resources, Tools, and Strategies to Navigate Mid-Career in the Academy”(Wiley). Her most recent edited volume (with Aimee LaPointe Terosky and Laura Gail Lunsford), A Toolkit for Mid-Career Academics: Cultivating Career Advancement is now in print (April 2024; Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group). She has written 110 peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, invited opinion pieces for higher education news media outlets, case studies, and blogs on the topics of faculty and leadership development in higher education. She earned her PhD in higher education and MS in management and organization from Penn State University, an MBA from Clarion University of Pennsylvania, and a BS from Indiana University of Pennsylvania. She holds a certificate in human resource management from Villanova University and is a Certified Professional in human resources through the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM).
  Viola Lanier, PhD grew up in the Bronx, New York where she received her bachelor’s degree in biology and taught science to sixth to eighth grade public school students. Years later, Viola relocated to Atlanta, Georgia, where she continued her teaching career until returning to school to earn her master of science in biomedical research and her PhD in biomedical sciences from Morehouse School of Medicine. With an interest in medical mass communications, she completed a health mass media internship at CNN with the team of Chief Medical Correspondent, Sanjay Gupta, and she currently works as an Oncology Medical Science Liaison. She is the founder of the nonprofit organization Young Women Crush Cancer Inc., which brings awareness to the psychosocial needs and supports the dreams of young women between eighteen and forty-nine years old whose lives have been interrupted by cancer. Along with her intentional practices of continually growing closer to God, she also pursues passion projects that involve encouraging others on their wellness journey, including being an end-of-life doula to those who are planning for their end-of-life journey and by opening a bookstore in Marietta, Georgia that is focused on promoting and encouraging well-being. Balancing her roles as a wife and mother, Viola also has an active role in the healthcare of her mother who has been living with stage four cancer for over five years. In her free time, Viola enjoys reading, riding her bike, and decorating her home.
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				These are in order of air date. Please visit HVHE’s Podbean page for more information and to tune in to full episodes.
 “Intentional social media to nourish the way you share your science”
 Morgan Gregg, MS discusses her role in the Family Nutrition Program of Virginia Cooperative Extension along with her intentional social media use. “The way in which you choose to consume social media has the power to inspire and transform … but can also be detrimental … Take a step back, analyze yourself, and be mindful about the ways you use social media.”
 We cover practices for nourishing your engagement with your feed. Focus on where you find inspiration versus exhaustion.
 In terms of marketing materials or educational outreach: meet people where they are and speak in jargon that applies to their lives.
 Don’t ask, don’t get in terms of your roles and responsibilities at work.
 Remember social media is about connection, not the external/addictive likes.
 Full episode.
 “Trip, fall, and leap into your next step, and let the transition time be gentle”
 Dr. Alyssa Gatto is a postdoctoral fellow at Brown University. We discuss how we are trying to do academia differently; we share our perspectives as two first-generation college students and yoga teachers: How do we want to live our yoga off the mat? Dr. Gatto specifically suggests opportunities for authentic connection as a change for academia and discusses how to let transitions between papers, grants, and huge academic mile markers be gentle—instead of jolting into the next thing. How did we get here? Tripping, falling, and leaping. Enjoy!
 Full episode.
 “Personal Financial Wellness: Notice how little of it is about money”
 Dr. Luke Erickson is an associate professor and the Personal Finance Extension Specialist for the University of Idaho, where he intentionally blends his research, teaching, and outreach to work towards holistic well-being. We talk through establishing our boundaries and finding ways to match our values with the esoteric concept of money. I walked away with this:
 	Too much of what you don’t want = burnout.
 	Find core values—strategically through worksheets and reflection, more esoterically through lived experience.
 	Knowing who you are allows you to let finances be a vehicle to live your best life.
 	Money is a tool or vehicle to living your life according to your values.
 
 What do you find helpful? Listen on!
 For more:
 	Northwest Youth Financial Education digital educational game initiative
 
 Full episode.
 “Paying it Forward: Embodying the tripartite mission of research, teaching, and outreach with Dr. Debby Good”
 Dr. Deborah (Debby) Good is tenured faculty of Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise at Virginia Tech. She embodies the tripartite (three-part) mission of land-grant universities via her research, teaching, and outreach.
 We dive into insecurities of being “on” (looks, words, deeds) in webconferencing, in front of the classroom, and in any community with which we interact. The conversation walks us through the journey of not knowing what the scientific process really looks like to then becoming a key driver of discovery and training students over time. Key takeaways are:
 Don’t let someone else’s opinion get in the way of your flourishing.
 Check in on how much the construct of your identity is tied up in being a professor, an academic, a person with a PhD.
 Engage in undergraduate research (as an undergraduate scholar or mentor)
 Thank a professor who has meant a lot to you.
 Being a bit more casual with mindfulness is ok (an especially important reminder when going into new years, seasons, semesters, jobs, etc.).
 One of her favorite moments in research: “when you are the only person in the world who knows this discovery.”
 One thing they don’t tell you about tenure conversations is that updates to the faculty handbook makes things looser and tighter over time.
 For more:
 	TOUR-Scholars
 	Dr. Good’s research
 
 Full episode.
 “Using Science and Extension to Open our Minds and Hearts”
 Dr. David Buys is an associate professor of Food Science, Nutrition and Health Promotion and State Health Specialist for Mississippi State University. His expertise ranges from farmer stress and health to opioid misuse and participatory research. I left our conversation with so many takeaways, but two in particular stood out: there’s opportunity to “open our minds and our hearts” and, no matter where you are on your life or career journey, “we haven’t arrived yet … we’re still on the journey.” This helps me think things through—it’s no longer, “Now what? It’s, now anything!”
 As we try to define a Cooperative Extension Health Specialist, he describes his job as an Extension Specialist like you would a healthcare provider generalist or primary care provider: “I take what walks in the door.” Extension must continue to be responsive and robust.
 Consider expertise: Different titles for different states, but agents/county-based educators are the experts. Specialists slow down from wanting to “bring” curriculum and invest in people.
 Nurture relationships: Communicate the relationship process in your tenure and annual reviews—some Extension work doesn’t fit nice and neat into a table. Use storytelling as a way to communicate “impacts.”
 We struggle with the emotional energy of “the job” and knowing how to turn off and turn to family.
 There are many right paths to get you to the job; there aren’t a lot of “wrong” paths.
 Show up whole at work: bring our perspectives and leave anxiety at the door.
 Reminder: we love what we do.
 The system is the people.
 More people want expansion, connection, diversity, inclusion, love, than the louder voices that say, “be scared of how you and what you think,” and, “restrict yourself.” We start this change one lab or team at a time. Follow Dr. Buys on Twitter @DrBuys.
 Full episode.
 “I trust myself: A yogi’s journey to handstands and a white coat”
 Pull up a chair to join (future Dr.) Emma Kange and I as we talk about medical school, yoga, and balancing life. My favorite line is: “doing your best doesn’t mean doing the most.”
 	Grad and med school (or work) are demanding, but give yourself permission to take time away—perhaps on the mat, handling errands, or eating a nourishing meal.
 	Family and trusted others can help guide us on our paths.
 	Be open and relaxed in rotations for medical school.
 	Parking lot prayers: some call it spell, prayer, manifestation, quantum physics, whichever you identify with—can you take some moments to be still and visualize yourself: “take me to the white coat.”
 	Prayer of “thank you” gratitude—thankful for the opportunity to be stressed doing things I love.
 	Chakra system for medical school: quiet the idea that you don’t belong (root); feel into your calling—create opportunities for yourself (sacral); I am willing to do the work (solar plexus); I speak my trust (throat); keep my heart open to possibilities (heart); see myself stepping into my goal/role (third eye); surrender the outcome (crown).
 	I’m on my way somewhere. I don’t know where, but I’m on my way.
 	As a yoga teacher, I recognize you’re on your journey: I might give you a template, but I am not controlling your experience.
 	A yoga studio is not a place to do asana sessions; it’s a place to build community, safety, finding oneself.
 	Teaching yoga is not an orchestrated act—neither is teaching in academia.
 	Nothing lasts forever: the fulfilling or unfulfilling.
 	Priority list of life, joy, job—four things per category.
 	Love everyone for who they are. Instead of “people aren’t meeting me in this way,” look at what they are there for you for.
 	What might change medicine: increasing the importance of patient-centered care and wondering what is going on with the patient.
 
 Full episode.
 “Partnering with journalists to disseminate your science”
 Freelance journalist Meredith Lindemon reached out to me for my first Virginia Living feature, which was about the Blue Zones—places where the highest proportion of people over one hundred years old live—and the article is taking off and bringing new opportunities with numerous organizations. I thought you might want to hear some tips for this dissemination option, too.
 Know yourself: Are you funny? Be funny! If you’re not funny, don’t be … but definitely don’t talk like you’re giving a lecture.
 Know who you’re talking to: what you’re doing is having a dinner party conversation with their whole audience, but talk directly to the journalist.
 Answer the question: avoid jargon, skip the sound bite, don’t think “how can I give a great quote?”
 Do your homework: What do they write? How do they address subject matter?
 Important conversion rate in that ~20–30 percent will act upon the suggestions in what they read!
 Speak conversationally and the quote will emerge.
 How do you know yourself?
 Grow where you’re planted, know your purpose. You can do this wherever you end up because you have it within you already.
 Financial stability: you need to be able to do the work, but you also need to be able to be a human being.
 Imagine your box of existence: a horizontal line = baseline (things need to be above this) and another horizontal line on top = limits (nothing above this). These lines provide boundaries within which you can exist: “I have to find another solution to this.”
 How do you explore your baseline needs? Many of us are experiencing this through breakdowns.
 Seek workshops, have fun, share your passions!
 For more:
 	Meredith’s website
 
 Full episode.
 “Great People Doing Great Work: How to brave your journey”
 Sarah Wang is a dual MD-PhD student at the University of Virginia. She is also a patient advocate for the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute (PCORI), where we met. I was instantly impressed by her thoughtfulness and contributions to the advisory board on which we serve: Clinical Effectiveness and Decision Science (CEDS). In this episode, Sarah shares about a loved one’s cancer diagnosis and the impact it has had on her life and career trajectory. For all of us, she outlines some strategies for braving your academic or medical journey, which may also apply to a healthcare journey (as a patient or caregiver). One of my favorite aspects of this conversation was her reflections related to the fact that life is an emotional roller coaster and that a mindfulness practice allows you to embrace “the transient nature of emotions.” Other takeaways include:
 Using experiments as anchor points for your schedule.
 Practice speaking up—you belong. Your opinion matters, even when you feel a lump in your throat.
 Her passion is the intersectionality of healthcare: the triangle of provider, caregiver, and researcher.
 Community support is imperative when something tragic is going on.
 Based on some of her experiences, she knows her mantra for providing quality care will be akin to: “If I can’t cure your cancer, I want to be a support member for you.”
 Sharing your needs for support in your research team can help you a) get resources that are needed and b) give yourself time and space to balance everything that is happening in your life.
 In your training, seek elective courses, like UVA’s “HeArt of Medicine,” which covers wellness and intentionality. If your program doesn’t have an option like this, perhaps seek online resources. Learning how to put your own oxygen mask on first is imperative.
 There’s a general void in knowing the truth of “what we are getting into.” Think critically, find mentors, and share what this job (biology, medicine) is going to look like.
 Flourishing is living your life fully—the way you want to. It’s a chosen path with opportunities to find the beauty in the pain … “stars can’t shine without darkness.”
 Sarah shares the impact of art on life lessons from others before us. Specifically, a quote from Raymond Carver’s Late Fragment.
 A reminder that if your environment isn’t helping you function, seek other options (e.g., switching labs, programs, or universities).
 Great people are doing great things—the purpose of academics is to teach you the rigor of science. The politics of science are overwhelming, but remembering your “why” can help you stay the course.
 Being brave or having courage is a willingness to be yourself—show the world who you are. “Give them your pure thoughts and not be afraid to share that.”
 For more:
 	PCORI
 	Sarah Wang wins award
 
 Full episode.
 “Valuing and Creating a Culture of Health in Academia”
 Borsika Rabin, PhD, MPH, PharmD* is a leader in the field of Dissemination and Implementation Science. When asked to explain the science, she shares that they are focused on “why certain solutions get used or not used in practice.” We talk about solutions to building connection, acceptance, and a culture of health within academia, across sectors, and in our own conversations and hearts. Highlights include:
 Dissemination and Implementation Science is so challenging because we’re talking about a whole system of people doing something differently, together.
 Culture exists within an organization, country, or part of a country. There is power in the culture. How can we leverage that for good?
 System change relies on shared culture, meaning, and priorities of groups. Any kind of behavior change means a cultural shift.
 “Lab” is all over the US and beyond—not a full, integrated, physical space. Lab “isn’t a physical space, it’s who I work with.”
 Stop micromanaging. Delegate. Let it go.
 For an international student interested in studying in the US, take advantage local opportunities advisors (e.g., workshop, training, conference) to connect with US scholars and potential graduate program advisors.
 A yes to something is a no to something else. “I have to say no to things I’d love to do; my heart is so big but time is so limited.”
 If you had one more hour a day, what would you do with it? Borsika says walking!
 Find the beauty in imperfection; we don’t have to constantly be improving ourselves. Can we have more moments where we’re just ourselves?
 Having your nervous system of flow state can be a serotonin rich experience.
 Dissemination and Implementation Science is topic agnostic—just enjoy the projects and people along the way.
 A definition of flourishing is recognizing how beautiful it is to feel competent and to be in the seat of a learner. These are great ways to spend the day.
 *Dr. Rabin’s primary positions include: associate professor Herbert Wertheim School of Public Health and Human Longevity Science; Co-Director, Dissemination and Implementation Science Center, UC San Diego; and Co-Director, ACCORDS Dissemination and Implementation Science Graduate Certificate Program.
 For more:
 	Dissemination & Implementation Models in Health
 
 Full episode.
 “Propelling Forward: Work Culture Shifts for our Interconnected World”
 Fionna Boyle is a professional Mariner and naval officer—and also my cousin. She helped me revamp my entire calendar and perspective of work in October of 2021. It’s taken over two years to get to a place of balance. We’ve learned a lot along the way and share some anecdotes in this episode. Overall, we discuss the influence of each person—their experiences, their grief, their values, their strategies to let off steam—on their workplace culture. Some key takeaways include:
 Time is our greatest currency: there’s no such thing as multitasking (handle/maneuver). Be present.
 Everyone has different schedules, routines, social norms, and expectations.
 Everyone experiences grief through some form or another—I may never have this moment with someone again.
 We are the teachers but also the students, everywhere we go.
 F.E.A.R.: face everything and rise OR face everything and run.
 I know what I know, but we’re going to grow and learn together. Then, we dance with cycles of fear and courage to build confidence and competence.
 We do things sometimes because they’re comfortable and familiar—that doesn’t mean they’re best.
 I’ve been rushing to an elbow patch to be taken seriously. Presently, I am thirty-six, and I keep saying I’m “almost forty” … what is that?
 One degree shift of our whole culture, lab, ship, etc.—we can shift our energetics and end up somewhere different.
 Industry agnostic—care about the people who have your back.
 If you’re parroting someone who isn’t healthy, how does that help us create health in our culture?
 Being a valued member of a team is not a natural byproduct—as a leader, you can facilitate togetherness.
 The pulse of the world is interconnected.
 Keep singing in the lifeboats. We rise together.
 Industry or career cycle:
 	New: rolling sleeves, gung-ho—learning and receiving mode
 	Middle management: eight to ten years—commitment, reflection, transition—what am I doing here; do I want to stay?
 	Salty dogs: 10,000 hours master in your craft—time to pass on to others
 	Training and dissemination of everything we have learned
 
 For more:
 	Maritime Momentum
 	Maritime Momentum Instagram
 
 Full episode.
 “How to Flourish Instead of Languish with Dr. Maike Neuhaus”
 Dr. Maike Neuhaus is a digital nomad and flourishing coach who aims to help us identify “what am I happy to struggle with” to guide us into a growth mindset. Her research background is in positive psychology and self-leadership. She helps individuals and organizations understand what humans need to flourish in order to create impacts that excite them in life or at work. She broadens our minds in terms of different opportunities for those with a psychology background. Tune in for a number of gems, including, but not limited to:
 I want to keep it real here for your listeners—I couldn’t find my purpose early on—I’ve been struggling with it the greater part of my life.
 I leveled up and skilled up—learning about positive psychology and self-leadership—and created my own business … and while it looks nice and flourishing, it didn’t feel that way all the time.
 Research started with curiosity about those who are flourishing and those who are languishing.
 Positive psychology as a way to explore what’s happening rather than just the pathology of “what’s wrong.”
 I used to be an expert once … admitting that is uncomfortable … but while in a PhD program you start to understand all the things we don’t know. You carry the risk of not being right, and remember, your intention is to be of service.
 Languishing isn’t defined as the opposite of progress; it has to do with stagnation. Flourishing is being fully alive with purpose.
 Why academia is great: forefront of knowledge; explore and expand our knowledge base; pleasure and privilege. How is it most failing: academia has lost the needed time to just think, converse, and have headspace.
 Direct quote: “academy crushed my soul.”
 My favorite self-care activity—now habit—is to ask myself, “what do I need right now?” Ask yourself first thing when you wake up: How am I? What do I need right now? Repeat throughout the day.
 For more:
 	The Flourishing Doc
 
 Full episode.
 “How to appreciate the ‘doctor you don’t see’ with Dr. Viola Lanier”
 Dr. Viola Lanier is the epitome of a healthy form of busy—working as a medical liaison, leading a non-profit, and being present with her family. Each of these roles lights her up and lets her know she’s using her degree to be of service to others. We dive into the miseducation society has around different terminal degrees and the roles each type of “doctor” plays in your cancer journey. We specifically talk about how cancer diagnosis and recovery centers on treatment and response rather than other needs beyond medicine. Tune in for other takeaways including:
 Sometimes we need to say, “It’s been a big day” instead of “I’m busy” or “ok.”
 Drop expectations or plans and give people some time to connect.
 Why do we have a job? Trying to fill a need.
 There’s always a need, but can there be some grace (in your schedule and for yourself).
 Social media as your water cooler break—it doesn’t take much to acknowledge that something resonated.
 Society has misinformed us all: the doctor you see is an MD and the doctor you don’t see is your scientific doctor—both play huge roles.
 For me to feel safe I have to have boundaries: establish and share them.
 As I’m getting older, I’m done with unvaluable connection … some things will bring value to you, your space … but if no one is getting value, that connection isn’t meant to be dragged out, and that’s ok.
 What’s spiritually nourishing for me? Owning what my new awareness and beliefs are means not being afraid, not betraying myself, and not shrinking back.
 Awareness campaigns create activism and advocacy, which is an end-goal in itself. The goal is not (necessarily) asking for anything from healthcare provider.
 When we share our wins and losses (e.g., that a potential employer didn’t select me) we have to remember that we don’t know what else is going on behind the scenes.
 Book recommendations:
 	The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success by Deepak Chopra
 	Anatomy of the Spirit: The Seven Stages of Power and Healing by Caroline Myss
 	The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture by Gabor Maté
 	You Can Heal Your Life by Louise Hay
 
 For more:
 	Viola’s LinkedIn
 	Viola’s Instagram
 	Young Women Crush Cancer Inc
 
 Full episode.
 “How to find success after tenure with Dr. Vicki Baker”
 Dr. Vicki Baker’s passion is helping others advance in their careers. She uses her deep curiosity of organizations and an interdisciplinary approach to ask big questions about our skills, talents, and interpersonal dynamics. When asked, “How do you feel like an expert? How do you know when you’ve ‘made it?’” she shares that it’s challenging—especially for women and POC—to share your confidence in your knowledge and abilities and communicate that confidence in a way that’s “socially acceptable.” Dr. Baker lights up when talking about students, faculty, and stories. Other highlights include:
 Expertise in mid-career: questioning “what’s next” after the milestone has been met.
 Not interested in research for the sake of research—wants to impact day-to-day existence and lives.
 I’ve learned ____. How do I use it? How do I improve communities and lives?
 In mid-career, you’ve often met your milestones and still have career runway left. Keep asking: What’s my value-add? My impact? How do I benefit others?
 Being a White woman, full professor is a privileged position: not acknowledging that can be “quite frankly, dangerous.”
 Focus on contribution: What do you want it to be? And if that seems too big, start with: Where do you find the most joy?
 Admin is well intentioned but ill equipped. Bring in multiple perspectives—academy-wide resources are needed.
 Influential without being an “influencer.”
 Tenured and promoted but still need a guiding light.
 Volunteer for service positions that lead to overall contribution—you can’t be upset if people in positions of power don’t know what you’re trying to “value-add.”
 The best parts of the job are the daily interactions with undergraduate students and the interchange of personal stories with faculty across the academy.
 Your life is precious, and you are precious—grant dollars are not precious.
 You can’t add hours, but you can be more thoughtful about how you use the hours you do have.
 We can better flourish in academia when we are content and grounded in the identities that matter most to us and when those identities are safe on visible display.
 Space, community, and connection are where higher ed is at its best.
 Future of her career creating sustainable programming for mid-career faculty support.
 For more:
 	“Leading With Yes” Inside Higher Ed 
 
 Full episode.
 “How to Live to 100: Lessons from the Blue Zones with the Blue Zones Project Shannon Wohlford and Dr. Allen Weiss”
 Blue Zones Project is a community-wide well-being improvement initiative designed to make healthy choices easier. The program is based on principles identified during an ongoing, decades-long, worldwide longevity study commissioned by National Geographic and detailed in the New York Times bestseller, The Blue Zones: Lessons for Living Longer from the People Who’ve Lived the Longest, and The Blue Zones Solution: Eating and Living like the World’s Healthiest People by Dan Buettner. I interview Shannon Wohlford and Dr. Allen Weiss in their roles as marketing manager and Chief Medical Officer, respectively. Through this discourse we touch on:
 Can we create a model to transform communities and create a healthier way of living? We do this through a Life Radius Approach: we do our work through people, places, and policy.
 Busyness of life—we have to look inward and ask, “What is important to us at the end of the day?” Identify what is important for you and your own personal wellbeing and stand up for what you want out of your life. If you want a long, happy life, that’s a turning point for people who are curious about Blue Zones.
 Faith, family, and friends. In the Blue Zones, people believe in a higher power that brings them a sense of hope. Centenarians (those one hundred years of age or older) are prioritizing relationships.
 You can live a longer, healthier, happier life. Little by little we can make these changes. The orthodox medical community is (finally) realizing prevention saves money.
 Medical school needs to be about emotional interaction, not just anatomy and physiology.
 Ultimately, we have a whole healthcare industry that is predicated on a certain amount of sickness.
 People need salaries and benefits, but they stay at their job when they feel respected and rewarded.
 We have to meet people where they are. Nothing has to be monumental to make a day or lifetime great.
 For more:
 	The Blue Zones Project
 
 Full episode.
 “How to take up space with Terri Miller”
 Terri Miller brings her expertise in education to crafting plain language that disseminates science and policy to a very broad audience via the Federal Trade Commission. She provides us with strategies to cultivate grace for ourselves and to give us time and space for learning, growing, and sharing. Terri and I talk about science and life and distraction and presence all at once, as well as how we find friends to be mirrors on our work-life journeys (hint: it’s just life). Terri shares that she is not a yoga practitioner or scientist by trade but that this podcast and the “Samma Says” reminders help her get energy out and remember to breathe. This helps to show that this podcast is for all: in and out of the academy—those who love or are less familiar with yoga principles. Other takeaways are:
 Is it ever enough? It’s not, so in this moment I will take a breath and just be. Then, I can try to find the balance of being a professional, a high performer, and being able to stop in the middle of that and just breathe.
 “What works” for wellness is found by trial and error on what works for you. One tool is to live in all the spaces of your house—take up this space that I’ve purchased. Using all the space, shake up the monotony of “this is what I do.”
 How do you unlearn or learn that other people’s opinions about you (appearance, activities) don’t define you? It starts with “confidence at home … in the everyday things … and conversations.”
 You don’t need “their” permission. Not everyone has to like you. Who you are, what you bring to the table, and what your values are are never based on someone else’s opinion.
 We need to talk to ourselves the way our best friend would speak to us. How do we become one of our own best friends? Maybe that’s the cheat code—to be our own best friend and boost each other (to speak more kindly to ourselves in our own minds).
 Give interns or student staff a seat at the table so they can understand the larger context. Either at big meetings or, when not appropriate, one-on-one. Have empathy, create space, give them the pieces they need to tie everything together, and carve out the time to have conversations. Be intentional about their time with you. There are things they want to get out of the time with you, and a lot of that doesn’t happen without intention.
 The practice of being in the seat of a learner and having a curiosity about things ideally would help you to remember that you have not always known the things you know … and that you don’t know everything.
 One thing that has been so helpful during these (negative thoughts of) “(this is) intimidating work, imposter syndrome, am I enough, there’s not enough hours in the day, is this the right fit … did I make a bad career choice/decision” is to run into the fire and set up a one-on-one with your boss. This creates the opportunity to show what you’re bringing to the table and to get feedback.
 Flourishing for me is when I have carved out space for people who are important to me.
 How important it is to not “should” yourself. When you’ve given what you have to give, leave some grace for yourself. And in that moment you carved for yourself, don’t “should.”
 For more:
 	Terri’s LinkedIn
 
 Full episode.
 “Getting a PhD is an emotional experience with Dave Peña and Elizabeth Berry”
 On this episode, I interview Drs. Dave Peña and Elizabeth Berry. Elizabeth posted on Instagram about pursuing a PhD being anxiety provoking. She wondered: Where are the PhD expectations coming from and why do we (as people) perpetuate these expectations? The academic hazing is seen as a rite of passage. Is that reason enough to continue it? She thinks aloud, “Wait, my boss and committee members went through this too,” and her “brain goes to: Would I ask these questions in a different way? Treat myself like they’re treating me?” What happens from the time you’re a PhD student to becoming an assistant professor? We jump right into dialogue, and Dave shares some of his experiences and the conflict between what you want (to gain skills and get out), and what your mentor wants.
 What we know from research in Occupational Safety and Health is that leadership, specifically middle management, is an indicator of the environment, which can sometimes be toxic—toxic to the point of being illegal (according to some stories Dave shared offline). While all of us have had different experiences, we have similar pain points of “not knowing” what we can or should do (or what a healthy level of expectation might be). Dave suggests a committee (like IACUC [animal subjects protection] and IRB [human subjects protection] for grad students!). Elizabeth and I agree wholeheartedly, and our conversation continues.
 We wrap with the challenges of deciding to stay or leave a lab. You have to choose the right kind of hard for you—what suits your personality, resources, and abilities. Other takeaways include:
 If you are a mentor or mentee: Check on prior and current performance, attitude, past data. Are they changing? What’s going on? Can something change for the better?
 Through more communication and discussion, we need to change the discourse about mental health decline during grad school.
 We model based on what we’ve seen; just like we don’t know how to be students, we don’t know how to be leaders. There remains generational trauma—to break this cycle, it takes people who are more awake and more in tune with the different parts of being a scholar and a human.
 When people are mis-mentored, or not mentored at all, they don’t know what to do because they were never taught (you are often so deep in your content as a student and eventual professor, you don’t have time for business and pedagogy classes).
 We need more holistic education.
 We’re not all having the same experience, even in the same lab, but we still experience similar pain points.
  For more:
 	Elizabeth: 	@nature.neuroscience.phd
 
 
 	Dave: 	@doctor_pena
 	StremeCoder
 	Pluri Design
 
 
 
 Full episode.
 “Freefalling with the universe one sentence, job change, and breath at a time with Dr. Natalya Androsova”
 Dr. Natalaya Androsova, a writing and dissertation coach, studied linguistics and the communication and cultural aspects of language for her PhD. When I recorded this episode with Dr. Androsova, I felt so seen, safe, and held by her energy and trust in the universe. What I left this conversation knowing was that my inner writing critic isn’t critiquing my prose—it’s critiquing my inability to prioritize time. Each of us might be “cobblers without shoes” as we pour our heart and soul onto the page but are not yet published or not published in the way we hope. We talk about our own personal practices, remind you that you are never alone, and encourage you to remember that someone else might benefit from your words. Keep writing, keep sharing, build your trust in yourself, and as Natalya shares, you can borrow her trust in the meantime. Other key takeaways:
 Meditation can change your relationship to writing and to the self.
 Be an apprentice of language—be open to what it has to teach and show today.
 We need to chisel away at the heaviness of writing—the heaviness we’ve put on ourselves and our writing. When Natalya works with a client, she sees a person in front of her: She sees the whole, creative, brilliant person. She doesn’t see “lack.”
 She was faced with giving up what she loves or finding a new way (find a way, then wrote three books in three years via 30–45-minute blocks).
 Trust life fully.
 Say yes to where life invites me if it aligns with my values; no more serving fear.
 I found the proven magic of seven-minute writing meditation (more than five superficial minutes and not overwhelming [through a longer duration]) from working with hundreds of people.
 Writing is the meaning. It is freedom. “You come to the mat, I come to the page.”
 Safety, security, money, prestige—all just external noise.
 When I believe life is my best friend, has my back, is my secretary—magical synchronicity happens.
 The less we try to manage, the more successful life is.
 This document isn’t a representation of your worth.
 Put down the need to change the system, to surrender, it’s not about other people, is there a seeming conflict or miscommunication- the key is to look inside. What am I making this mean? Find joy within any circumstance.
 How important is your relationship with the self: self-reflection, self-reliance, self-compassion, self-kindness, self-forgiveness, self-acceptance, self-advocacy, self-talk.
 It’s rare to be “not” flourishing because I have such a relationship with self.
 If you don’t need your books to be sold, you can be the disciple of what you love. (When we’re not writing for profit), then writers and readers can be free.
 The expertise of others is distracting; show up as yourself.
 Everyone takes a journey from self-doubt to self-trust. If you need to borrow my faith and trust, you can. You are not alone—there’s help, and you have the strength and resources to trust yourself and be kind to yourself and your writing.
 For more:
 	Natalya’s professional website
 	Natalya’s Instagram
 
 Full episode.
 “You are not overly sensitive or selfish, you are fully worthy with Miriam Verheyden”
 When people are told that they are overly sensitive or they think too much—instead of lauding gifts of insight and protection—they feel isolated and alone and start to wonder, “Is there something wrong with me?” This was the genesis of Miriam Verheyden’s experience with her own self-doubt, intrusive thoughts, and eventual understanding of depression, alcohol misuse, and premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PMDD). PMDD is distinct from premenstrual syndrome (PMS) and is more closely related to hormone imbalances that lead to severe psychological symptoms like depression and anger as well as issues with one’s skin, gastrointestinal symptoms, and fluid retention, to name a few. At the cross section of being in her forties, being almost two years sober, and having multiple incredible books out, Miriam brings a voice to women navigating shame and resilience. I almost audibly gasped when she said she doesn’t take being called “selfish” as an insult: we are responsible for ourselves; we have to be selfish. Other key takeaways include:
 All feelings are valid, observe with compassion, your feelings don’t define you—in savasana or otherwise.
 If you don’t want to talk to someone, start writing (just to process)—it’s liberating and often not as bad as you think it is. Reach outside of yourself.
 How do you let go of what you’ve written? Once it’s out it’s not yours anymore. Write and release.
 The journey we are on to become our best selves while navigating everything happening in the world is messy, not polished—just like a “snapshot” within a memoir.
 In sobriety, everything is turned up (brighter, louder, flooding emotions).
 Hiding your “not good sides” is more painful than letting them show—shame is such a heavy feeling to carry.
 Now, I have a warm ball inside of me, warming me—everything that has happened and that I’ve been through is ok.
 Hide it = this is terrible. Out it = better outside perspective. It’s not that bad.
 Raised with conditional love = getting love when you do what your caregivers and teachers approve of and like.
 Don’t “should” all over yourself: do more, try harder to maintain friendships, become a person you are proud of—without being in the hustle culture of always improving—but be somebody you can look in the eye and say, “You know what, I did the best I could. I’m trying to be kind and helpful, and if others don’t understand or approve, it has nothing to do with me.”
 Unlearn decades of conditioning—of being pleasing to the eye, in the way we behave, etc.
 Be rebellious: I’m not playing this game anymore.
 Find sisterhood: see women as friends and supporters.
 People’s opinions or critiques cease to matter. They sting, but they don’t really matter.
 If someone is bothering you, you have the right to not respond.
 Refuse to see “selfish” as an insult because it’s nobody else’s responsibility to take care of me.
 Cutting out drinking is a huge time saver.
 I can be alone with my thoughts and feel at peace—wake up before the alarm (not oversleep through a depressive fog).
 We women have to learn to not be so hard on ourselves. We don’t have to do anything; we are worthy on days when we literally don’t do anything. If there’s a day you have to stay in bed, that’s ok. The myth that we always have to be better is just that—a myth. Just take it easy with more kindness and grace.
 For more:
 	Miriam’s website
 	Everything is Broken and Completely Fine
 
 Full episode.
 “The Courage to Earn a PhD Mindfully with Monika Staab”
 Monika Staab (soon to be Dr.) is awaiting her certificate for a PhD in adult and continuing education—specifically related to international comparison in educational processes. She talks about the courage and vulnerability needed to step into joy and ease on the academic path. As a dissertation coach, she is in a “learning rhythm” with her clients. She reminds us all that when we let go of what other people think (or what we think they think), we can lead with excellence. Monika and I have different characters, peaks, and valleys, but our story is the same: Our medical challenges forced us to pause. We used our pain to fuel a desire to create higher vibrations in higher education one professor, one lecturer, one PhD student, one person at a time. Systems are slow to change, but we can keep reflecting on what we need, what we want to change, and our why. Other key takeaways include:
 A guided breath practice: Andrew Huberman’s lab at Stanford found that these two to three breaths can calm us (before presentations, whenever we need). It’s an instinctive breath.
 Give yourself more space.
 From the outside, everyone says you’re so successful, organized, perfect, etc., but there’s a different story when we look inside.
 Monika wants to be the person she missed throughout her journey—someone by her side to save time, energy, and pain—so that’s why she’s providing one-on-one coaching.
 What do I want and need? What are my values?
 In academia, it seems like everyone is perfect—has it all together. So, in order to belong, I have to be miserable and perfect.
 COVID let Monika see that professors were struggling—through their facial expressions, health issues, etc.
 Check in—what do I need now? Maybe meditation is no longer working. Self-care has misconceptions that it has to be a certain time, place, or duration (or cost!).
 Yes, there are always concerns for money being self-employed and/or an entrepreneur, but it is worth it.
 If you keep thinking, “If I have this degree, I’ll be happy,” you’ll put too much pressure on yourself. You have to look into yourself, your soul.
 It takes courage to step in and redefine success.
 PhD students are afraid to share mistakes, and they struggle because it’s so competitive.
 Mind your PhD namesake: what is important to me courage to share I’m not ok and I have struggles. Release the mask and façade.
 Be clear on your passions, values, and purpose. You can pick a career and pivot. Find your why and your purpose can change over time.
 There is no direct translation for flourishing in German—and in English, it’s a word you can feel.
 Flourishing isn’t an end goal or achievement, it’s a continuous process—check in!
 We don’t need another slide deck, we just need to connect.
 Change our own lives and have a ripple effect on others’.
 For more:
 	Mind your PhD
 	Mind your PhD Instagram
 
 Full episode.
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