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Abstract 

  This study explored the lived learning experiences of six teachers at Czech 

International School (CIS). Taking a social, situated, and distributed (Putnam & Borko, 

2000) view of learning, it sought teachers’ perspectives on learning and the factors that 

shaped it. The study was informed by research literature on teacher learning, responses to 

professional changes, intercultural competence and international mindedness. 

 Participants were nominated by the school’s director, based on the criteria 

synthesized from literature. This study collected three types of data: 1) director interview, 

2) teacher interviews, and 3) teachers’ written reflections. Influenced by a 

phenomenological approach, all interviews were modeled after Seidman’s (2006) in-

depth interview structure, with one important adaptation: prior to each interview, 

participants were asked to engage in reflective writing exercises. Data were analyzed 

inductively and spirally by creation of emergent codes and themes. Four themes emerged 

from the data:  1) Learning to live in the host country, 2) Learning to teach diverse 

students, 3) Learning to navigate curricular differences, and 4) Learning to contribute to 

the school community.  

 In summary, the key findings of this study are that teacher learning is complex, 

multifaceted, and embedded in everyday experiences inside and outside of the school 

context. Personal factors permeate all aspects of teacher learning and incur conscious 

choice. The schools’ ethos and support structures set the conditions for learning and 

frame how and what teachers learn. This study is crucial because it contributes a layered, 

in-depth teacher perspective on the source and nature of teacher learning in international 

schools to better understand and support it.    
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 I vividly recall gathering my suitcases and senses and exiting the sliding glass 

doors at the international arrivals gate, being greeted by my principal, waiting sign in 

hand. Landing in the Czech Republic, I was confident that teaching internationally would 

be life-changing, although I could not have known precisely how. Unlike in my initial 

visit six months prior, I was no longer a tourist. Curious and excited, I set up the meagre 

contents of my two suitcases in a bare-walled flat, signed and stamped endless official 

documents, met my future colleagues, and learned to navigate the new streets and 

experiences of life in a different country. The novelty of living in a European city was 

exciting but also confusing, foreign and isolating. How do I get around? How do I 

communicate? Where do I shop and what do I buy? How will I teach students about 

whose experiences I knew little? In the weeks leading up to the start of the school year, a 

colleague graciously helped me buy a transport pass and took me grocery shopping to 

translate and recommend purchases. Though I made a lot of mistakes, I learned to 

navigate life abroad. 

 Entering the front gate of school on the first day of classes, I felt similarly excited. 

Unlike in the city outside the gate, here I could communicate with people in English and, 

I hoped, rely on my previous teaching experience. Over time, however, I became 

increasingly aware of challenging differences that taught me to adjust my expectations 

and approaches. The expectation to differentiate classroom activities, create three-

dimensional display boards, enforce the wearing of school uniforms, and run after-school 
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clubs were new to me. I had to regularly modify my style of handwriting and remind 

myself to write the date in a different order. I learned to think on my feet when teaching 

students with few English skills, who often started mid-year. The mathematical 

calculation methods I was expected to teach, especially mental math strategies, were 

confusing and forced me to un-learn my own strategies. Teaching required a lot of 

knowledge I didn’t have at first. I remember trying to teach a developmentally-

appropriate unit on World War II to a class of eight-year-olds and the struggle to balance 

historic events with an effort not to offend students whose families had been on either 

side. Some students had watched “The Boy in the Striped Pajamas” movie, others had 

toured Auschwitz, while others were naïve about the atrocities of war. I had not been 

prepared for this. Over time, this topic has been moved to an older year level, as this 

balance was unlikely to be reached. Access to prior planning and consulting teachers who 

had taught the topics supported me in this struggle to learn. However, as is often the case, 

many of the people who taught it before me had left to move on to their next teaching 

location somewhere else in the world. 

 Cultural differences, although they played a major role in my experience at Czech 

International School (CIS), were subtler and harder to pinpoint. For the first few years, I 

made the stereotypical “Where am I from” board where students could display their home 

countries. I slowly realized that my students had very complex ideas of home and many 

struggled to identify where they were from, since some of them have never lived in the 

country their parents are from, or had parents from two different countries, or had lived in 

multiple countries in their short lives. I learned to say, “Some people believe…” to 

acknowledge diverse beliefs. In parent-teacher conferences, I learned that parents’ 
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expectations about schooling are, in many ways, influenced by their cultural backgrounds 

and beliefs about how children are best educated. I tried to accommodate parents’ 

concerns about the health risks involved in sitting on the floor or the temperature of milk. 

It was difficult to explain to parents why I wouldn’t publicly share student rankings on 

assessments despite their requests. Although unexpected, I learned that it was within my 

role to try to understand how culture informed behaviour and expectations.  

 Relationships in the school community transcended boundaries of professional 

and personal life in ways that I hadn’t expected. I learned very quickly that the school’s 

open-door policy invited everyone, at any time, to enter my classroom. Unlike in my 

Canadian classroom, sounds from my lessons filled the hallways. Parents, administrators, 

potential students, and guests instantly became part of the lessons and, in those moments, 

I had to immediately decide to ignore or engage disruptions. I initially felt uncomfortably 

exposed and even judged; but learned, over time, to accept that my classroom was a 

shared space. Prior to this, teaching had been a more of an individual effort. Working 

with colleagues, in my experience, was more rewarding but not always easier.  

 One year, I spent many Monday mornings scrambling to prepare for mathematics 

lessons because a colleague had failed to prepare lessons they had committed to 

preparing. This revealed the challenges in a shared workload. I got to know my 

colleagues closely and, even when I didn’t agree with them, I respected their perspectives 

and felt comfortable working alongside them. Being required to attend school-wide social 

events where teachers and school families mixed was unusual for me. In my previous job, 

I had dodged grocery aisles to avoid seeing parents publicly in case they initiated a 

conversation about their child outside of my teaching time. But at these events, the school 
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playground transformed into a social environment where I chatted with colleagues and 

students’ parents, often with a beer in hand bought at the school canteen. Over time, the 

subtle differences evolved and shaped my experience. 

 My constant learning led to deeper understanding but required regular reflection 

and the support of my colleagues. Discussions often spurred innovation in my teaching 

and invited me to learn. Over the seven years I worked at this international school, 

multitudes of differences continued to provoke my learning both inside the school and in 

the city beyond its gates. Yet, articulating this learning has always been a challenge. My 

experiences teaching and living abroad were the greatest learning experiences of my life 

and fueled my interest in exploring more about—and thus being able to describe—how 

teachers learn from their experiences in international schools. 

Rationale 

 International school teaching is a growing sector. Within the last decade, the 

number of teachers employed in international schools has more than tripled. According to 

the 2013 International School Consultancy Group report, there are 300,000 full-time 

international school teachers in 6,400 international schools serving 3.2 million students, 

and the demand for teachers is predicted to double by 2022 (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). 

These statistics reflect a promising future for teachers currently searching for work 

beyond their saturated domestic job markets. Since pre-service teacher education tends to 

occur within teachers’ home countries, those who choose to teach abroad can face a 

difficult adjustment process in learning to adapt their skills and knowledge. These 

teachers may, at least initially, find it challenging to develop and apply their skills, 

attitudes, and behaviours within an international school context.  
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 Teachers who choose to teach internationally are often not specifically educated 

in the necessary skills such as intercultural competencies—the knowledge, attitudes, 

skills, and behaviours required for interactions with people from other cultures (Heyward, 

2002; Perry & Southwell, 2011). Instead, teachers are generally expected to learn 

relevant skills on the job. As Hayden and Thompson (2011) explain, it has been 

traditionally assumed that “if someone has been trained to teach in a national context, has 

a certain amount of experience (perhaps two or three years) and has a reasonably 

adaptable personality, they will be able to teach successfully in an international school” 

(p. 93). This assumption, while highlighting the importance of on-the-job learning, is 

problematic because it does not adequately address significant challenges teachers may 

face in teaching and learning in an international school. 

 It is unclear how teachers learn the skills, attitudes, and behaviours required to 

participate effectively in this context and how these experiences impact their professional 

learning. It is vital, however, that teachers initially seeking employment abroad begin to 

understand the complex work environments within international schools and have the 

opportunity to develop requisite skills, attitudes, and behaviours that promote their 

ongoing learning. Such learning can allow teachers to experience success and satisfaction 

in their overseas contexts; mutually benefiting the school in terms of continuity and the 

teachers in terms of honing their skills. However, the trend of relatively short contract 

lengths and varied working conditions speaks to Bunnell’s (2016) argument that “the 

field of International Schooling has always been an unstable and precarious one” (p. 

554). The danger, therefore, within a growing market for international school teachers is 

that without support, teachers will continue to commit to short-term contracts and 
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international teaching will remain a transient profession of teachers who relocate after 

one or two-year contracts with no professional learning or stability.   

  From my experience, I am confident that there is something important, and 

critically overlooked, in an international teaching context that spurs a teacher’s ongoing 

professional learning. Focusing on international school teachers’ perceptions of their 

learning, we may gain a deeper understanding of international school teachers’ ongoing 

learning within a complex international school context. Insights from this deeper 

understanding of international teacher learning could inform the kinds of supports offered 

to teachers at schools around the world. In so doing, these kinds of supports may, indeed, 

affect the length of time a teacher decides to stay within any given teaching context.  

Key Terms  

Teacher learning. 

 Teacher learning is understood as progress towards expertise (Kelly, 2006). This 

study takes a situated, social, and distributed (Putnam & Borko, 2000) perspective 

towards learning. A situated perspective is central to Putnam and Borko (2000)’s view of 

teacher learning. Situated learning can be understood as “how a person learns a particular 

set of knowledge and skills, and the situation in which a person learns, become a 

fundamental part of what is learned” (p. 4) The social component of learning is also 

important, as Putnam and Borko (2000) explain: “Interactions with the people in one's 

environment are major determinants of both what is learned and how learning takes 

place” (p.5). Third, teacher learning is distributed across people and tools, such that 

collaborative work allows members to achieve more than they would individually. 

Teacher learning, in this study, is understood from this perspective. 
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International schools.  

 International schools do not share a singular definition, nor does the international 

school research community speak with a singular voice (Hayden & Thompson, 2000). 

Significant debates within international school research have attempted to define what 

constitutes an international school. As the international school sector has recently seen 

substantial growth, Hayden (2011) argues that schools that consider themselves to be 

international schools can be situated on a “spectrum” (p. 219) between pragmatic and 

ideological features. Czech International School (CIS) exhibits pragmatic elements such 

as a curriculum delivered in English, promotion of intercultural literacy (Heyward, 2002), 

and provision of recognized credentials for access to competitive universities. At the 

same time, it also promotes the ideological features of moral development and 

responsibility as citizens of the world. While there are many variations on types of 

international schools, Heyward (2002) claims that the central, unifying feature of all 

international schools is that they “offer an alternative to local, national approaches to 

education” (p. 22). Schools can be further classified into three categories: Type A: 

traditional, Type B: ideological, and Type C: non-traditional (Hayden & Thompson, 

2013). CIS is considered a Type A traditional school because English is the mode of 

communication (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013) and it is aimed primarily at expatriate 

students or local students who have chosen CIS as an alternative to national schooling. 

International school teachers.  

 International school teachers can be categorized based on their teaching contracts 

offered in most international schools: host-country nationals, local-hire expatriates and 

overseas-hire expatriates Garton (2000). Hardman (2001) further categorizes teachers 
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according to three profiles: childless career professionals; career professionals with 

families; and mavericks, which he described as “free and independent spirits” (p. 131). 

Cambridge (2002) elaborates on these categories, citing teacher’s incentives to join, stay, 

or leave the school. Interest in travel and change/or risk (Savva, 2015) are thought to be 

motivating factors in teachers’ relocation to an international teaching context. This study 

focuses on the experiences of over-seas-hire expatriates (Garton, 2000) across the 

categories explained above.  

Context 

 Czech International School (CIS), a pseudonym for the school in this study, is 

located in the Czech Republic and is, according to Hayden and Thompson’s recent 

definition (2013), a “traditional” non-profit British International school “established 

principally to cater for global mobile expatriate families” (p. 4). Located on four separate 

sites in the same city, CIS provides schooling from the Early Years to the High School 

levels. The school employs a staff of approximately 100 teachers employed from several 

countries. Its student population consists of 500 children from more than 50 different 

countries. Staff composition in the Primary School is representative of British, Canadian, 

American, and Australian citizens. The teaching and learning community at CIS is 

informed by the knowledge, experiences, and cultures of the teachers and students. 

Diversity, global citizenship, and cross-cultural interactions are at the heart of the 

school’s mission and ethos. The school’s mission statement describes the Christian ethos 

and supportive environment. It states expectations for staff to build relationships with 

students and to support the development of a diverse body of students. While diversity is 
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not a defining characteristic of all international schools, CIS maintains a diverse staff and 

student body. 

 The school’s community and its ethos are two important components that 

supported my learning while I worked at CIS. Solvason (2005) defines ethos as “the 

product of the culture of the school” (p.86). Ethos differs from school culture, as 

Solvason (2005) explains, since “we can recognize and comprehend the school culture, 

whereas we experience the ethos” (p.87). On entering the school, the school’s ethos is 

evident in enthusiasm for learning and the warmth and openness amongst staff, students, 

and families. It is a busy school and learning is evident from the buzz of activities, the 

children’s colorful work displayed, and the montages of photographs of activities held 

throughout the year. Teachers seem to care for the students and take the time to invest in 

them. Students appear to feel comfortable and autonomous in their learning in lessons, 

extracurricular activities, and on the playground. Class sizes are kept small, allowing 

teachers to better know their students’ learning needs and to feel responsible for progress. 

The parents of the students are often involved in school life and have dedicated space 

within each school building allocated for their use. Social events, held several times 

throughout the year, involve the whole school community and, as in a family, food and 

conversation are central. These events are designed to encourage teachers to develop 

meaningful relationships and to work alongside parents in efforts to teach their children. 

Staff members regularly socialize during term time and, in some cases, travel with one 

another during holidays. Staff rooms are often full of activity and conversation. My initial 

experience of the warm, open, family-friendly school community was, in many ways, a 

contributing factor in my decision to accept a teaching position at CIS. Like myself, 
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many stakeholders have described CIS’s ethos as open and welcoming, a feature that is a 

product of its culture, policies, and people. Despite a regular turnover of staff and school 

families, the school appears to have maintained a consistently learner-focused, open, and 

friendly approach. From my perspective, CIS’s community and ethos provided a rich 

context to study teacher learning. 

 One of the perennial concerns of teachers working at CIS is a perceived lack of 

access to external professional development and, in some cases, a sense of isolation from 

their home, or national, contexts. Not surprisingly, many international school teachers 

face considerable adjustments in their personal lives while initially adjusting to another 

culture. While this isolation often expresses itself as culture shock (Roskell, 2013) related 

to relocating to a foreign country, it can also manifest itself as a reluctance to take 

advantage of professional development opportunities. Teachers as CIS may face 

challenges as they learn to adapt their professional teaching skills to the school and 

classroom contexts and may need extra professional support because of these differences.  

Purpose 

 The purpose of this research was to explore the lived learning experiences of 

international school teachers in one international school in the Czech Republic. 

Specifically, it asked what international school teachers’ personal reflections of their 

lived experiences reveal about their learning in an international school. Three questions 

guided this research:  

1. How do international school teachers perceive their learning in an international 

school and what impact has this learning had on their professional lives? 

 

2. What skills, attitudes, or behaviours enhance teacher learning in an international 

school, and how are these developed? 
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3. How do the contextual factors of an international school shape and support 

teachers’ professional learning? 

 

As the first research question indicates, teacher learning was the main focus of this study. 

After a study of related literature (discussed in the following chapter) and from my 

personal experience, it was clear that contributing factors shaped the content and nature 

of learning. Because of this, the second and third research questions were designed to 

further explore personal and contextual factors and the potential role they played in 

framing and informing teacher learning.  

Overview of the Thesis 

 This thesis is organized into five chapters. This chapter has introduced my 

personal experiences as an international school teacher-learner, provided a rationale for 

this study, described the research context and introduced the research questions. In 

Chapter 2, I review relevant research and literature related to teacher learning and the 

international school context. Chapter 3 describes the methodology that informs the 

research and the specific methods employed to answer my research questions; I outline 

the methodological framework, research design, participants, instruments and approaches 

to data analysis. The findings from an in-depth data analysis are presented in Chapter 4. 

In the final chapter, Chapter 5, I discuss the results in relation to previous research and 

my research questions. I explore implications for practice, present limitations of the 

study, and make recommendations for future research in the area of international school 

teacher learning. 
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Chapter 2 

Related Literature  

 In this chapter, I review the findings of prior research literature related to the main 

constructs that inform this study: teacher learning, international school teachers, teachers’ 

requisite skills, attitudes or behaviours, and their response to professional change.  

Teacher Learning  

 How and what teachers learn is central to this study. Within schools, professional 

development is often the predominant model for understanding and measuring teacher 

growth. However, professional development is often individualistic and disconnected 

from practice (Pedder & Opfer, 2013). As Sykes (1996) explains, “A great deal of "in-

service training" is profitably devoted to transmitting knowledge and skills of various 

kinds” (p. 466). Professional development often occurs within pre-planned workshops or 

staff meetings and predominantly focuses on training teachers in discrete skills and 

knowledge transmission. According to Little (1993), the training model of professional 

development is “focused primarily on expanding an individual repertoire of well-defined 

and skillful classroom practice” (p. 129), a practice which she views as an inadequate 

response to the complexity of teaching. The training model, Little (1993) explains, cannot 

address teachers’ learning needs: “Compared with the complexity, subtlety, and 

uncertainties of the classroom, professional development is often a remarkably low-

intensity enterprise. It requires little in the way of intellectual struggle or emotional 

engagement and takes only superficial account of teachers’ histories or circumstances” 

(p. 148). It fails to acknowledge the complexity of learning. Implementing the 

professional development training model, in an international context, is problematic and 
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complicated by the requirement of large financial investment in courses or experts’ visits, 

compounded by the cost of travel. In recent years, the concept of professional 

development has gone through many stages of reform. Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (2001) 

approach to professional development demonstrates a broadening of the concept to: 

“knowledge-for-practice; knowledge-in-practice; and knowledge-of-practice” (p. 47). 

Their model considers not only how research impacts practice (knowledge-for-practice) 

but also recognizes that learning that is embedded in teachers’ practice (knowledge-in-

practice) and gained through inquiry and reflection (knowledge-of-practice). This model 

of professional development overlaps more with teacher learning than the traditional 

training model. However, the reality that the central theme of professional development 

remains narrowly focused on teaching practices limits the scope of what teachers learn. 

 In contrast, teacher learning allows for an exploration of the ongoing, daily, and 

divergent learning which involves the whole person. It understands that, as Carter and 

Doyle (1989) explain, learning is primarily episodic and dependent on events that occur 

within teachers’ experiences. For these reasons, teacher learning, rather than professional 

development, is the chosen construct for this study. Teacher learning, according to 

Pedder and Opfer (2013) can be understood as “dynamic, unfolding, continuous 

throughout teachers’ careers, and embedded in the full range and contexts of professional 

activity” (p. 540). As previously stated, this study takes a situated, social, and distributed 

(Putnam & Borko, 2000) perspective towards learning which emphasizes the contextual 

and social components of learning. From this perspective, teacher learning can be 

understood as progress towards expertise (Kelly, 2006) through engagement in everyday 

tasks (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989), interaction with colleagues (Lave & Wenger, 
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1991; Wenger, 1998), and the employment of tools (Pea, 1993) such as curriculum 

documents or direct interaction with more experienced teaching staff. This view of 

teacher learning, as it informs this study, is described as follows.  

  First, teacher learning is situated in authentic tasks and contexts within the 

classrooms and schools in which teachers work. Research on international school 

teachers indicates that much of their learning occurs on the job (Hayden & Thompson, 

2011), a finding which corresponds well to a situated perspective of teacher learning. 

Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) argue that learning situations with the teaching 

context “co-produce knowledge through activity” (p. 32). A situated perspective on 

learning stresses the importance of the interaction between the learner and the 

environment allowing active reflection (Schön, 1983) whereby teachers can grasp and 

transform experience (Kolb, 1984). From a situated perspective, learning is embedded in 

the everyday practice of teachers (Kwakman, 2003) within and across multiple settings 

(Putnam & Borko, 2000). Although most studies situate teacher learning within the 

classroom, Cameron, Mulholland, and Branson (2013) argue for a more “holistic and 

teacher-centered approach” to teacher learning (p. 388). In this way, teacher learning may 

situate itself in the larger school community and extend to the wider society. A situated 

perspective takes into consideration the contexts in which teacher learn..   

 Second, according to Glazer and Hannafin (2006), teacher learning can be 

understood as a “social enterprise where teachers rely on the expertise and support of one 

another to adopt innovative practices” (p. 179), and such learning is best developed by 

support that is “onsite, ongoing, and just in time” (p. 186). Aligned with this view, Lave 

and Wenger (1991) define learning as participation that “concerns the whole person 
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acting in the world” (p. 49) and as “an evolving form of membership” (p. 53) in a 

community.  Teachers learn through belonging, becoming, experiencing, and doing 

(Wenger, 1998) in the community through “mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and 

shared repertoire” (p. 73). The social perspective of learning recognizes that learning to 

be a member of a community is, to some degree, what teachers learn from their 

membership in social groups. In Borko’s (2004) view, “to understand teacher learning, 

we must study it within these multiple contexts, taking into account both the individual 

teacher-learners and the social systems in which they are participants” (p. 4). Learning, 

therefore, is not only the process of individual construction of meaning but also 

enculturation into the wider social context (Cobb, 1994).    

 Finally, teacher learning is distributed across people and tools. Intelligence, 

according to Pea (1993), can be distributed “across minds, persons, and the symbolic and 

physical environment, both natural and artificial” (p. 47). As teachers seek supports for 

learning, they access a wide range of tools. Some tools, Pea (1993) explains, guide 

learning as they “literally carry intelligence in them” (p. 53) and learners gain access to 

tools through observation, guided participation, or curious discovery. As part of this 

interpretation, teachers can learn from each other through formal means such as 

mentorship and co-teaching as well as informal discussions with their colleagues about 

teaching practice. They can also learn from using technology or from engaging with 

curriculum (Voogt et al, 2011; Shawer, 2010; Craig & Ross, 2008; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1992). A distributed view of teacher learning, then, considers its multiple 

sources. 
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International School Teachers 

 Until recently, there have been few research studies centering on teachers’ 

experiences in international schools. Studies have traditionally focused on recruitment 

and retention of teachers (Chandler, 2010) and their transience in moving between 

international schools (Odland & Ruzicka, 2009), and understanding their motivation in 

moving abroad (Hardman, 2001; Cambridge, 2002). “Whereas studies of changes in 

teachers’ work in various national contexts abound,” according to Bailey (2015), there is 

“a paucity of data examining teachers’ work in international schooling” (p. 6). In terms of 

the skills, attitudes and behaviours for international teachers, Savva (2015) calls for “new 

layers of depth and clarity to our understanding of the inner workings of the international 

educator. . . to understand the kind of individuals who consider working overseas to 

begin with. As the need for individuals willing to work abroad grows, one can expect the 

cultivation of these dominant characteristics to become increasingly salient” (p. 27). 

Savva recognizes a gap in the research and calls for further exploration of international 

teachers and their work. Dolby and Rahman (2008), in their review of literature, beyond 

noting a narrow focus for the field overall, suggest a possible strength of the International 

Schools’ research agenda: that it “reflects the situated interests and perspectives of 

teachers and administrators…enmeshed in the daily life of international schools,” and 

this, in their view, “provides a model of engaged practitioner research” (p. 693). Yet, 

although the international schools research field has grown considerably over the last two 

decades, there remains little that directly addresses international school teachers’ work or 

their perspectives. It seems that, despite Dolby and Rahman’s (2008) description of a 
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model of engaged research, the richness in the field has not been fully realized. This 

study seeks to begin to address this lacuna.  

 In terms of what or how international school teachers learn, considerably less has 

been written. Existing internal and external professional development has been explored 

(Hayden, 2007) and there have been calls for a more robust vision of professional 

development in international schools (Powell, 2000) that takes into consideration the 

impact of factors such as contract lengths on professional development (Holderness, 

2002). Considered an area of increasing importance, the focus of much of this attention is 

on pre-service training for international school teachers (Richards, 2002; Hayden 2002; 

Levy & Fox, 2015). While these studies point to teacher attributes that may impact their 

work in international schools, the findings are generic and seem to suggest that these 

skills, attitudes, or behaviours are inherent in participants. In the following sections, 

several notable studies are explored that are making forays into specific contextual 

factors which may impact teachers’ work in international schools.   

Requisite skills, attitudes, or behaviours  

 Teachers may require certain professional skills, attitudes, or behaviours in order 

to teach in an international school context. It is seen to be a given that, in recruitment, 

teachers should be full team players who can deal with unforeseen difficulties and can 

work well with their colleagues (Garton, 2000). The focus of much of the research related 

to teacher’s skills, attitudes or behaviours has been on recruitment. Within this context, 

Garton (2000) explains, “high professional and pedagogical standards are axiomatic for 

quality teachers but, in international education especially, the ability to play as a full 

member of the ‘team,’ to adapt to a range of different cultures, and to have at least some 



18 

 

sense of adventure are also vital” (p. 94). Similar themes are echoed by van Werven 

(2015), who says that globally competent teachers sought for international schools should 

be “flexible, interculturally competent, internationally oriented, and linguistically 

talented” (p. 307). Savva (2013) explores the potential for international schools to be a 

gateway for North American teachers’ development of cultural skills. However, exposure 

to different cultures alone is not sufficient to ensure that cultural learning occurs 

(Cushner, 2011). Deveney (2007) even suggests that a teacher’s success within culturally 

diverse classrooms may be attributed to their being a “cultural type: a teacher who is 

curious, reflective, flexible, caring, optimistic and genuinely interested in other 

cultures—a ‘cosmopolitan’ cultural type” (p. 325). Similar profiles have been suggested 

regarding teachers’ international-mindedness (Duckworth, Levy & Levy, 2005; Hayden, 

Rancic & Thompson, 2000) and teachers’ intercultural competencies (Cushner & Mahon, 

2009; Hayden & Thompson, 2011; Snowball, 2009). Both constructs are explored in the 

following sections.  

 International-mindedness. Teaching within international school communities 

often requires meaningful engagement with a culturally diverse group of students, 

parents, and colleagues. One of the key constructs with respect to international schools 

that has been the subject of much research is international-mindedness. Harwood and 

Bailey (2012) define this as “a person’s capacity to transcend the limits of a worldview 

informed by a single experience of nationality, creed, culture or philosophy and recognize 

in the richness of diversity a multiplicity of ways of engaging with the world” (p. 79). 

The work of Hayden, Rancic and Thompson (2000) identifies key aspects of “being 

international” as being “interested and informed about other places in the world, open-
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minded and flexible, placing cultures and views of others on par with one’s own, showing 

respect for others, respecting the right of others to hold views contrary to one’s own, and 

speaking more than one language” (p. 120). The “IB Learner Profile,” created by the 

International Baccalaureate Organization (2008) as a framework of desired characteristics 

to be cultivated in learners, describes them as “inquirers, knowledgeable, thinkers, 

communicators, principled, open-minded, caring, risk-taking, balanced, and reflective” 

(p. 5). Developing internationally minded students is often an explicit mandate of 

international schools, and school administrators generally expect that teachers will 

support students’ development of international-mindedness. Importantly, though, 

recognizing and supporting the development of international-mindedness in students 

requires teachers to develop and model these skills, attitudes, and behaviours themselves. 

Implicitly, then, tools such as the IB Learner Profile point to international-mindedness 

and (in fact, as) an attitude of ongoing learning as essential for teachers and students. 

 According to Thompson (1998), most internationally minded learning is 

“interstitial” in that it occurs “between the subjects of the curriculum, and…arises from 

the various styles of inter- and transdisciplinary processes that are part of the planned and 

unplanned experience for the students and teachers” (p. 286). International-mindedness, 

therefore, is often incidental and is not learned easily or directly. Thompson (1998) 

identifies teachers as exemplars of international-mindedness as one of the key pillars of 

international schooling without, however, defining or exploring how teachers learn this or 

the impact it would have on their practice. Undoubtedly relevant within an international 

context, international-mindedness is, however, a complex construct, which faces many 
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unresolved questions (Haywood, 2015) within the research community. Intercultural 

competence, a complementary and closely aligned construct, is described below.  

 Intercultural competence. Heyward (2002) recognizes flaws in the term 

international-mindedness and argues that the very term international should be 

differentiated from and replaced by intercultural since “the term ‘international’ gives 

primacy to nationality as the presumed salient and significant identity construct” (p.10) 

while “intercultural” emphasizes culture. Central to my study are teachers’ intercultural 

competencies, defined as the knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviours required for 

interactions with people from other cultures (Heyward, 2002; Perry & Southwell, 2011). 

Intercultural competence plays a key role in the work of international school teachers. 

The role of the teacher in developing students’ intercultural competence is essential, as 

Snowball (2009) explains: “International education per se is not a bridge to intercultural 

understanding; it is merely the building site on which the bridge can be built. The real 

bridge-builders are the teachers” (p. 17). It is, therefore, essential to consider how 

intercultural competencies influence teachers’ work and, ultimately, their learning. This 

is a growing area of research. Hayden and Thompson (2011) suggest that teachers’ 

intercultural sensitivities will be increasingly “sought in recruitment and encouraged 

through professional development activities” (p. 93). Understanding the nature of 

international teachers’ intercultural competency and its impact on their work and learning 

is a gap in the research.   

 A useful framework for understanding teachers’ skills that may be required is 

Bennett’s Intercultural Sensitivity model. Intercultural competence, according to this 

model, follows four stages from ethnocentric to ethno-relative development: “denial, 
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polarization, minimization, acceptance, adaptation and integration” (Bennett, 1993). This 

framework has been applied primarily in university and business settings for training 

those who are about to embark on short-term international experiences. However, the 

intercultural competency model also has application for teachers working in international 

schools who are facing both their own cultural adaption and demands of significant 

student diversity. Bennett (2011) defines intercultural competence as the “cognitive, 

affective and behavioural skills” (p.3) necessary for effective intercultural collaboration. 

Elsewhere, Bennett and Bennett (2004) have termed these three aspects as heartset, 

mindset, and skillset. Aligned with this definition, the prerequisite heartset—or 

affective—skills for developing intercultural competence are described by Bennett (2011) 

as “curiosity, cognitive flexibility, motivation, and open mindedness” (p. 3). Many of 

these concepts align with literature related to international teachers, as described in 

Figure 1 (p. 31) and, therefore, have relevance within this study. Supporting this 

framework, Deardorff’s (2006) pyramid model, although similar to Bennett’s, 

emphasizes that intercultural competence is a process, and she prioritizes attitudes as the 

initial development point for intercultural competence. For this reason, these intercultural 

attitudes—or heartset—take a central role in this study and are described below.  

 Speaking about teachers in international schools, Shaklee and Mertz (2012) 

explain,“What we do know is that they are generally eager, adventurous, curious, risk-

takers who specifically target international schools with an eye for a career in teaching” 

(p.13). Although they provide little in the way of explaining why this may be or what this 

may look like in practice, they rank risk-taking as an important component of 

international teachers’ skills, attitudes or behaviours. There is also an assumption that 
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teachers are eager and motivated in their roles, but this is not expanded upon. Teaching in 

an international school also can involve emotional investment (Sunder, 2013) which can 

express itself in an openness towards others. Bennett (2008) connected the notion of 

openness with the development of empathy, stating, “The communication strategy most 

appropriate to multiple reality and the assumption of difference is empathy” which 

requires sharing in another’s perspective in order to “get inside the head and heart of the 

other” (p. 207). Also, along with risk-taking and openness, flexibility is also often seen as 

a requirement for international school teachers.  

 Flexibility is a significant component of Berliner’s (2001) research on teacher 

expertise, understood as “a measure of the teachers’ adaptability and responsiveness to 

students” (p. 475). According to van Werven (2015), an international school context 

“requires international school teachers to work with new colleagues with different ideas, 

experiences and methods. Being open to such changes and being flexible as well can be a 

real strength” (p. 299). She explains that “the international schools of today and the 

future, in all their diversity, are in need of teachers who are flexible” (p. 307). Flexibility 

is part of the intercultural competencies teachers may need for their work in their 

classrooms. “Flexibility and adaptability in pedagogy seem likely to be at a premium 

rather than adherence to any specific style of teaching,” Hayden and Thompson (2011) 

note, “not least as a response to the range of ways in which young people learn” (p. 89). 

Flexibility is seen as an important requirement for work in an international context, 

although how it is learned and the ways it impacts teachers’ cultural development and 

their teaching practice are not addressed in the research. Teachers’ intercultural 

competence is under-represented in international schools research. 
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Response to Professional Changes  

 It seems evident that teachers will face challenges as they adjust to changes 

related to teaching in a new context. However, international school contexts may provide 

specific challenges, since they often differ significantly from schools in home country 

contexts. In her research with international school teachers in Malaysia, Bailey (2015) 

takes an important step in identifying some practical, cultural, and professional changes 

to teachers’ work. Teachers in this study were “able to re-claim elements of their 

autonomy and articulate a strong sense of professional role and freedom in their new 

setting” (p.4). Whereas previous studies have shown teachers to feel deskilled (Stirzaker, 

2004) as they adapt to such changes, Bailey’s (2015) research flips this idea on its head, 

focusing her argument on the potential “reskilling” that can be done in an international 

school across curriculum, professional community, organization and culture, time and 

resources, and professional skills.  

 Halicioglu’s (2015) research also contributes an important dimension to 

understanding the changes that teachers may face. According to her research, teachers 

new to an international school may experience a broader range of unfamiliarity with 

curriculum and its delivery; academic and pastoral components; the school’s philosophy; 

student body; teaching methods; staff cultural norms; and leadership types within the 

school. She explains, “A teacher new to teaching abroad may experience copious school-

related challenges. Acceptance of this fact and being flexible in approach are the starting 

points for overcoming such challenges” (p. 248). Contributing to this conversation, 

Snowball’s (2007) development of seven standards that lead to the International Teacher 

Certification (ITC) can help to illuminate potential dimensions of teachers’ work within 
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international schools. These include: understanding an international context, teaching in a 

multilingual classroom, multiculturalism, familiarity with international student 

characteristics, sensitivity to transient students, internationalizing curricula, and being a 

reflective international teacher. The work of Snowball (2007), Bailey (2015), and 

Halicioglu (2015) form a basis for exploring international school teacher learning. 

 Searching for the core challenge within international schools to which teachers’ 

practice should be responding, Pearce (2013) poses this question: “Does a teacher 

working in an international school do anything more than they were trained to do at 

home?...If there is some distinctive feature of the situation it needs to be identified and 

recognized, in order that appropriate practice can be designed” (p. 61). The answer to this 

probe, Pearce (2013) claims, is student diversity. Such diversity, Hayden and Thompson 

(2000) suggest, can be “stimulating, challenging and personally and professionally 

fulfilling” (p. 2) and, to whatever degree it is represented by the student or staff 

composition, should feature highly within the curriculum and day-to-day operations of an 

international school. Beyond cultural diversity, teachers must be able to support non-

English students in the non-specialist context (Hayden & Thompson, 2011), since they 

comprise a high population within most international schools. Many international school 

students are Third Culture Kids (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Langford, 1998) who have, 

along with their families, experienced lives of transition (McLauchlan, 2007) and may 

need support within an international school context. The impact of these contextual 

factors on teachers’ work remains largely unexplored. 

 How do teachers respond to these contextual features? Diversity in schools is 

important according to Fail’s (2011) assessment that “in international schools, teachers 
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and students are learning from each other. Good teachers are on a particularly steep 

learning curve if they are sensitive to their context, their students and if they desire to 

become better teachers,” and she encourages teachers to “embrace the complexity and 

enjoy the challenge of teaching and learning in international schools” (p. 115). This hints 

at the learning opportunities present within an international school context. Yet, often 

untrained for international teaching experience (Joslin 2002), some teachers working in 

international schools feel unprepared (Deveney, 2007) to work in such culturally diverse 

settings. As Pearce (2013) recognizes, “the vast majority of teachers have domestic 

qualifications and upbringing, which are the normative basis for their daily work. It can 

hardly be otherwise” (p. 63). Fail (2011) agrees: “Teachers’ behaviour, attitudes and 

expectations of their students are usually rooted in their view of teaching and learning 

which is related to the culture in which they were trained to teach” (pp. 104-105). This 

training may inform teacher’s work but does not prepare them for the challenges they 

may face in this context. Facing changes in the context, many teachers face culture shock 

related to both their host country culture and work culture diversity (Roskell, 2013) 

resulting in an inability to cope with differences. Despite the opportunity to experience 

rich cultural diversity while working in an international school in a particular host 

country, Snowball (2009) believes, “teachers' lack of preparation, and therefore 

unrealistic expectations, can limit or even ruin the experience.” (p. 21-22). With this in 

mind, research into teacher learning in international schools is essential to provide 

guidance and insight for teachers.  

 The lack of research focused on teachers’ work within international schools must 

be addressed. Very little is known about teacher learning in an international school 
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context despite the increasing number of teachers who are choosing to teach abroad. This, 

first, impacts teacher education and preparation for international school contexts due to a 

lack of understanding of what skills, attitudes, or behaviours may be required and what 

they would look like in practice. Teachers for international schools are expected to be 

internationally-minded and interculturally competent and to be able to address student 

diversity. However, without an exploration of what these skills, attitudes or behaviours 

may look like and how they may be developed, learning opportunities are diminished. 

International school teachers, as a transient workforce, may face many professional 

changes (Bailey, 2015, Halicioglu, 2015). Building on this research, it is vital to explore 

how these factors shape teachers’ work and, ultimately, their learning. Without a robust 

understanding of what and how teachers learn, many opportunities to support teachers 

within an international school context may be lost.   
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

 This chapter describes the methodology that informs my research. Using a 

qualitative approach influenced by a phenomenological perspective, this study explored 

the learning experiences of six teachers in an international school context. I begin with a 

description of the methodological framework and research design that guided the study, 

and then discuss participants and teacher recruitment. This is followed by a description of 

data collection and data analysis processes. The chapter concludes with a summary of 

decisions made to ensure trustworthiness and ethics. 

Methodological Framework 

 Since teacher learning, the focus of my study, is personal, complex, context-

specific and not easily measured, a qualitative approach best aligned with my research 

purposes. According to Leko (2014), a qualitative approach provides “systematic, in-

depth, holistic examinations of phenomenon in natural settings with participants’ voices 

at the forefront” (p. 246). This describes my research aims perfectly. My research 

questions were best addressed through a qualitative exploration of participants’ multiple 

perceptions, meanings, and experiences rather than seeking to explain a single reality 

(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Teachers’ multiple perspectives, expressed within the 

context of their own lives and in their own words, can provide a depth of understanding 

of their learning. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), the strength of qualitative 

research lies in its ability to “make the world visible,” as researchers “study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or to interpret, phenomena in terms of 

the meanings people bring to them” (pp. 4-5). Making visible the world of international 
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school teacher learning, a research agenda in its initial stages of exploration, clearly 

required a qualitative approach.   

 Qualitative research, according to Creswell (2013), can be thought of as an 

“intricate fabric” (p. 6) crafted with a variety of approaches. Using this metaphor, I 

conceptualized this research fabric as hanging on the loom of a phenomenological 

worldview, which Creswell (2013) describes as a search for “common meanings for 

several individuals of their lived experience” (p. 76).  Because of the personal and 

exploratory nature of my research, it was important to contextualize teacher learning 

within their life experiences. A phenomenological approach allowed for the depth of 

exploration my research required. Phenomenology, as described by van Manen (1990), 

explores the essence of lived experiences as both descriptive and interpretive. This 

approach takes into consideration four interconnected components: “lived body, lived 

space, lived time, and lived relation” (p.105) which situate and contextualize teachers’ 

lived experiences. Influenced by a phenomenological approach, I selected Seidman 

(2006)’s method of “in-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing” (p. 15) based on 

a set of three interviews designed to explore in detail the lived learning experiences of 

international school teachers. I supplemented these interviews with a set of corresponding 

reflective prompts which were designed to give participants time for reflection in 

preparation for each interview and thus provide a layered approach to data collection.  

Research Design 

Participants 

 School director. The director of CIS is responsible for overseeing the operations 

of the entire school across multiple sites. The supervision of hiring and organization of 
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ongoing professional development for teaching staff are important components of his 

role. He has worked at the school for over a decade so his continuity in this role is an 

advantage in describing this context. I decided to involve the school director, as a key 

informant, for three reasons: (1) to gain insight into the school’s hiring procedures, (2) to 

learn more about the school’s support for teacher learning, and (3) to seek his assistance 

in identifying potential teacher participants for my study. I sent him a recruitment letter 

and letter of consent (Appendix C) via email which invited him to participate in an 

interview whereby he could share his perspective on teacher learning in this context. The 

insights he offered allowed an overarching view of the school context and his perceptions 

of international school teacher learning within it. 

 Teachers. To gather rich data about teacher learning at CIS, it was vital to select 

participants who consider themselves learners in this context and met certain criteria 

within the literature on the international teachers. To begin with, I surveyed literature 

relevant to international school teachers and noted any relevant concepts to guide the 

selection of teacher learners for my study (see Figure 1 on p. 31). I sought nationally 

trained (Hayden & Thompson, 2011) and “overseas-hired” expatriate teachers (Garton, 

2000) with a minimum of two to three years of teaching experience employed within a 

ten-year period (2005-2015) at Czech International School (CIS) as my participants. 

These selection criteria mirror research on teacher hiring in international schools. I 

limited participants to teachers who had taught in one international school because I 

anticipated that they would have mutual reference points within a common context and 

potentially shared experiences from which to discuss their individual learning 

experiences. In designing further selection criteria, I consulted existing research on 
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international school teachers and compiled additional guidelines that might be relevant 

for teaching and learning in this context as detailed in Figure 1 (p.31). These further 

selection criteria, informed by research, included cultural (Garton, 2000) and personal 

adaptability (Hayden & Thompson, 2011), and high professional standards (Garton, 

2000). They also included how teachers responded to professional changes within the 

international school context (Bailey, 2015) and their approach to student diversity 

(Pearce, 2013). As outlined below, this formed the basis of my participant selection 

criteria.  

 As part of my selection process, I identified whether, and if so, how, these general 

concepts found in the research literature might apply to teacher learners within my 

research context and how the concepts might be identified. During my interview with the 

director regarding selecting teacher participants, I asked him specific questions directly 

related to the skills, attitudes, or behaviours he considered representative of teacher 

learners. From our interview, many existing criteria I identified from previous research 

were confirmed. Further concepts he described were: warmth, confidence, self-

motivation, dedication to profession, investment in community, a child-centered 

approach, knowledgeability in a teaching subject, and a broader skillset, and these also 

informed his recommendation of potential participants. I compared and amended the 

above list of criteria for my study to better align with the set of skills, attitudes or 

behaviours which might exemplify a teacher learner in this context. The only criterion 

which, in my opinion, did not fit within the original chart was the expectation of a 

broader skillset. 
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Figure 1.Teacher selection criteria   
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Following my interview with the director, I emailed him my initial selection criteria as 

well as his additions. I then asked him to nominate a pool of ten to fifteen teachers who, 

in his opinion, embodied the selection criteria and might be, in his opinion, suitable 

candidates who may be interested in participating in my research.      

Teacher Recruitment 

 From the director’s list of thirteen nominees, I numbered the nominated 

participants’ names alphabetically by last name and rolled a die. After randomly selecting 

five teachers, I invited nominees, via email, to participate in a series of three interviews 

and written reflections focused on their learning experiences. Recruitment emails 

(Appendix B) included Letter of Information and Consent (Appendix C). Teachers were 

given the option to use their real names or pseudonyms, knowing that, due to the nature 

of this type of research and the personal nature of their data, teachers may be identifiable. 

All participants chose to use pseudonyms. The director was not notified regarding which 

nominees were selected in order to maintain a level of anonymity. Of the five teachers 

selected, four replied within two weeks. The fifth teacher was initially hesitant due to the 

time required for the study. In response to this, I sent recruitment emails to an additional 

four teachers from the director’s list of nominees, using the same randomized sampling 

strategy. As a result, I had one more teacher agree to be involved. Shortly thereafter, I 

received an email from the original teacher, who had decided to participate. In response 

to this, I decided to include a sixth teacher in the research despite the intended 3-5 

participants this study was designed to study. The characteristics of teachers’ background 

and experience were varied, as outlined in Table 1 below.   
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Table 1 

Teacher Characteristics Chart 

Name Gender Level Years of 

Experience 

International 

Experience 

Number 

of 

Schools 

International 

Schools 

Steven Male High 4 years 2 years 2 1 

Amy Female Primary 13 years 13 years 2 2  

Hannah Female Junior 8 years 6 years 2 1 

Nathan Male Junior 16 years 15 years 3 2 

Eric Male High 19 years 14 years  3 1 

Ellen Female Junior 15 years 12 years 2 1 

 

Data Sources 

 Weaving the fabric of my research, I sought to maintain a flexible, emergent 

design that is characteristic of a qualitative approach. I selected interviews and written 

reflections as the two data collection tools which would provide multiple opportunities 

and modes of expression consistent with a phenomenological approach. Throughout each 

stage of data collection, I allowed participants opportunities to weave diverse threads of 

their own lived experiences and made efforts to remain open to participants’ perspectives. 

 Interviews. I chose interviews as the main instrument for my research design. 

Mason (2002) identifies strengths of qualitative interviewing in that they allow access to 

“the texture and weave of everyday life” (p. 1). Due to the exploratory nature of my 

research questions, interviews were the best instrument to engage in conversation (Kvale, 

1996) and hear what is meant (Rubin & Rubin, 2011) by participants’ responses. 

Qualitative interviews provided the open-ended discussions necessary to allow 

participants to describe their own personal experiences as learners. For my interviews, I 
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chose to use a semi-structured approach, beginning with an Interview Protocol (Appendix 

D) that outlined specific interview questions but also allowed for flexibility. According to 

Edwards and Holland (2013), semi-structured interviews “allow much more space for the 

interviewees to answer on their own terms than structured interviews, but do provide 

some structure for comparison across interviewees in a study by covering the same 

topics” (p. 29). For each interview, I created an Interview Protocol that linked interview 

questions to research questions, provided probing questions, and allowed me space for 

writing memos. The director interview, unlike the teacher interviews, was conducted over 

Skype (Appendix D). Edwards and Holland (2013) describe the advantages of telephone 

interviews as being “cheaper, faster, and more reliable with participants who are hard to 

research” (p. 48). While there is a disadvantage in phone interviews not providing as 

much contextual information, Edwards and Holland (2013) assert that, with technological 

advances such as Skype, visual cues are still possible and mitigate some of this limitation. 

 For the teacher interviews, I chose to conduct three 90-minute semi-structured 

interviews with each participant, in person, over a 3-week period. Interviews were 

structured according to Seidman (2006)’s method of “in-depth, phenomenologically 

based interviewing” (p. 15). This approach, Seidman explains, begins with the 

fundamental phenomenological aim of exploring “lived experience” (van Manen, 1990). 

This approach seeks to provide participants opportunity to “reconstruct his or her 

experience within the topic under study” (p.15). Seidman views the process of 

interviewing as a form of inquiry which is “most consistent with people’s ability to make 

meaning through language” and which “affirms the importance of the individual without 

denigrating the possibility of community and collaboration” (p.14). The main aim of 
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Seidman’s interview approach is to meaningfully explore participants’ stories and their 

understanding of a given topic. This interview structure allowed me to explore, in depth, 

individual teachers’ personal experiences with a shared phenomenon, a practice which 

was important in gathering the layered data that this study sought. A key feature of 

Seidman’s approach is the set of three interviews. Each interview builds on the 

participant’s previous responses, working toward the goal that “people’s behaviour 

becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the context of their lives and the 

lives of those around them (p. 16).  

 The first interview centred on “focused life history” and sought to “put the 

participant’s experience in context by asking him or her to tell as much as possible about 

him or herself in light of the topic up to the present time” (p. 17). The purpose of the 

second interview was to explore the “details of experience” by eliciting participant’s 

concrete connections to the topic through their day-to-day lives and relationships with 

others (p. 18). The third, and final, interview, explored “reflection on the meaning” which 

addressed “the intellection and emotional connections between the participants’ work and 

life” (p. 18). Within this approach, it was important that participants had adequate time (3 

days to a week) for reflection between interview sessions, allowing them opportunity for 

deep reflection on personal experiences. I selected this method of interviewing to provide 

a depth of contextual information and to elicit teachers’ reflections on their learning 

experiences.   

 Multiple interviews with each participant sought rich information about teachers’ 

lived experiences as learners in efforts to gain rich data while maintaining a smaller 

research design. I chose to make some modifications to Seidman’s (2006) structure to suit 
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my research purposes. For example, although he recommends open-ended questioning, I 

chose to use semi-structured to ensure that each interview aligned with my specific 

research questions. Also, to allow more structure and guided reflection on the topic 

between interviews, I chose to include reflective writing exercises, described in the 

following section, prior to each interview in order that the prompts gained thereby might 

inform our next conversation. 

 Reflective writing. Since Seidman’s (2006) framework relied solely on interview 

data, I chose to supplement and enrich this study data from teachers’ reflective writing. I 

strategically designed a set of three short written prompts to inform the interviews, aimed 

at stimulating and directing personal reflection prior to each successive interview. Each 

teacher engaged in a set of three 1-2-page narrative written reflections using prompts that 

corresponded with the themes of each interview (see Appendix D). According to 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990), narrative approaches to research are important since 

“humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives. The 

study of narrative, therefore, is the study of the ways humans experience the world” (p. 

2). Narrative writing prompts memory and, because of this, I asked participants to tell 

stories of their learning in written form as well.  

  Each written reflection was designed to increase reciprocity and empower 

teachers to reflect on their own experiences in advance of each of the three interviews. I 

hoped that these written prompts could increase personal engagement with the research 

and contextualize individual teachers’ learning within their lived experiences. I wanted to 

provide teachers with guided opportunities to reflect on their experiences prior to each 

interview. I included this written component in my research because I was concerned that 
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teachers would find it difficult to reflect deeply about their experiences without sufficient 

and directed reflective time. I anticipated that including reflective writing within this 

framework would give teachers much more control over their words, in contrast to the 

interviews, which demanded more spontaneous answers. This expectation was confirmed 

in two ways. First, in the interviews, teachers regularly referred to and elaborated on 

content from their written reflections. Second, I found that the teacher who declined to 

participate in the writing component (as noted below) required significant time to recall 

and describe her learning experiences. Thus, the interview and writing data together 

strengthened the research fabric. Narrative anecdotes selected from their writing balanced 

the tension between the essence of a shared, lived experience and the individual 

members’ personal meaning-making. These modifications did not, in my view, change 

Seidman’s structure significantly. Rather, I think that they enhanced it for my research 

purposes by allowing participants opportunity to reflect on specific areas of their 

experience more effectively between interviews.  

Pilot Study  

 To ensure that the interview questions elicited responses aligned with the research 

purpose, I ran a pilot version of the interview series in September 2015 with an 

international school teacher with experience in international school teaching and similar 

characteristics to my potential participants. Having taught internationally for several 

years, this teacher had a wide range of experiences in multiple international school 

contexts. As a graduate student who had returned to university, she demonstrated many 

of the characteristics in my participant selection criteria, such as openness, flexibility, and 

curiosity. When I approached this teacher, there was immediate interest and a sense that 
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participating in this pilot study might also reciprocally provide opportunities for her to 

share and make sense of her international teaching and learning experiences. During the 

pilot study, we kept closely to the intended structure and time frame for each 90-minute 

interview and 2-to-3-day reflective period between each interview. After each stage of 

the research process, we met to discuss the experience and to evaluate the prompts and 

research questions. The resulting data and the teacher’s helpful feedback shaped the 

writing prompts, refined the interview questions, and informed the Interview Protocol 

format. Interview questions and prompts were removed or rewritten to provide more 

clarity and encourage more directed conversation. The most valuable finding from the 

pilot study was the importance of using the reflective writing data to inform future 

interviews. Because of this, I amended the Interview Protocol to include a section with 

notes from previous interviews on which I could record any relevant information I would 

like to follow up in the next interviews. The pilot study was an invaluable component to 

my research design and confirmed the value of written prompts in the research design.   

Data Collection 

 Data was collected over two phases: the director interview over Skype in October 

2015 and then three face-to-face teacher interviews in Czech Republic in November 2015 

within the same academic year. The data collection process is outlined in Figure 2 below.  

Phase 1: Director Interview and Participant Nomination  

 The director’s 90-minute interview was scheduled in the evening in his time zone. 

Questions focused on describing the factors and ethos of the school, explaining the hiring 

process, and exploring the skills, attitudes, or behaviours sought during initial hiring and 

encouraged through ongoing professional development. 
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Figure 2. Research phases 

 

We discussed the contextual factors of the school, addressed the school’s hiring process, 

and probed teachers’ skills, attitudes, or behaviours sought in the recruitment process. 

Interview questions probed about formal and informal supports for teacher learning. As 

described earlier, the director was also responsible for nominating a pool of teacher 

participants via email and this was explained to him in the interview. 

Phase 2: Teacher Interviews and Written Reflections  

 First writing prompt and interview. The second phase of data collection 

occurred over a three-week period. One week prior to the first phase of teacher 

interviews, I invited each teacher to write a 1-to-2-page first-person account of their 

experiences as a learner. The first writing prompts were sent to teachers via email and 

asked teachers to describe themselves as learners and discuss their salient learning 
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experiences up to the point of becoming an international school teacher. Prior to the 

interview, I highlighted key words and phrases and transferred them to the Interview 

Protocols along with follow up questions (Appendix D). The initial written reflection was 

designed to prompt reflection and facilitate teachers’ identification of learning in their 

early lives. I asked teachers to email their responses 1-2 days prior to the first interview. 

On receiving the responses, I scanned their writing for salient points and noted any 

relevant information on the first Interview Protocol. In this way, the written reflection 

informed interview questions, as I was able to tailor interview questions to their 

experiences and probe more deeply into initial responses. One teacher, who was initially 

hesitant to participate, chose not to complete the written component due to time 

constraints and a stated aversion to writing. I elected to keep the interview data despite 

this. Because of the high time commitment required for the interviews, I asked each 

teacher to suggest a convenient time and place to conduct each interview outside of their 

teaching hours. Steven chose to be interviewed in his classroom, Hannah and Amy chose 

their homes, Eric chose the staff room, and Ellen and Nathan alternated between different 

school and home locations. Interviews were held in the evenings and on weekends since 

they were conducted during term-time. 

 The first interview focused on life history and contextualized teachers’ reflections 

of their learning experiences in their early lives. Questions elicited teachers’ earliest 

learning experiences up to their decision to teach internationally. This initial interview 

and writing prompt was designed to create a foundational understanding of the 

participants’ life and to encourage a depth of reflection on their life experiences as 

learners. The data collected from this first interview provided a foundation for 
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understanding the teachers’ views of learning and their own personal engagement with 

the learning process throughout their lives. After this interview, teachers were given the 

second writing prompt and scheduled their next available meeting.  

 Second writing prompt and interview. Two to three days later, teachers wrote 

and emailed their responses to me. This allowed me to identify areas to follow up in the 

upcoming interview and I included these responses on the second set of interview 

protocols in preparation for the second interviews. Writing prompts focused on 

describing beliefs about learning, telling stories about their learning experiences, and 

highlighting key skills, attitudes or behaviours required for international teaching. 

Teachers’ written responses provided information directly related to the next two 

interviews which I was able to probe. In the second interviews, teachers described 

concrete details of their experiences and stories of their learning as international school 

teachers. They explained factors that they considered significant in shaping their learning 

in this international school context. For this interview, all but one teacher chose to 

conduct their interview in one of the school buildings. This was interesting, as one of the 

key questions in the second interview was to narrate a tour of the school and those who 

were physically in the buildings at the time of interview often used concrete examples in 

the environment to aid their descriptions. The other interview was conducted in the 

teacher’s living room for convenience. 

 Third writing prompt and interview. The final written reflection focused on 

making meaning of learning experiences and explaining how international teaching 

impacted their learning and their professional lives. The third interview, the most 

significant of the three, asked teachers to understand their learning in the context of their 
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lives and make meaning from their experiences. Teachers were asked to describe their 

learning experiences, explore how they believed their learning was shaped by the context 

of an international school, and explain how their learning was supported in this context. 

This culminating interview provided the most significant data to answer my research 

question, since it asked teachers to make meaning of their learning experiences in an 

international school context. Many participants referred back to previous interviews and 

written reflections in preparation for this final interview. As an emergent element of the 

interviewing process, Steven introduced an image of learning from a previous reflective 

activity which he had engaged in. This image provided a depth of insight into his learning 

and I chose to include it in my final interview protocol for the other five teachers. Their 

responses are reported in the Nature of Learning sections in Chapter 4.   

Data Analysis 

 I took an inductive and spiral (Creswell, 2013) approach to data analysis. First, I 

organized all the interviews into separate computer documents and transcribed all 

interview data verbatim (see Appendix E for a sample). I removed any minor self-

corrections, hesitations or repetitions to improve readability as they did not interfere with 

meaning. I then emailed a copy of each teacher’s transcripts to them individually for 

member check. One teacher asked me to remove identifying information about a student. 

Otherwise, all teachers approved the transcripts. After member checking, I printed and 

bound each set of interviews and writing prompts. Before making any notes, I read 

printed, bound, and read the paper versions of transcripts in their entirety to “get a sense 

of the whole” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 371). During this process of reading, I 

recorded relevant notes in the margins regarding any common themes arising from the 
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transcripts, questions I had, and salient points for consideration. I approached each 

participant’s transcripts in the order they were conducted   

 I chose to use the constant comparative method to analyze the data. Glazer (1965) 

describes this method in four stages: (1) comparing incidents applicable to each category, 

(2) integrating categories and their properties, (3) delimiting the theory, and (4) writing 

the theory. Glazer’s (1965) explains it as a “continuous growth process – each stage after 

a time transforms itself into the next” however, “previous stages remain in operation 

throughout the analysis and provide continuous development to the following stage until 

the analysis is terminated” (p. 439). I read and developed initial codes for each of the 

participants’ interviews and reflective writings. By comparing each following portion of 

data to the previous, I was able to, as Boeije (2002) describes, “do what is necessary to 

develop a theory more or less inductively, namely categorizing, coding, delineating 

categories and connecting them” (p. 393). Using this approach to data analysis, I 

analyzed each participant’s interview and written data separately to create initial codes 

and then compared each new data point with the previous until codes were established.  

 During each re-reading, I added more memos and notes to the paper version of the 

transcripts. After this, I consulted the chart that connected my research questions 

(Appendix F) to my interview questions and highlighted any relevant words or phrases 

that related to each specific research focus: blue for contextual factors, red for teacher 

skills, attitudes or behaviours, and green for teacher learning. The research questions are 

likewise colour coded.  

 Appendix F visually presents a map to demonstrate the link between the research 

questions, interview questions and writing prompts.  The numbers in the Data Analysis 
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section of the map align with the numbered interview questions and writing prompts 

(Appendix D). The director’s interview questions are simply ordered numerically because 

his was a single interview. However, the teachers’ interviews and writing reflections are 

represented as letters – A is for the first, B is for the second, and C is for the last phases 

of interviews and writing reflections. The numbers that follow these letters correspond 

with the interview questions, ordered chronologically. This map guided data analysis.  

 To become familiar with the data, I reread each piece of data in its entirety and, 

along with the word search function, and my previous written notes on the printed copies 

of transcripts, I formed emergent codes from each teacher’s interview transcripts and 

written exercises in the order in which the data was collected using the principles of 

multiple constant comparison. Codes were formed based on themes related to contextual 

factors, teachers’ skills, attitudes, or behaviours, what teachers learned, or the nature of 

their learning. I continued to compare each portion of the data until, as Boeije (2002) 

recommends “new cases do not bring any new information to light” and then I considered 

the categories “saturated” (p. 39). Third, I transferred the data to NVivo 11 to aid with 

organizing codes and generating themes. 

 Meanwhile, I manually referenced paper copies of each transcript to explore 

specific data from each of the three key questions which guided my coding. While coding 

the contextual factors, I selected the first question from the second interview (Appendix 

D) which prompted teachers to list school factors and ethos on sticky notes. Their 

combined list of responses provided an overview of factors that may have influenced 

their learning. To guide the coding of skills, attitudes, and behaviours, I selected 

responses from the second written reflection which directly asked teachers this question. I 
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did the same for their learning, and prioritized the third interview to guide my multiple 

re-reading of the transcripts. To ensure consistency, I manually coded the responses and 

compared results to the NVivo coding. Any contradictory codes were resolved and 

updated on Nvivo.  

 At each stage, I recorded memos of my thoughts on the written transcripts and 

kept a data analysis journal to record my steps. Codes were grouped according to the 

research question that they addressed (Appendix F). The emergent codes were then 

organized into emergent themes. Once again, manually, I printed out selections of coded 

transcripts on individual pieces of paper. Then, I compared these codes to my research 

questions and grouped them into larger themes. I compared these themes across 

participants’ submissions. When coding data, I was mindful of including any 

disconfirming or negative data. In doing so, I aimed to honour teachers’ perspectives 

throughout data analysis decisions. 

 Finally, I used direct quotes to support the themes and codes. I selected relevant 

quotes that illustrated the key themes and connected the findings to the existing research 

literature on international mindedness, intercultural competence, or response to changes 

from the interviews and written reflections. Choosing excerpts and direct quotations 

involved an in-depth, iterative selection process. Seidman (2006) advises choosing 

“excerpts from a participant’s experience that connect to each other as well as to passages 

from other participants” and “literature on the subject’ as well as those which are “told in 

a striking manner or highlight a dramatic incident” in relation to the topic being studied 

as well as those which appear “contradictory and seem decisively inconsistent with 

others” (p. 127). I was mindful of these guidelines in my selection of quotations and 
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excerpts. Direct quotations, as Patton (1987) explains, “are a basic source of raw data in 

qualitative evaluation. Direct quotations reveal the respondents’ level of emotion, the 

way in which they have organized the world, their thoughts about what is happening, 

their experiences, and their basic perceptions” (p. 11). Salient verbatim quotes were 

chosen to title subheadings within the themes of teacher learning. To improve readability 

of direct quotations selected from interviews which were transcribed verbatim, I removed 

repetition and words unnecessary for the meaning (eg: um/so/kind of/like). In some cases, 

I removed identifying information and replaced it within square brackets. However, I 

tried to retain as much of the quotations as possible, especially within longer quotes.  

 The selection of individual stories or statements through narrative writing were 

chosen in alignment with Chase’s (2005) description of narrative as “retrospective 

meaning making—the shaping or ordering of past experience” (p. 656). Narrative 

anecdotes were used to balance the tension between the essence of a shared, lived 

experience and the individual members’ personal meaning-making through stories of 

their learning experiences and their beliefs about learning. Attention was paid to 

connections between interview transcripts and narrative writing samples in the selection 

of excerpts. In many cases, participants’ written responses tended to be more cohesively 

written because of the autonomy inherent in written responses. However, it was important 

that selected narrative writing excerpts corresponded closely with data from interviews.  

 In the selection of excerpts, I aimed to balance the strength of participants’ voices 

with narration to help direct the conversation wherever necessary. Decisions about the 

balance of participants’ excerpts and interviewer’s staging of quotes were made in best 

efforts to maintain the integrity of the data. According to Patton (1987), “Detailed 
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description and in-depth quotations are essential qualities of qualitative reports. Sufficient 

description and direct quotations should be included to allow readers to understand 

fully….Description should stop short, however, of becoming trivial and mundane” (p. 

163). I endeavored to highlight the most significant components of teachers’ quotes in my 

selection. Sandelowski (1994) justifies the use of interviewer’s narration. She explains, 

“The proper staging of a quote involves selecting from the varieties of information that 

can be used to describe the individual research participants in a study that….adequately 

contextualizes the quoted words” (p.482). My description surrounding quotations was 

designed to frame participants’ words and make the meaning accessible to readers. 

Where possible, I chose to use the participant’s own words to explain their lived learning 

experiences in an international school setting while providing a clear framework for 

understanding their quotations.  

Verbatim quotations were selected primarily from the interview data supported by 

those derived from the writing prompts. In reporting the data overall, I chose to provide a 

sample of quotations from each participant. Although I made efforts to give each a voice, 

some participants were especially articulate in their descriptions in certain themes and so 

their quotations are more prevalent. In my reporting of the data, there was a tension 

between presenting a balanced representation of each participant’s experience and 

strategic selection of illustrative quotations.   

Trustworthiness 

 Strategies to enhance trustworthiness were embedded throughout each stage of 

research (Creswell, 2013). Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) terms—credibility, dependability, 

confirmability and transferability—best frame the trustworthiness of qualitative research. 
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According to Anfara, Brown and Mangione (2002), “the problem is that qualitative 

researchers do not always provide their readers with detailed explanations of how 

research questions are related to data sources, how themes or categories are developed, 

and how triangulation is accomplished.” (p. 30). Mindful of these challenges, I chose to 

use “documentational tables” which Anfara, Brown, and Mangione (2002) advise to 

make my data collection and management more transparent. During data collection, I 

designed interview questions that directly related to research questions (see Appendix D 

for interview protocols) and mapped data analysis by connecting code to each portion of 

data collected (see Appendix F for map).  

 My relationship and commitment to the site and participants, since I had worked 

at the school for seven years, situated me positively to conduct this research. To support 

confirmability and aid transparency, I kept a journal of research decisions throughout the 

process. Although data were collected over a condensed 3-week period, my years 

working at this school allowed me background knowledge that allowed me to understand 

the context in more depth despite the lack of prolonged engagement during the study. 

Although I was familiar with this context, I tried to limit my bias by prioritizing 

participants’ responses. Throughout interviews, I used Interview Protocols and recorded 

detailed memos, including relevant theoretical and personal observations. After 

interviews, I member checked by providing interview transcripts to participants to further 

ensure credibility. Throughout my research, I sought to provide “thick, rich description” 

of my participants’ experience and setting to increase transferability, as advocated by 

Creswell (2013). With this in mind, I designed my study to include multiple interviews 
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and opportunities for teachers’ descriptions and stories. I provided as much detailed 

description as possible being careful to protect the identities of the participants.  

Ethics 

Ethical approval was acquired on October 2, 2015 from the General Research Ethics 

Board (GREB) at Queen’s University and an extension was granted on October 6, 2016. 

(Appendix A). Despite no formal ethical applications at CIS, I made every effort to 

provide reciprocity to the teachers and the school in authentic and meaningful ways.   
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 This study explored the lived learning experiences of six international school 

teachers in one international school in the Czech Republic. In this chapter, I present the 

central themes that emerged after a thorough analysis of the data from: 1) the director’s 

interview, 2) teachers’ interviews, and 3) teachers’ writing exercises. Research Question 

1: “How do international school teachers perceive their learning in an international school 

and what impact has this learning had on their professional lives?” was the fundamental 

research question substantiated by the personal and contextual factors addressed by 

Research Questions 2 and 3. From the data, four themes were derived about teacher 

learning which were situated in personal and contextual factors.  

1) Learning to live in the host country 

2) Learning to teach diverse students 

3) Learning to navigate curricular differences 

4) Learning to contribute to the school community 

 

All four themes explore participants’ most significant perspectives on learning in an 

international school context. Each theme is explored within its own section of this 

chapter. Within each theme, there are subheadings to represent the most salient codes that 

emerged from the original data through my analysis. Each subheading takes its name 

from an illustrative verbatim quote taken from the data as laid out in Table 2 (below). 

Each subheading is structured the same way: First, I provide a detailed description of 

teacher learning as related to the theme.  

 Then, since part of this study was to unpack teacher learning, I embed and bold 

data that provides valuable insights into the heartset factors that answer Research 
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Question 2: “What skills, attitudes, or behaviours enhance teacher learning in an 

international school, and how are these developed?”. These are:    

a) Flexibility 

b) Open-mindedness 

c) Risk-taking 

d) Motivation  

 

I chose to present the data from Research Question 2 within the structure of each of the 

four learning themes because of the interconnectedness of the heartset-factors within each 

theme and the complex, multilayered nature of learning. Each learning theme is 

concluded by a discussion of participants’ learning imagery. I chose to report teachers’ 

learning imagery in the Nature of Learning sections at the end of each theme. I chose to 

do this because I found that teachers’ analogies and imageries were best illustrated when 

contextualized with specific learning themes rather than forming additional codes. 

 Finally, I chose to report the data from Research Question 3: “How do the 

contextual factors of an international school shape and support teacher learning?” 

separately from the learning themes and personal factors. Reporting this data in a separate 

section, I hoped, would increase the clarity in presenting the two most salient institutional 

expectations, which were:  

i. School Ethos 

ii. Support Structures 

 

Table 2 (below) provides an overview of codes and themes that emerged from the data 

and visually lays out how the data is organized within this chapter.  
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Table 2 

Codes and Themes 

 

Theme 1: Learning to Live the Host Country 

 

Code 1: “On the Edge”: Recognizing Cultural Differences 

Code 2: “Bitter or Better”: Classroom Connections  

Nature of Learning: Climbing Trees and A Butterfly  

 

Theme 2: Learning to Teach Diverse Students  

 

Code 3: “Anticipate More Differences Than Similarities”: Expecting Cultural Diversity 

Code 4: “Provide Different Viewpoints”: Resources and Language 

Nature of learning: 2D Drawing 

 

Theme 3: Learning to Navigate Curricular Differences 

 

Code 5: “Holes in My Knowledge”: Curricular Content and Perspectives     

Code 6: “Use More of My Skills and Be More Myself”:  Expanded Curriculum 

Nature of Learning: A Cliff 

 

Theme 4: Learning to Contribute to the School Community  

 

Code 7: “Rely on Them When You Come Here”: The Professional Community  

Code 8: “Willingness to Invest”: Building Relationships with Students   

Code 9: “Need Parents Involved More”: Engaging with Parents  

   Nature of Learning: Nightclubbing and A Train Journey  

Personal Factors: Heartset Skills, Attitudes, or Behaviours 

 Code 10:  Flexibility 

 Code 11:  Open-mindedness 

 Code 12:  Risk-taking 

 Code 13:  Motivation 

 

Contextual Factors: Institutional Expectations  

    Code 14: School Ethos 

    Code 15: Support Structures 

    Nature of Learning: “Wouldn’t Look Like Anything” 
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Theme 1: Learning to Live in the Host Country 

 Teachers in international schools are hired from many different countries and, as 

such, they face significant adjustments to their daily lives associated with relocation. 

Some differences, such as language, may be easily anticipated, while others are subtler 

and more complex. Teachers in this study had lived in Czech Republic for between two 

and 13 years at the time of interviewing and, consequently, all were at different stages of 

their cultural adjustment. Amy and Nathan had previously taught in international schools 

elsewhere. Ellen attended Primary School in South America where her parents worked. 

Hannah had previously studied in another country. Each participant had learned a 

significant amount from traveling abroad earlier in their lives. Still, however, they all 

identified the adjustment to the new host culture as an area of significant learning. In the 

following section, using participants’ quotations, teacher learning arising from living in 

the host country is explained and highlighted using two subheadings: recognizing cultural 

differences and making classroom connections.   

“On the Edge”: Recognizing Cultural Differences 

 All participants discussed their learning in relation to recognizing cultural 

differences. While all of them could provide vivid recollections of learning moments, 

Amy was able to provide an explanation for their learning. She attributed teachers’ 

abilities to learn about the host culture to their unique role as “foreigners” in the host 

country; they were able to withhold judgment while living “on the edge” of both their 

own country’s norms and the norms of the host country. She explained this further:   

When you are a learner you are a better teacher….I think you have…open eyes 

when you’re on the edge. You are not part of what is going on and you are not 

caught up in society….You are on the outside…. [The difference between] being 

an expat compared to an immigrant…(somebody who has come for a time but not 
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forever) is that…you’re not trying to be part of the society. So, in some ways you 

become kind of comfortable in that edge position and…have more of a critical 

eye toward the society that you are in and toward your own society.  

Teachers, from the edge, could critically consider how they would view the host country 

culture. Amy’s description epitomized international school teachers’ opportunity to learn; 

she explained:  

If you are immigrating somewhere and you are going to move and be there 

forever…it’s in your best interest to approve of how the society does it and to 

really invest and dive in and like it. And being an expat…you don’t have to like 

your own society that you came from; you don’t have to like the society you live 

in; you can just be…on the edge and see things differently. And I think especially 

for the kids we have in international schools, a lot of them are in that exact 

place…so I think it’s really a good thing for the teachers to be also understanding 

what it’s like to be on the edge. 

Amy compared international teachers’ “edge” position to the nature of the learning 

process itself:   

When you are learning that’s the time when you are seeing things in a fresh way. 

You have not bought in yet, you are not saying that it’s true yet, you’re on the 

edge and looking at the information…[with] a slightly skeptical eye and an eye 

for figuring it out.  

Amy’s description painted a picture of the unique learning opportunities teachers had 

because of their cultural vantage point situated in the host culture. 

  Teachers’ initial adjustment period seemed to provide the most memorable and 

intense learning related to living in a new country. In his interactions in the host culture, 

Steven noted:  

I think that attitudes is something you notice…a lot of Czechs are negative about 

a lot of things….[they] can be sort of a bit pessimistic about things. [I noticed a] 

culture change between good customer service and the kind of grumpy [service]. I 

remember going in to buy things for kayaking for the school. I was going to spend 

quite a lot of money…and the guy who owned the shop was just sat at his desk. 

We had to go up to him and he was really not very helpful at all….[I thought] 

“We are going to spend hundreds of pounds in your shop and you’re not 

bothered.”   
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Learning to live in a host country, acquired by living outside of comfort could be 

emotionally difficult as Ellen described:  

Living in a village without a car and without a phone….I got really sick….[It] 

drained the life out of me….Because we didn’t have a car, I’d be on the bus with 

the kids…[for] four hours a day….[I was] quite isolated….We thought we would 

be part of the Czech culture and we always imagined ourselves working in a 

national school and so it was very different than what we expected that way. The 

second time we came back, we knew exactly what we were doing. We knew we 

were working at an international school and it was…a different kind of 

community and so we were prepared for that.   

The physical and emotional isolation Ellen felt was, in part, a byproduct of her difficult 

cultural adjustment and the learning associated with that adjustment. This learning, in 

turn, was what helped her ease into the cultural differences. Later, Ellen described how 

she had learned to deal with daily challenges in the host country with an expectation of 

difference:  

Part of living and working in this context your learning is not always comparing 

to your own country because things happen. You are used to how they happen and 

you think that’s the right way for it to happen but it happens differently here. 

Whether it’s trying to get your visa or going to the foreign police…you just have 

to try to embrace the differences rather than criticize because it’s not how you 

think and so you learn not to say, ‘Well, that’s not right’ but ‘Wow, that’s 

different and uncomfortable for me.’  

Ellen recognized that differences in procedures were simply part of living in a different 

country. The difficulty in understanding the complex bureaucratic procedures was 

compounded by her inability to understand the local language. Hannah, described how 

she joined a kayaking club although she couldn’t communicate with the members:  

It was all Czechs and mostly older men and they had a tradition that they would 

always go to the pub after…it was intimidating and so I would sometimes go with 

them for a beer after and everyone would just speak Czech and sometimes they 

would talk to me in English and sometimes I would just sit there and pretend that 

I kind of understood. 
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 Although unable to communicate effectively, Hannah chose to engage with people in the 

local context to the best of her ability.  

 Another challenge, especially when teachers first arrived, was in locating 

resources for lessons that could be a difficult, even perplexing, process. International 

teachers, on their own, often did not initially have the information required to plan and 

resource their curriculum whether academic or extracurricular. As Nathan explained: 

If you are coming into another country and you don’t know what’s available and 

if you want to take kids on a trip and you don’t know the procedures not just of 

the school but of the country. And also what is out there if you…are doing a 

geographical study and you don’t know the best place to go and do that particular 

study then that would be an obstacle but it would be one that could be easily 

overcome because there’s plenty of people around to help you with that.  

Ellen, a science teacher, shared her frustration in terms of finding science supplies: 

Balloons are terrible here. You can’t buy balloons…that are the right kind of 

balloons for popping in and exploding things…it is limited sometimes….When 

[my colleague] came along and started helping in the lab…[they] could resource 

things. So you need to have the right person—that Czech person that knew where 

to get things but still some of the stuff wasn’t quite the same. 

Language differences in the host country meant that locating resources remained a 

challenge for some teachers. As Amy explained:  

Yesterday I was getting ready for a science experiment about how blubber helps 

animals keep warm in the Arctic and I wanted to buy some lard to rub their hands 

with and then put their hands in ice water and see how it felt different and I spent 

ages in the grocery store looking at packages of this and packages of that and I 

didn’t know the word and trying to figure out what thing is lard and what thing is 

butter and what turned out to be vegetable shortening. 

This initial period of adjustment, although disorienting, provided rich, daily learning 

opportunities. Since transiency (Odland & Ruzicka, 2009) is the norm within 

international schools, with teaching contracts often two to three years in length, some 

teachers’ learning could be limited to this initial period. Ellen recognized this in several 

of her colleagues who had experienced life in a new country, traveled, fulfilled their 
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contracts, and then left. In her opinion, this shorter-term experience in the host country 

seemed to reduce the depth of learning and, in her view, “kept it on sort of one level for 

them.” However, for other teachers, their learning was continuous, Ellen concluded, 

having lived in the host country for over a decade. In her view, “you receive more back if 

you put more in.”  

 The nature of the teachers’ learning naturally changed as they became 

increasingly comfortable living in the host country. Rather than diminish over time, for 

some, learning took on different forms. Amy contrasted the nature of short and long-term 

learning in a host country:    

When you first start, just learning to survive pushes you out of the bubble enough 

that in probably your first year—or at least for me it was a year—I didn’t have to 

choose learning and it was forced on me….We don’t have many times in our life 

as an adult where learning is forced on us and so when you first move overseas it 

really is….But I think after that you probably have to choose it a lot more because 

you figure out…your route through town, you figure out what shop to go to where 

they speak English. 

Amy further distinguished between shorter-term and longer-term learners in terms of 

how, and when, they applied their learning:  

The majority of the people are here and then they are home….They are going to 

learn and going to take things….In some ways, it probably makes it better 

because…when you travel, you are like: ‘Oh trying new foods!’ When you live 

somewhere, you’re like: ‘I’m not going to eat that. I tried it once I didn’t really 

like it. I’m not going to force it.’ But when you are traveling, you are like, ‘Oh 

yeah I want to eat the local food.’ You push it. So I think in that way it probably 

makes their learning better….They are filling up kind of a bag of experience to 

take back but I think the only way that it is not as good is that you are not going to 

be using it now. I think for short term people…they are looking for things for the 

future….It’s not current focused….‘Why bother learning the new curriculum 

fully. Let’s just do what I have to do to get by,’ or…how I integrate…different 

cultures in my class. Like let’s just survive. 

The two approaches, described by Amy, differ in both the nature and the complexity of 

learning. Short-term teachers were seen to be more curious and excited by the novelty of 
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differences but, much like tourists, were not as invested in applying their learning 

potentially keeping their learning at a surface level. Amy’s description exemplifies, 

within an international school context, that there are both teachers who choose to 

constantly learn and those who do not. She gave a current example that illustrated how 

her learning had continued: 

I was just laughing at myself —we get our mail delivered to the school still and 

we’re now in our fourth address living [here] and we haven’t used any of them. 

Our mail has always gone to the school and I was like, ‘Oh my goodness, we own 

a house now. We need to start getting mail delivered to our own house. 

Although direct demands to learn had lessened, Amy’s experience in learning to navigate 

postal delivery after several years revealed the evolving nature and content of the 

teachers’ learning in the host country. As she explained:  

We messed it up at the beginning. We couldn’t figure out the mail. We found a 

route, sent it to the school and it’s worked and nobody has made us stop so we 

have just done it and it’s nice…but I was just thinking, ‘No, we have to push 

through this, we have to learn, we have to figure out how people here get mail that 

you have to sign for when they are at work all day because they must do it 

somehow. I don’t know how it is but we will learn this this year and so I think we 

are at a point now where we have to push for the learning and we have to force 

that learning to happen and step out of our comfort zone and choose to learn. 

Amy recognized that longer-term learning was possible but it required intention and risk. 

In choosing a more difficult path, Amy promoted her learning over the longer term. 

Whether teachers continued to learn the layered lessons arising from living in the host 

country seemed to depend on their interest in putting themselves in situations outside of 

their comfort zone. 

  In learning to live in the host country, three of the heartset factors of open-

mindedness, risk, and flexibility were evident in teachers’ experiences. Hannah 

explained how her open-mindedness resulted from living away from her home country:  
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Here I just blend in and it’s kind of normal but I think going home and talking to 

people, I get really offended when people are closed-minded about the rest of the 

world and talk like they understand an argument based on…the news media that 

they’ve heard about it….If we ever move back will be a culture or reverse culture 

shock…because it’s really opened my mind and taught me a lot about being 

international-minded and so I do feel that I am representative of that when I go 

back home. 

Like all teachers in this study, Hannah became aware of and interested in the world and 

others’ countries from living outside of her own. Interestingly, Hannah and her husband, 

unlike other teachers in this study, attended a pre-service international training event 

prior to joining CIS: 

We had lectures about the phases of transition and settling and accepting new 

cultures….We did personality tests with the counselors and they walked us 

through what to expect in terms of how transitioning into a new culture can 

change your personality…and what I can expect [my husband] to do and what 

[he] can expect me to do….I think we would have been fine without it but I think 

it was definitely a bonus—an asset….We understood that that transition…would 

happen and we might feel this way and we might start acting this way and this is 

how we can support each other.  

Amongst teachers in this study, Hannah’s pre-service cultural training was unique in that 

it specifically outlined how cultural differences within the host country might affect her.  

Teachers who were open-minded to cultural differences valued their own culture on par 

with others’ (Hayden, Rancic and Thompson, 2000) and demonstrated an important 

component of being international.  

 An element of risk was inherent in teachers’ initial decision to move abroad and 

remained during the early stages of learning to live in a new country. Nathan attributed 

risk to “the necessity to develop quickly as a result of being out of their comfort zone (at 

least initially).” Risk-taking was common, as the director explained, since “We all come 

out of our comfort zone to come here.” As Ellen’s description of the difficulty of her 

adjustment to a new context revealed, the risk involved in moving to a new context could 
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be emotionally challenging. Although it was not always easy, risk was one of the 

impetuses to learn in a new country. 

  Flexibility was another heartset factor developed in the host country. Hannah 

warned it was important to not always make comparisons to home cultures, since things 

happen differently: 

An international teacher needs to be adaptable, not just in their teaching but in 

their personal life. A teacher not adapting well to his/her new environment will 

have a hard time teaching students in it….There is nothing worse than a teacher 

that arrives to work with you and just goes on and on about how things were at 

home.  

This sentiment was echoed by several teachers and by the director, who agreed that some 

teachers considered that their natural way of doing things was superior to others, noting, 

“If anyone comes to CIS believing that they have arrived, they haven’t even begun.” 

Learning to be flexible, Ellen said, meant being “ready for surprises” even when she did 

not fully understand the details of what was happening because of language or cultural 

differences. As Ellen described earlier in this section, the process of visiting the foreign 

police or visa office demanded a high level of flexibility since it was difficult to 

understand how or why things were done in a certain way.  

 As international school teachers living in a new country, where the language and 

culture provided many potential boundaries, teachers had to learn a plethora of often 

unplanned but essential lessons to meet their basic survival needs. Amy likened learning 

to live in a new country to survival:  

Learning is more prevalent in life when you are living overseas. Whereas if you 

are living in your home country, you can get by without learning very much and 

survive. When you are living overseas, you can’t survive unless you’re learning 

and there’s just a lot more push in your face, challenges to learn, challenges to 

problem solve, times you have to figure things out. 
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Life in a new country created steep learning curves in teachers’ daily experiences. All 

teachers faced challenges in sorting out finances, navigating grocery stores, 

communicating with basic language skills, and recognizing different cultural attitudes. 

Because of the learning potential in experiencing such a wide range of situations, Amy 

concluded, “living overseas and being a learner as a teacher can…fall together really 

easily.” She explained, “Learning is very situational…[and] being an expat is…learning 

certain things and certain ways of doing things that I wouldn’t learn at home.” In their 

adjustment to the new context, teachers were keenly aware of the need to learn. Eric 

explained, “The foundations for good learning are the same no matter where you are but 

working in the international world does make you realize that you always are.” Teachers 

described sensitivity towards the host country and an expectation to learn from 

differences that they faced while living there.   

“Bitter or Better”: Classroom Connections 

 Amy, Ellen and Hannah expressed the value in bringing what they were learning 

in the host country into their classrooms. Hannah described a link between the host 

culture and her classroom practice: “If I can’t figure out culture outside of the school and 

become unhappy or frustrated it does impact my teaching a lot.” Amy advised 

international school teachers to, from the very beginning of their experience, intentionally 

apply their learning:  

Be a learner in life and let those experiences inform your classroom attitudes and 

behaviours. These experiences are often the most sharp in the first year of living 

in a country. This is of course right at the time you just want to keep your feet 

under you and just maintain your teaching instead of improve it. However, it is 

also the time you are seeing a country and culture with fresh eyes and learning to 

survive in a new place. There is value for the teacher in navigating a new 

supermarket or in figuring out how to pay their bills. We just need to take those 

struggles and lessons and carry them with us to our classrooms so that we can 
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empathize with our students and modify our teaching practices to meet their 

needs. 

 One way that teachers brought their learning into the classroom was by reflecting 

on their own initial cultural adjustment. Hannah’s disorienting experiences in the host 

country taught her to have more patience and understanding for her students, as she 

described:  

I’ve become more tolerant of accepting different types of behaviour and not 

because they are getting away with things that they shouldn’t but because I think I 

have been in several situations myself in the Czech Republic where I…didn’t 

have a clue what was going on … I just didn’t understand something properly and 

so you become more tolerant and aware that what you’re saying may not be 

communicating the same thing to the kids. They might not have a clue what you 

are talking about.  

From Amy’s perspective, intentionally reflecting on ones’ own learning process allowed 

teachers to be empathetic towards their students:   

As much as I believe that all teachers should be continuous learners, I think that 

living overseas while teaching really brings learning to life because as a foreigner 

you are in a similar place to your students. Like an ELL student, you are 

struggling to figure things out around you and communicate with people. Like a 

young child, you are constantly in situations that are unfamiliar and new and you 

are thinking of how best to react and survive.  

Having been on the other side of the learning themselves, when new to the host country, 

teachers could anticipate students’ potential learning needs and treat them with empathy. 

Amy gave an example of this:  

We began the adoption process in Czech Republic to adopt our first child.  All of 

a sudden, we went from a peaceful existence living within a bubble that we could 

understand and float along in to shuffling from office to office, defending 

ourselves as people, as foreigners and as potential parents.  We grew very 

dependent on friends to translate and we thought, and rethought, every decision 

we made.  We studied the culture so as to follow correct manners when hosting 

social workers for home visits. We walked into numerous unfamiliar offices 

repeating a few key words over and over to practice them so we could say them to 

the person behind the desk. Through all of this, we learned. It was real-life 

practice in following instructions carefully, in asking questions when you don’t 

understand, in being friendly and polite to people and in explaining things in 
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short, clear ways and so many other skills we ask of students. My learning gave 

me renewed purpose in teaching these skills. Clearly, they are life-skills at the 

most basic level.  

Amy had, as a result, become more aware of her role as “a teacher of culture in a way 

that I wouldn’t be otherwise.” She explained a scenario when “you are on the metro and 

an elderly person gets on you get up and give up your seat,” and how she found herself 

making students aware of cultural expectations especially when on field trips.  

 The lessons teachers learned by living in a different country were, in many ways, 

unanticipated and difficult. Those teachers who were reflective of their own cultural 

learning were able to make links to the classroom and, as a result, took on a cultural 

dimension of their teaching role. However, the degree to which teachers applied their 

cultural learning to the classroom context ranged significantly, in Amy’s view:   

Something that you see in the best of international teachers who stay a long time 

is that sort of learning about a new culture and…sort of changing how they teach 

and [their] learning as a teacher becomes better. And…probably in the worst of 

international school teachers you see people who become generally bitter about 

the culture they live in and ignore it. 

Teachers who chose to continue learning were conscious of their learning experiences in 

the host country and were deliberate in applying those lessons to the classroom context.  

  At first glance, the data within this learning theme appeared to impact personal 

growth of the participants, however, upon further analysis, participants highlighted how 

the lessons that permeated their everyday experiences overlapped personal and 

professional boundaries.  

Nature of learning  

 Climbing trees. Ellen noted that, especially when they first arrive, “teachers here 

don’t see that professional development…as what they experienced in their own 
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countries….It doesn’t look the same here and so people often complain they’re not 

developing as professionals.” However, according to Ellen, learning in the host country 

was embedded in the context of teachers’ everyday lives and was influenced by the world 

outside the classroom. Ellen’s description of the learning process revealed some further 

components of the learning within a new country. Using the imagery of climbing trees, 

Ellen described learning as an individual process. Climbing and learning individually was 

difficult to get started, since “the bottom of the tree is quite thick and the branches are 

quite high up and so you have got to try to figure out how to get up” and this made her 

more “thoughtful and cautious” before starting. Similarly, many teachers recognized the 

initial challenges in learning how to live in a different country. Once she had begun to 

climb, she was “determined” and “even though there’s almost no way to get up that first 

bit of that tree, I’ll figure out a way.” Her motivation and risk-taking, two of the 

heartset factors, are evident in her learning process. As Ellen said, “nothing usually 

comes easy for me so I’m pulling myself up those branches” and “figure out [my] way 

up.” Fueled by her determination to learn, like climbing a tree, the initial adjustment to 

live in a different country was, for her, a difficult and personal process.  

 Over the longer term, as she climbed, Ellen set high goals, took time to reflect, or 

even become stagnant, and slipped and fell a lot. And as she struggled to climb the 

different trees, she would try to “bring something—steps or another trunk, tree, whatever, 

if I [could] find something around to get up that tree.” These tools would support her in 

making progress. She spoke about how, over time, her tools have differed from the ones 

she brought when she first arrived:  

The tools that I have learned here…are not tools of “My way is the right way.” 

They are tools of “How do you work together with people who are different than 



65 

 

you?” So, I think you bring different tools than you brought the first time when 

you’ve just grown up in a culture. You are bringing the tools of what you have 

known works within that culture. So now, I bring tools that I have learned that 

make me more adaptable to where [I am] going but still firmer in…what [I] 

believe and who [I am]….I know myself way better so [am] stronger in who I am 

but more adaptable because I know who I am but I will appreciate that everyone 

else is going to be different.  

When she first arrived, she said, she came with tools related to what she knew had 

worked within her national context, and her learning was “more individual” prior to 

teaching at CIS. Now, she said, her learning had become more difficult because “it 

involves more people.” She elaborated: 

Professional learning now is harder because it involves more people and you have 

to think about being more sensitive and understanding of all of these other 

cultures….It changes your world view….You have to work harder to learn….It’s 

really hard to change your worldview because you see it naturally creep back all 

the time and then you have to catch yourself, so I think…it moves forward 

more….It’s not just about curriculum; it’s about the worldview….Before, your 

professional learning…was more about your curriculum and assessment….Here, 

professional learning is…more global.  

Ellen also pointed out that climbing trees “often happens with other people” and she 

recognized the support of her colleagues who have helped her learn. This was also 

evident in the experience of all teachers in this study who stressed the support that they 

gained from their colleagues. Like Ellen’s description of her learning, Amy’s 

demonstrated exploration of the context and a journey. However, unlike climbing a tree, 

her learning took a less scripted path.  

 A butterfly. According to Amy, “living internationally, formal professional 

development is hard to come by or rare to receive, but the world around you practically 

begs to be studied and you will find yourself on the opposite side of the learning and 

teaching spectrum whether you’d like it or not!” Amy attributed most of her learning 

about living in another country to “living here and working in this context…pushed on 
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you just by being a foreigner” in situations where “you learn and cope until you can 

succeed.” Importantly, to Amy, international teaching was not an experience, but simply 

life. As an international school teacher, she explained, “your job sort of permeates your 

life” and “the line is blurred” between the personal and the professional. Within these 

blurred lines, Amy said, she viewed professional learning as holistic and “life learning 

and the kind of learning you do naturally.” Rather than compartmentalizing learning into 

different categories, Amy said, learning comes from “having your eyes open to the world 

around you” and “having interests outside of teaching.” Amy’s description of her 

learning emphasized the role of the immediate context.   

 In her vision of learning, Amy compared it to the path of a butterfly going “from 

interesting thing over here to interesting thing over here and kind of sampling and trying 

things.” She explained, “I like learning different things and not having a planned kind of 

route.” Furthering the imagery, she explained, “I like to think of my learning as the bits I 

pick up and then sprinkling them back into lessons kind of where they fit….It’s not a 

route or a course….It’s kind of discovery.” Amy’s learning process was spontaneous and 

connected to opportunities within the context. Amy described learning as the negotiation 

between self and environment. As a teacher, she said she especially enjoyed science 

experiments and “seeing how [students] respond to things working differently than they 

expected” and “finding a ‘fun fact’ and telling everyone in sight about it, anxious to 

spread the information.” This kind of learning, she said, “mirrors the same way that I feel 

when I read something that flips my perceptions of the world upside-down and that 

moment of learning brings the world to life.” This change of perception, central to 

learning to live in a new country, was an important component in learning, she said:   
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My favorite part of being in the classroom is seeing students who are on the brink 

of discovery and learning something new. It is an amazing thing to see someone 

grapple with a new idea or way of seeing something and then deal with it inside 

until it fits in with what they know about the world. Especially in young children 

this can involve really reworking the way that they see the world. This internal 

fight seems to me to be the most lasting and beneficial learning.  

Amy recognized the value of teachers bringing their own learning into the classroom and 

modeling life-long learning to their students. She explained that, in her perspective, this 

was an important role that teachers could play, as fellow learners:  

One of the biggest things I think a teacher can do is to just be open and obvious 

about their own learning because I do think a lot of it has to be personal….Real 

learning has to be more internally motivated. I think letting kids know that you 

are a learner, letting kids know that you see things, you notice things, you learn 

from things, that if you don’t know the answer to a question you are going to find 

out and then finding out and telling them what you learned. Telling them when 

you’ve read an interesting article and it connects. Telling them when you have 

had a conversation with a colleague and you’ve learned from that.  

Engagement with the world outside the classroom, and bringing that learning in, can be a 

significant source of learning in all its’ various forms. Although not all teachers in this 

study may share either Ellen’s directed, goal-driven approach to learning or Amy’s 

holistic and spontaneous route, they all described ongoing, everyday challenges 

characteristic of learning to live in a different country. Teachers’ experiences 

demonstrated that their learning in the host country was complex and resulted in response 

to bombardment with daily challenges in that context. 

Theme 2: Learning to Teach Diverse Students 

 Student diversity is a central feature (Pearce, 2013) of an international school 

shaping what and how teachers learn. At CIS, beyond the cultural differences in the host 

country, teachers were expected to adapt to the cultures of students from over 40 different 

countries. Eric said, because of the high level of student diversity, he learned to “adapt to 
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what works best when dealing with varied individuals from a multicultural population.” 

Many of these lessons were learned within the context and process of teaching students, 

as Hannah explained, “you learn things about teaching international kids…as you go.” 

Student diversity provided specific learning requirements for teachers in terms of 

anticipating cultural differences, modeling intercultural competence, choosing 

appropriate resources and language, and supporting students’ language needs.  

“Anticipate More Differences Than Similarities”: Expecting Cultural Diversity 

 Teachers explained that their own intercultural learning was an ongoing, 

challenging dimension of classroom teaching. In teaching a diverse student body, Steven 

said he learned to “expect and anticipate more differences between students than 

similarities.” Eric faced a variety of unexpected differences: 

There have been situations where a student’s naiveté amazed me. I had a situation 

with a boy who had been taught in a war zone prior to coming to CIS and this 

affected my approach to disciplining him. I also had a situation where the 

pronunciation of a boy’s name caused me great concern, but seemed nothing to 

the boy.  

Hannah, likewise, described a situation where her students unexpectedly challenged her 

preconceptions:  

Things that I think are normal may be totally abnormal for someone else. This 

comes up a lot in lessons when I may be teaching about something, and a student 

maybe disagrees, or sees it differently, or doesn’t understand at all. My favourite 

example of this was a student I taught from Vietnam. We were talking in class 

about our pet dogs, and everyone was sharing something about their dog if they 

had one. This student puts up his hand to say, “Well, in Vietnam, we eat dog!” 

Anticipating difference, Steven considered it “crucial to make your expectations clear and 

to be consistent with these as far as possible. This is because students will be used to 

many different expectations at home, in different schools, and in different countries.” 
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Learning to anticipate differences was the first step for many teachers in meeting the 

needs of a diverse student body. 

 Nathan explained the challenge of addressing differences since “learning styles 

can vary within one culture but this is vast when working with multiple cultures in one 

class. It is necessary to quickly integrate all students without diminishing the education of 

other students in a class.” He recognized that transiency played a role in this as well: “in 

an international environment are many students coming in either at the beginning of a 

year or part way through a year” and they have had “very different experiences in their 

education.” This created what some teachers referred to as “gaps in knowledge,” although 

Nathan did not like this term because it implied a deficit, but rather, it was that “they’ve 

been taught different things or in a different structure to the particular curriculum.” 

Differing educational cultures also shaped the teachers’ learning because they had to 

change their practice to accommodate it, as Nathan explained:  

The way that [students] learn is not necessarily a help or a hindrance [or] that 

they’ve come from specific culture or curriculum but certainly it is something that 

we have to adapt to because of the different processes that they have [gone] 

through in an education system...it’s not just up to the students to conform to what 

we want them to do. There’s some [teachers] that probably do think that way but 

they quickly learn that that’s not going to work.  

Nathan highlighted another way that learning could occur in an international school 

context. Teachers who tried an approach that proved ineffective were forced to reconsider 

and try something new or different. This reflection on practice, and the subsequent 

response to change teaching practices, fueled their learning.  

 Differing educational cultures could be frustrating for teachers, as Steven 

explained, when “a student comes from a different system of teaching (e.g, chalk and 
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talk) and they don’t recognize the importance of your teaching strategy.” Steven gave an 

example of the impact that different educational cultures can have on a class:  

I thought I had come up with an interesting way to revise, getting students to 

create a board game about Weimar Germany. I had gone out of my way in 

designing the board to make sure it was not just normal revising—reading, 

making mind maps, etc. and a student (from a chalk and talk learning culture) 

said, “Can’t we do something proper!”  

Upon reflection, he thought the student would have preferred for him to be “talking at 

them for the whole lesson.” Steven learned to recognize the wide variety of students’ 

needs arising from diversity and, as a result, choose to change their teaching practice, 

make compromises, or explain the significance of alternate methods.   

 Teachers’ approach to classroom management could also be influenced by 

cultural differences. Reflecting on a difficult class, Hannah said, “the frustrations I felt at 

the beginning were mostly a result of not understanding how diverse my class was in 

terms of their needs and so once I was able to reflect on that and realize that it was much 

easier. You weren’t fighting against it but you were kind of embracing it.” As Hannah 

explained:  

At first I probably gave students a hard time about things because I thought they 

weren’t supposed to do that or they weren’t listening in class properly…maybe 

they [asked] a question that I thought was not a good answer but really they just 

thought about something different. And so I think it’s made me probably more 

tolerant to accept those things and give those things a chance instead of using my 

narrow minded way of assessing things and thinking things should be.  

 Teachers learned to play multiple roles in culturally diverse classrooms. Hannah said she 

felt she had “been to so many countries that I haven’t been to, just because I’ve taught the 

students,” since “you understand the culture just from teaching a student from it.” She, 

likewise, felt like “an ambassador of an international world where people need to get 

along and work together and celebrate each other’s cultures.” Ellen said she bore the 
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responsibility to help “third culture kids coming in from different cultures into…this 

fourth culture because it’s an international setting,” and saw the need to teach students 

“about how to accept each other,” especially as new students arrived. Amy described the 

need to simultaneously support cultural difference and build community:  

As a teacher, you are…the weathervane maybe that directs the class toward 

appreciating each other, and celebrating each other, and thinking about the 

diversity as a good thing, and also swinging around to build community together. 

And trying to bring kids together and talk about…that sort of humanistic 

culture….“This is what we have in common.” And so, I think especially in 

Primary Schools, but probably all the way through, the teacher is sort of the one 

who gets to push the culture in one direction or another. And even though they are 

not maybe the most important part of the culture, they sort of get to edge it toward 

kind of a sympathy for each other.  

Steven also noted the role of cultural difference in his classroom when he noted the role 

that students’ identities played in their interactions with others:   

We all have an identity made up of different values, beliefs and behaviours. These 

are placed upon a spectrum within what we see as our identity. Some of these 

values, beliefs and behaviours we are prepared to compromise, replace or perhaps 

even allow to evolve. However, some we are not prepared to allow to change. 

These we hold tight to ourselves and we allow ourselves to become offended 

when they are threatened or we allow them to fuel us in a debate or discussion. 

Because we hold them as representing who we are and what we stand for, we feel 

threatened when they come under attack. 

As Steven explained, one of his goals was to encourage students to build tolerance by 

giving them opportunities to discuss their identities, and have their ideas challenged, 

alongside building relationships with each other: 

One of the things that I hope that I’m achieving is that through an experience at 

this school they will put their own experience of meeting different people from 

different backgrounds….They will prioritize that before what they hear what their 

newspapers at home are saying about someone from that country….If you can 

make them realize that their personal experience between each other as friends is 

more valuable…is a more realistic interpretation of what different people 

are…than what they hear in the news.  
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To build tolerance in his class, Steven said, he structured discussions about cultural 

differences:  

It is about taking problems and getting multiple perspectives. “Okay, so…what 

would this word mean in your country?” Because sometimes definitions can be 

very different or have different meanings and you kind of build up ideas and 

solutions to problems through hearing those different perspective and getting a 

discussion going. And I think that builds respect and I think it builds 

understandings and tolerance as those conversations develop. 

When a discussion in class between students of two different countries became very 

tense, Steven said, he learned that some topics are “not just ‘the past’ for many of the 

students in my class and that their families have been affected by them.” He believed it 

was important since “if you don’t show tolerance, you undermine the example you are 

setting.” In similar conversations, Eric considered himself, as a teacher, a model of 

tolerance. He explained that, in class discussions, “you never take a side,” especially 

when you have students from countries who hold opposing views on controversial issues. 

Ellen gave an example of how she used photo prompts to start conversations in a diverse 

classroom. She found that, over time, students “started talking on a deeper level and…it 

broke down those barriers.” By providing students with tasks where there are multiple 

answers, students were able to appreciate the different views that they could each hold 

without being right or wrong. 

 Teachers, responding to the diverse backgrounds of students, learned the heartset 

factors of flexibility and open-mindedness. Steven explained, teachers of diverse 

students need to learn to “be alert…flexible…[and] ready to think on the spot.” Nathan 

agreed, “an ability to differentiate for such students is a must.” This requirement for 

flexibility is compounded, according to Eric, since, “new situations occur all the time.” 

He described the impact of this: 
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The main way it has affected my approach is to be prepared for anything and to 

accept the fact that what has worked previously may be totally wrong for a new 

situation despite how similar they may have been to a previous situation. I think 

as an international teacher you are always learning even more than a teacher 

established in their own countries, as new situations are par for the course. 

Eric was not alone with this constant barrage of surprises within his everyday teaching. 

The unexpected had become a norm in Amy’s classroom as well:  

Being prepared to have students that are…coming out of left field with questions 

or thoughts or examples of things that you have never heard of …encourages my 

learning a lot. I definitely do a fair amount of…googling things in the middle of 

class like, “Oh, they said that; I’ve never heard of that before; it could be true, and 

it could not be true. But it’s a situation in a country that I don’t know much 

about.” 

She explained: “Students are always asking new and different questions and wanting to 

take their learning in different directions….This atmosphere really encourages teachers to 

be life-long learners.” As Hannah described some factors involved in pursuing such 

lessons:  

Your classroom is going to be full of kids with cultural backgrounds that you 

don’t understand, experiences that you don’t understand, and so you need to be 

really open to accept them and be able to develop children despite that. And to be 

able to develop them to help that part grow instead of shutting it down and saying, 

“This is what you do here, so just ignore that stuff.” Really being able to work 

with those kids.  

Teachers who were attuned to the intercultural lessons in their class, and were flexible 

and open-minded towards them, took the opportunities to learn from all the unexpected 

lessons the student diversity provided. In responding to cultural differences, teachers 

learned to model and teach cultural appreciation, both formally and informally, and to 

encourage students to do likewise. Teachers learned to take on this additional 

intercultural component of their roles as they both supported the diversity and built 

community in their classrooms.   
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“Provide Different Viewpoints”: Resources and Language 

 Choosing culturally appropriate resources in light of student diversity was a task 

which Steven found tiring; however, he considered it essential to “provide different 

viewpoints and perspectives in sources as much as possible” and was “careful with the 

language and focus” of resources he used in his classroom. Steven explained a situation 

in which this applied:  

Last year where I taught…in the UK, I wouldn’t have hesitated at all about 

showing a source from the BBC because it’s a sort of fairly credible source, so we 

think…we were doing the Cold War and it was about repression in Hungary and it 

was talking through the events of the USSR sort of crushing resistance there. It 

was a BBC drama…taking firsthand accounts….It was the little things which you 

don’t think of, like the music, the dramatic music, or the tone of the narrator….It 

does make it seem quite one-sided. I remember that particular time I had shown 

that before….I thought nothing of it and when I showed it here, I had a few 

students sniggering and laughing because it was really, I guess, quite blatantly 

anti-USSR and I actually felt embarrassed showing it. And as it kind of unfolded, 

I became more and more embarrassed and I felt myself kind of supporting or 

justifying why I had shown it.  

Subsequently, this event made Steven “think a lot more” about cultural values embedded 

in resources and, as a result, he has investigated alternative resources. After speaking to 

colleagues in other international schools, he found a documentary on the Cold War that 

“interviews all the people on all the different sides.” He considered this “a bit of a life 

saver, to be honest,” since “a lot of the textbooks do mostly give more sort of pro-western 

sources.” Alongside choosing resources thoughtfully, Steven said he tried to “encourage 

students to share the personal experiences of their families,” since often these “personal 

experiences go deeper than the general political viewpoints which the textbooks give.” 

The use of personal experiences as resources, he believes, “helps to build a greater 

understanding and tolerance.” This practice, he learned, allowed students to share 
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multiple perspectives simultaneously and model respect for diversity of opinion and 

experience.  

 A practical consideration when teaching a diverse student body was the use of 

language. Language was discussed in two distinct ways: the language teachers used in 

their everyday teaching and students’ English language development. These first 

examples represent language learning from the teachers’ perspective. Nathan, Amy and 

Steven said that they learned to be aware of the language they used and the implications it 

may have for students from different cultures According to Amy, it was important to try 

to use “examples when you are talking about things that are not just from your own 

country but are from different countries.” She recalled one scenario:  

I had the horrible experience of parents coming to a conference thinking that I 

was demeaning their daughter because I had called her spelling sentences “silly.” 

Once we sorted out the misunderstanding, I was careful to never use the word to 

describe a student or their work again. I have also learned to be careful to think 

through other words I use in reports or marking to make sure that I understand the 

implied meaning outside of American English.   

One seemingly innocuous word threw Amy’s teaching practices into question because of 

its unintended cultural meaning. This episode clearly exemplified the power of 

misinterpreted language. Thus, according to Steven, “every conversation you have, you 

are always conscious of the audience.” He gave an example of his experience during a 

Remembrance Day assembly in which he was “trying to give a talk which was more 

based…how does war impact people? And how does it impact everyone?” since this is an 

occasion observed by mainly Commonwealth countries. However, the person who 

followed him “gave a very British perspective of the social class of the British soldier and 

what their values were” and, because of this, Steven began to consider whether students 

in attendance may have “families that might be suffering from what the British armies are 
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doing overseas or they are perhaps fleeing places the British army have been.” To him, it 

was “one of those moments where you have an important day that is culturally important 

to you and when you try and explain that significance to someone else it could be 

reversal….It could have quite a negative impact on someone else.” Steven learned that 

his students would have different interpretations of presented material based on their 

cultural backgrounds.   

 These previous examples focused on teacher learning in relation to teachers’ own 

language use within the classroom. But, as is the case in many international schools, a 

high percentage of students at CIS have English as An Additional Language (EAL) 

needs. Teachers also spoke about the importance of having high expectations and 

appropriate support for their EAL students, as Hannah explained:  

A student learning English still may not be able to communicate something they 

have learned on a written test, but if you ask them to show you the skill, or 

sometimes even explain it verbally to you, they may surprise you with how much 

they have actually learned. Other times a student may be totally silent in lessons, 

offering nothing to a group discussion. You may think this student is uninterested; 

however, it may just be culturally rude for them to speak in class.   

Nathan said that school could be “difficult for [EAL] students and it is important to allow 

them to demonstrate or unlock the talents that they have. This often takes time as 

communicating ideas will be more complex for them.” Eric said he enjoyed “learning that 

some kids…are really, really bright but they don’t have the English language and you see 

that intelligence coming through as their English develops.” Hannah reflected on how she 

learned to provide support for EAL students by contrasting it to her previous teaching 

experience:  

I remember my first teaching job we had an ESL student who was on exchange 

from Chile and…I didn’t know what to do with the student and I asked the 

principal and [he said], “She’s only here for a few weeks; you can just ignore 
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her”.…I thought, “What?” But I was okay with it….“I’m overwhelmed, I’m a 

new teacher, I’ve got Grade 12 Biology students. It’s taking me all the time to get 

through the work and mark their stuff, so I’ll ignore her, sure.”  

Although Hannah did not want to ignore the students’ language needs in her previous 

teaching experience, she did not have the skills to be able to meet them effectively. She 

explained:  

Looking back, I think, “Wow, her experience could have been so much different 

if I had been able to give her things that she could do, help her interact with the 

class and give her opportunities to share about her culture….Coming here where 

you are in a class where every single student is in that situation almost, you really 

do have to be able to adapt to other’s needs….Like every teacher working here, 

you get good at it quickly and I think if I ever go back to Canada…I’ll excel at 

being able to adapt to students’ needs because you get really used to it here. 

Adapting to students’ language needs, for Hannah, was one of the most significant areas 

of learning to teach in a diverse classroom.  

 Teaching EAL students pushed teachers to learn specific teaching strategies. 

Steven felt that he had “become more competent at thinking of alternative ways to 

communicate ideas or concepts within the classroom,” as he could “refer back to the 

learning processes” he used when he was learning new concepts in order to simplify the 

process for EAL learners. He learned to use synonyms and images more often and 

directly teaches content vocabulary which were strategies he used prior to his 

international teaching experience that had “moved much higher up the priority list.” Ellen 

learned “to teach kids coming in from different countries who don’t speak English so you 

learn how to be their translators so they can sit in class and not be worried and they can 

learn”. All teachers said that teaching EAL students required them to learn, and in some 

cases, re-learn, how to support language learners in their classes.  
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 Being faced with students’ diverse needs, Steven said, required teachers to 

develop flexibility and an “ability to change things last minute. Move away from a 

textbook. Create extra resources which might help the students and…be flexible about 

what you focus on as well.” In this way, flexibility, a heartset factor, was evident in the 

selection of resources. Teachers’ awareness of the cultural dimension of language, 

examples and resources allowed them to be clearer about the intended meaning for the 

diverse student body. Connected with this, the director expected risk-taking to be a 

central element of teacher’s work with students: 

I would just want to push kids as far as they go…not to push them beyond their 

means and not to push them out of their comfort zone but to fly with them if they 

want to fly and to take them wherever they want to go. And so, I’m looking for 

teachers I think that would give that added bit and look at each individual and just 

see what they can get out of them….The way that they express themselves in the 

class and the way they feel comfortable in themselves, their learning and that the 

child is engaged in their own learning and valued in the way…they know that 

their teacher wants the best for them.  

Learning to address the cultural and linguistic needs of students also required teachers to 

be creative and motivated. Nathan considered risk-taking important for a diverse 

student body:   

Most teachers would be creative without thinking much about it. It’s a necessity, a 

lot of the time. Certainly, in an international setting when you’ve got…students 

coming in midway through the term or you’ve got students that don’t fully 

understand the language that they are learning in. It’s not their first language or it 

might be a language that they’ve started to learn if they’ve just arrived in school 

so you have to be creative and it has to be applied. And most teachers do it 

because they are kind of put in a position where they have to be and there’s 

nothing they can do about it. 

Steven described the creative risk-taking process required in matching resources to 

students’ needs, saying, “You need to use your imagination in order to find a variety of 

resources which can assist students on many levels of development but also make the 
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lessons engaging.” In terms of risk-taking, Amy believed that it was important for 

teachers “especially if they are coming out of a state school context, to feel comfortable 

with trying new things, borrowing ideas from people, doing things and not feeling like 

they have to be stuck with what they had done before.” Teachers’ risk-taking could be 

seen, according to Hannah, in giving students “a variety of methods to express their 

learning and a variety of mediums for them to learn…the more traditional approach of 

teaching through lectures and a textbook can be quite ineffective when you have such 

diverse classes and so variety is a huge factor for students to be able to learn effectively.” 

While it may be easy for a teacher to “take the safe route,” Nathan said, they can expand 

their learning if take a risk and “try something a little bit different and to make your 

lesson…as if the lesson is living…because the students do learn in different ways so why 

shouldn’t we teach in different ways as well?” Steven agreed that teachers should “be 

prepared to change and to be challenged…in terms of planning lessons, to put those 

resources in.” He said, “You have to be willing to go out of your comfort zone and if you 

don’t, I don’t think the kids will.” Lessons learned about risk-taking found an 

application for many teachers in teaching diverse students. 

 Steven said he was motived to learn new ways to teach EAL students by seeing 

their success:  

Maybe it’s job satisfaction, a little bit knowing that you do a good job. I mean, for 

example, if I had a class of EAL students and I feel that they’ve gone out of the 

room and they have had a rubbish lesson, as in they didn’t understand everything 

or they were a bit confused, then I feel quite guilty about that. And in talking to 

other members of staff, they feel the same way. And I think that for me personally 

drives me forward to think, “Right, how can I improve that next time?” And it 

sort of pushes my areas of creativity and it pushes my areas of…strategies to help 

them. 
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Working with EAL students, Steven said, required a patient approach when locating 

appropriate resources, reading their essays, or preparing them for a “demanding 

examination which you feel under pressure to help them pass.” Meeting students’ diverse 

needs required, in many cases, additional time and effort. Teachers who were motivated 

to do so had the opportunity to learn as a result. In learning to address the needs of EAL 

students, teachers were faced with immediate, challenging, and rewarding learning 

opportunities. 

Nature of learning 

 2D drawing. Nathan’s description of the learning process provided a 

metaphorical depiction of this type of learning. As Nathan said, teacher learning at CIS 

was not expected to be “done the same way for every teacher….There might be an end 

point and there might be where they are just now but the in-between section as to how to 

get there can be very different.” For him, learning was like a two-dimensional drawing: 

I would sit [and draw] when I was bored in class…at the back of my notebook.…I 

used to draw starting from the center, small circles but they expand out only in 

one direction so they become more ovular. Then I’d do it all different directions 

and eventually they’d all be crossing over. And then I would color in alternate 

sectors of it. And it was a mess. But there was an organization to it. And 

sometimes it didn’t work….I would get to a section where two sectors had to be 

colored in beside each other…[it was] kind of a mess but with some element of 

organization in it….There’s a pattern but sometimes you have to tweak the pattern 

to make it work to color in two sectors in this case and being okay with that….It’s 

kind of cheating but it’s not…[it is] adapting it so that it works.  

Like drawing expanding circles, teachers can expand the strategies that they use with 

students and improvise. And, likewise, teachers’ range of skills can expand outwards. 

Targeting specific areas for learning was the central component of learning for Nathan 

and set the framework for what was learned:  
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One of the things I am good at is identifying areas that I need to develop and 

sometimes I choose not to develop them … I can always make excuses of not 

having enough time or not knowing how to go about it, but I can identify those 

areas and then how I go about if I want to actually develop them. Sometimes I do 

it. Sometimes I don’t. Even when I try it I don’t do it so well.   

However, in practice, teachers’ work and their learning seemed to involve improvisation. 

Teaching diverse students was one area where this was evident. Responding to diversity, 

Nathan said, required teachers to “try different things even if it doesn’t work…see how 

they respond.” This type of learning corresponded with Nathan’s view of his own 

learning.   

I have made an effort to put myself in positions where I’m not comfortable. I 

think I’ve continued that into my professional life. There’s sometimes a reversion 

back to a safe zone if I feel way out of my depth or way out of my comfort 

zone….I’m not the most experimental in certain aspects of my life but I do like to 

try. I like to put myself in positions where I’m forced to learn…asking questions 

that might lead you to a place that you didn’t expect to be in. Leading to answers 

that answer that are challenging and situations that might be challenging…and 

helping you to think outside the box or at least making you think.    

Teachers learned to teach diverse students through the “messy” and creative process of 

adapting and improvising their teaching to suit students’ needs, like sketching a 2D 

drawing in which the pattern was ever-expanding, overlapping, and adapting to what 

works. 

Theme 3: Learning to Navigate Curricular Differences 

 In international schools overseas, the curriculum often differs both from that of 

the country in which the school is located and from the curriculum most teachers have 

been trained to teach. Teachers explained that CIS followed the British National 

Curriculum. In addition to the British curriculum, the High School department provided 

the International Baccalaureate (IB) program for most courses. Many teachers in this 

study either came from countries that followed different curricula or from places in which 
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the curriculum was approached differently than at CIS. For some teachers, this was their 

initial experience teaching in a different curriculum; for others, it was a second or third 

curriculum change. Even teachers who were familiar with the British or IB curricula 

needed to adapt to the subtle contextual differences in CIS’s curriculum. In the following 

section, I discuss teachers’ perceived learning related to understanding and using 

different curricula. Once again, the headings are derived from direct quotations within the 

data. This discussion is followed by an image of learning that depicts the experiential 

nature of curriculum across both academic and extracurricular dimensions.   

“Holes in My knowledge”: Curricular Content and Perspectives     

 Teachers who joined CIS with no previous experience with either the British or 

IB curriculum described the most significant learning. Hannah said that “changes in the 

curriculum [were the] biggest one where I had to learn at the beginning.” Initially, Ellen 

remembered enjoying the “different ideas and all the newness and the open-ended nature” 

of the curriculum. Hannah recalled thinking, prior to arriving at CIS, that the British 

curriculum would be “the same information but maybe more of an England focus” but 

she considered it “a lot more than that.” In terms of new content, she found herself 

teaching a course in her first year in which she had very little background knowledge:  

I didn’t actually have geography as a teachable subject….I took a course maybe in 

High School and never lived in Europe so I didn’t know any European geography. 

And it was British curriculum, so for me it was…tricky. I remember sort of 

feeling like what am I supposed to do? 

Amy said she was initially surprised by the views in the British curriculum on what 

should be taught, what the focus should be, in what order and at what year level:   

I think as a foreigner to the UK…some of those things are a bit shocking but also 

some of them are holes in my own knowledge so I would say, “Oh I don’t think 

kids that age can do that.” But clearly there’s a whole country of people who do, 
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so maybe I should learn about that. [For example], I don’t think of the Anglo-

Saxons as being that important in the world and worth teaching their history but 

there’s a whole country of people who do think that they are important so it’s 

something I should learn about.  

As one of the few teachers in this study who had experienced more than one curriculum 

change in her teaching experience, Amy described it like this:  

There’s just so few topics that we teach at CIS that are things that I learned about 

as a kid and that I know about….Vikings for instance as a topic is not something 

that…I really knew anything about coming here and so I have had to do a lot of 

learning…for each topic. And then as well learning different methods to do math 

problems and different ways of…what the kids are learning is the same in their 

writing, when they are doing math…there’s different kinds of approaching it. So 

that’s been a challenge. 

This contextualized content provided an enjoyable learning opportunity for Amy. 

“Although it is always a challenge for a foreigner to teach geography and history to 

natives of a country,” she explained, “it has been so enriching to learn and make 

connections in life to the history or geography of countries that I have learned to love 

even as an outsider.” Teachers recognized the need to learn specific content in order to 

teach unfamiliar curriculum to their students.  

 Beyond the different content, Hannah, Ellen, and Amy, all North American 

teachers, recognized curricular differences in the language and perspectives embedded in 

the curriculum when they first arrived. Ellen found that her British colleagues spoke to 

each other using different terminology. She explained:  

[One of my colleagues] has just come from teachers’ college and she knows all 

the lingo really well and…when I see her talking with other British teachers, they 

understand because they have been through the system. And so, when you go 

through a system and then you teach within that system it’s so much easier 

because it’s that engrained understanding and so I find that harder to really get it 

sometimes. It takes me longer. 

Ellen said she was still learning about the British curriculum and its’ implied language 

even after many years of ongoing experience.   
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 Many teachers found that the curriculum was different to what they were used to 

and this required flexibility as they learned. Even for those who were trained in the 

curriculum found it needed to be adapted and changed to suit the international context. 

As Steven described it, “a lot of the things I teach…I got from my training for things 

from before now and I'm just…revisiting them again and again….I'll think about, ‘Okay, 

how do I make that work here?’” Also, Steven explained that he needed to be flexible in 

applying what he learned from the consortium he was involved in: “When I’ve met with 

other teachers from other schools in the consortium meetings a bit of me…goes, ‘Oh, that 

attitude wouldn’t work here.’ Or the way they talk about things…when you meet with 

other schools…it kind of hits you: ‘Wow, I don’t think I’ll take that back to CIS; I would 

take that, or that might work well.’” This decision-making required flexibility in 

application. Flexibility was also required as teachers dealt with regular curriculum 

changes as well. Nathan said, “Every time there’s a change in the curriculum there tends 

to be a different way of thinking a different approach to certain subjects.” And, as Steven 

said, this required flexibility:  

The IB changes its curriculum every 7 years…I’ve had to adapt the curriculum 

sort of just within a year really and I can see that can have effects on…resources 

and time especially when you’ve got EAL to think about as well…. 

Given the opportunity, and responsibility to adapt the curriculum, Steven was able to be 

flexible in meeting the curriculum’s demands. As he explained:  

At my old school I was part of a 5-man department and I was the newbie so I had 

very little autonomy and I was kind of at the bottom of the scale and I did what I 

was told. Whereas here because I’m a one-man department and I’ve got only a 

few years’ experience but I can have that choice in choosing what I teach within 

the curriculum. Which is nice because…I can choose things which I think are 

important and which I feel that a multicultural community should be learning. 
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This flexibility allowed Steven to make important decisions in his enactment of the 

curriculum which, in terms of its content and language, provoked his learning.  

“Use More of My Skills and Be More Myself”:  Expanded Curriculum 

 As well as the above-mentioned academics, the curriculum at CIS had been 

expanded to include an intensive extracurricular component. The director justified the 

expansion of curriculum, since:  

We are in a foreign country where the language is a barrier…to 

socialization….We’ve been able to broaden the scope of the school in terms of the 

curriculum on offer and the activities. And to give…students activities that 

probably if they were at home they would pick them outside of the school at the 

local society and local clubs and activities but are prevented from doing so 

primarily because of the language and different social norms. 

Within this expansion, teachers planned and led at least one after-school club, which 

Nathan explained, needed to be “more than just an activity” but, rather, a learning 

opportunity where teachers “deliberately plan to increase or develop skills in students” 

which they can use throughout their lives. To build the extracurricular component of the 

school, the director strategically recruited teachers who could contribute their skills and 

interests. From his perspective, he preferred to hire teachers who had “broader skill set 

than just their subject…[since] they teach their subject better…[and are] people who can 

assist with…[the school’s] development.” Every teacher in this study planned and led 

extracurricular activities which directly aligned with their previous experiences or 

interests prior to joining CIS.   

 Planning and enacting the extracurricular dimension, according to Steven, taught 

him to “use more of my skills and be more myself here.” Because his wider skill-set was 

used, Steven explained, “[It has] given me more responsibility…and I feel a bit more 
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valued.” As a result, he engaged more fully in developing the expanded curriculum. 

Steven explained what the extracurricular activities required of him: 

It’s just drawing upon what you have to offer and I think that is why the students 

get a better deal because you are doing the things that you like doing. I mean yes, 

I enjoy teaching. That is also kind of a big stress sometime and you have to do it 

but there are many things [where] you don’t have a choice. You just have to get 

through certain things but then it’s those other things where they see you as you 

know a whole person and they can say. ‘Oh look, this teacher is not just a history 

teacher. He doesn’t just vanish at 3:30 but he does this and he has interests and I 

can learn in these other areas from him.’ 

By teaching a student to roll in a kayak, for example, Steven recognized the value of 

imparting life skills that he said was “brilliant because it means outside the classroom you 

can still have that sense of reward.” Steven was, as a result, able to engage more fully 

with his students and, at the same time, enjoy the expansion of the curriculum. Hannah 

was, likewise, motivated by engaging with students and, because of their interests, she 

was motivated to develop the extracurricular dimension further: 

Seeing the kids enjoyment has made me…motivated more to keep learning to get 

new ideas for them….We went on a canoe trip at the Vltava river and it was easy 

because the Vltava river is a simple river to canoe and there’s tons of maps and 

campsites….It was so fun and the kids had a great time and so I immediately 

thought, “I need to find a new river…and give them a new opportunity” and so I 

am ready to learn about where else we can go.  

Ellen built closer relationships with students during a tall ships training course, 

explaining:  

[The students] see us in a different setting so barriers kind of break down and you 

get opportunities to show yourself as a real person…probably more mistakes, 

more depth, more personal, and so it’s nice that they offer so many because they 

do get to know us so much better that way. 

 However, in addition to the rewards of self-understanding and growth, to reap the 

benefits, the expansion of curriculum required a high level of investment of time and 

energy. Nathan recognized how this level of motivation, a heartset skill, was evident 
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amongst the teaching staff: “There is a difference here. There’s a feeling that everyone is 

working towards a goal…to educate the students…giving them a more rounded education 

[and] more opportunities than they would have anywhere else.” This expectation, set 

within the context of the school’s ethos, drew teachers toward a common goal and 

provided a support structure for teachers’ ongoing motivation. Eric concurred:   

The allocation of your personal time is a lot more in demand when you work in an 

international school than it is when you work at home. When you work at home 

you might do something extracurricular. You might run a club. You’re not under 

any obligation because of the union rules in Britain. You don’t have to run a club. 

But your time allocation is not 9-5 or 9-6. Your time allocation is Saturdays, 

evenings…. 

Teacher learning could be positively or negatively impacted by the requirements to be 

highly committed to providing a breadth of extracurricular activities for students.  

 The expansion of the curriculum on offer, including the extracurricular 

dimension, created a busy school. As a result of the busyness, Amy noted “lots of 

changing schedules” due to extracurricular activities. Steven explained: “There’s lots of 

trips actually here. Arguably too many because there’s a lot of kids in and out of lessons 

and you end up doing a lot of chasing, emailing kids work they’ve missed and that’s 

actually really tiring.” Steven explained how his perspective changed over time:   

Last year, I think it was the honeymoon period and every time it was a whole-

school event I was kind of in awe and overwhelmed at how amazing it was…for a 

whole school to actually do these things and the students have these opportunities 

which in my opinion were unique and created that unique sense of community 

and spirit. This year, I feel more focused on or more concerned about what I'm 

teaching. 

This was a common frustration amongst teachers. Ellen explained that one of the 

unintentional boundaries created by the expanded extracurricular component was that 

“when we are all at school, it is rushed. Everything is always busy because you always 
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have a weekend… that is a school related….It’s push, push, push and not so much time to 

reflect.” For some teachers, busyness provided a boundary for learning that they needed 

to learn how to manage.   

 For others, the busyness provoked learning in terms of flexibility. Despite the 

challenges, Amy said the wide range of activities on offer “made me more flexible so I 

guess that’s kind of a learning thing because you just have to get over the fact that you 

won’t have every kid in your class for every lesson.” Steven echoed this, saying, “You 

need to be flexible as a tutor teacher because…you can plan something but one day you 

might have a notice about something else or people come in and interrupt so you have to 

be flexible in that respect.” Hannah also experienced this, but found herself looking at the 

bigger picture:  

When you’d have a lesson planned and then suddenly we are going to do this 

activity as a whole school instead. And all of your lesson plan has gone out the 

window which affects your whole week’s plans, and it just happens. It’s probably 

like that in any school but CIS just has so much events all the time and it’s good. 

It’s good for the kids and I think that’s what you just have to remember at the end 

of the day is you know even though it’s ruined your week plan and month plan 

and everything needs to be shifted, you are giving the kids an opportunity that 

they are going to remember forever probably and so it’s worth it. You just need to 

be flexible.   

Amy explained how extracurricular activities, and the challenges that they created, 

helped her learn to be more flexible. She said, “If I think about my time at CIS, that’s’ 

been my…biggest lesson that I feel that I have mastered and I haven’t fully mastered it 

but I feel like I’m…95 percent there. Things are thrown in any given day and I don’t get 

stressed about it, I don’t worry about it, I think through how it’s going to work, and I deal 

with it and I feel fine.” For Amy, flexibility was a lesson that she learned in response to 

busyness and interruptions to her lessons. She said that flexibility was not her inherent 
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trait. In fact, she said, “I have learned to be more flexible here than I would imagine that I 

would ever learn as a teacher because I don’t think that is something that I naturally 

started with.” Flexibility, she said, “started as a survival strategy”; however, over time 

she has “embraced it more as learning for its own sake.” Learning to be flexible, in 

Amy’s description of her learning, was a difficult, conscious choice to change in response 

to the demands within the context.  

 The expanded curriculum, in many interrelated ways, also required teachers to 

learn to be flexible and motivated. Although an unfamiliar role for many, extracurricular 

involvement held rich rewards for many teachers and provided learning opportunities. 

For those teachers who were highly involved in it, the expanded curriculum seemed to 

expand teachers’ roles and their learning in order to fulfill them.  

Nature of Learning  

 A cliff. Learning a new curriculum was described as a hands-on, experiential 

experience. Most teachers were not aware of the specific curricular differences prior to 

arriving, and only discovered the contrasts within their day-to-day experiences in 

enacting curriculum. When speaking about her professional learning in an international 

school context, Hannah said:  

It comes a lot through experience of doing different things…more applicable to 

me….I learn best through experiencing something…if someone told me…“These 

are the skills you would need as an international teacher so here you go and now 

you are prepared”…I would have felt a lot more unprepared. Whereas…coming 

here not knowing what to expect was exciting and learning as I went. I wouldn’t 

have probably been able to read everything about the British curriculum and learn 

how to assess properly…until I came here and actually got my hands into it.  

It was through trial and error within the lived experiences with the curriculum that 

teachers recognized curricular differences. Hannah remembered expecting to learn more 

about curriculum during her initial orientation. However, she said: 
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I really thought we would learn a lot more about what to do when school started. 

And we didn’t and I think I was surprised…how well I learned by just doing it, by 

just trying it. I probably wanted more information, but I don’t know that that 

would have helped me, because you are so overwhelmed at the beginning, 

anyway…getting into it and asking questions as you go is the best way.  

Even in cases where teachers received formal training, as with Hannah and Steven’s IB 

courses, they had already been teaching classes prior to attending them. As Hannah 

explained:  

Learning how to do [the IB course], I actually got here and started teaching it and 

then then went on a training because I had tried it already and I had been making 

mistakes….Whereas if I had done that course and then started teaching it I might 

have found it harder because trying it I was able to make mistakes and I knew 

what I had to ask at the course and I got a lot more out of it. So I still think I 

probably learn better from just getting in it and trying it….Trying new things is 

one of the biggest things that promotes my learning. 

Hannah’s experience with learning curriculum involved engaging with course content, 

trying new things, and making mistakes prior to the training. 

 Hannah’s description of her learning style best exemplifies the exploratory nature 

of learning and aligns well with the nature of curricular learning. Ideally, she said, the 

process of learning should “begin with as little instruction as possible” and people should 

“learn by exploration, making their own mistakes and correcting the problem.” Her own 

learning mirrored this, as she described it: “My most memorable learning experiences 

have all been the result of doing something….I learn best by doing something or 

experiencing it.” She described how, in the classroom, she enjoyed watching students 

explore and discover: 

I love being there when they finally get a concept that they struggled with or 

figure out the answer to something on their own….In Science experiments all the 

times kids can do it wrong and then they get a chance to sit down and evaluate 

it….I think you never forget it then…when you figure out your mistake yourself, 

and are able to think of a new solution. I think you remember those things forever. 
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There are many parallels between Hannah’s learning style and the experiential nature of 

learning a new and expanded curriculum.  

 To further illustrate this, Hannah explained a vision of her learning. First, she 

viewed her learning as “messy” and occurring in a context where, as a learner, “you 

almost totally mess it up and then you figure it out just in time.” To her, the most 

important learning experiences transpire as the learner was “tumbling down a hill” with a 

“big cliff at the end” and then, “right before you fall off the cliff, you catch a branch.” 

This hands-on, exploratory type of learning that Hannah described resonated with the 

other teachers’ experiences in learning a new curriculum. In this description, working 

alongside colleagues formally and informally provided teachers with a form of 

apprenticeship, which was like the branch extended in Hannah’s description. The support 

of colleagues allowed them to gain a deeper understanding of the curriculum. In these 

ways, the nature of teachers’ curricular learning could be understood as experiential and 

social. Teachers in this study, whether it was their preferred learning style or not, faced 

the regular, necessary “messy” learning required to understand and enact the curriculum 

often just-in-time with the looming cliff in the distance or while tumbling down the hill.   

Theme 4: Learning to Contribute to the School Community  

 The community at CIS is comprised of teachers and families from a variety of 

different countries. Some had extensive experience with international schools and others’ 

prior experience was limited. Teachers were required to work closely with their diverse 

colleagues and expected to get to know the students and their families. As a result, their 

role in the community extended beyond the classroom; as Eric explained, “you don’t just 

get into a cupboard at 6 o’clock when the day finishes.” Steven confirmed this, saying the 
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students and their families “want to know about you as a person rather than just as a 

teacher.” In the following section, teachers’ quotes describe what they perceived that they 

have learned from working within school community. This is followed by a description 

of the factors that supported their learning and an exploration of the nature of the 

teachers’ learning as members of the community. Learning with the professional and 

wider-school community was evident in three components of teachers’ relationships: 

their colleagues, their students, and their students’ parents.  

“Rely on Them When You Come Here”: The Professional Community  

 Teachers described the professional community at CIS as both close and diverse. 

Learning to contribute to it required, for most teachers, a reconsideration of how 

colleagues work together. Amy explained, “The international school culture…puts 

different values on things, puts different people together and you learn from all of that in 

a way that you wouldn’t otherwise.” Nathan described that teachers were “put into a 

situation where you’re an expat no matter where you are from” and that this taught 

teachers to “get on with it.” Working together, he said, “the relationships that are formed 

as a result of that are great.” Steven also described a “very strong staff team…we value 

the national experiences [and] international experience which we come with and it really 

enhances everything we do.” For Steven, contributing to the professional community was 

a deliberate choice to learn, as he explained:  

The context in which you are living here and you’re teaching here—you’re in a 

bubble, …for me and my wife, really, we only know people in school….We don’t 

really have much time because teaching consumes so much of your time….We 

don’t really travel back home much so I think there’s also that kind of element of 

your own survival and your own sanity. And you’re making those decisions 

about, “Okay, if I fully invest in this and this is my life and it fills all of those 

gaps.” It fills the social side.  
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Teachers described learning to engage closely in the professional community, in part, due 

to necessity. Hannah recalled initially feeling worried that she would be homesick; 

however, she was shocked by how quickly her new city “started to feel ‘homey’” and 

how quickly some of her colleagues became like family. This was a new area of learning 

for Hannah as she was previous unfamiliar with this level of engagement with her 

colleagues:  

When you move overseas you are forced to have that as your community because 

you don’t speak the language and you are not going to merge with the locals as 

much. When you work in a school in Canada you already have your group of 

friends and so you are…not trying to be friends with the teachers and so you 

tolerate them instead of relying on them….You go to work with people that you 

tolerate at home but you rely on them when you come here and so it forces you to 

become friends and work together  

Nathan agreed but explained that this could be a difficult reality as well: 

It is vitally important for me to be part of a social group. This has helped with the 

distance from family and close friends…but it is so transient. It has become 

necessary to accept that people may be here for a short stay and that is part of life.  

The community provided both personal and professional support for teachers. Within the 

professional community, Ellen described a supportive “feeling of sharing resources, 

sharing information, sharing the help” which contributed to the learning environment. 

Amy agreed: “the professional community aspect is more supportive than it would be in a 

national school….We are all in this together. We are all here. We are all figuring things 

out. We are surviving. Of course, we’ll help each other.” Many teachers described how 

they learned to work closely with their colleagues because of this sense of reliance on 

each other.   

 Teachers also described a great deal of diversity within the close professional 

community that spurred their learning. Nathan explained that the diversity of his 
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colleagues allowed him access to a variety of thinking on a subject. Teaching at CIS 

allowed Nathan to get out of his “little home box” and gave “the opportunity to meet 

people from different cultures.” Eric echoed this sentiment, saying, “If I’d worked in 

Britain I’d have had a diverse culture but that diverse culture would be based in a Scottish 

environment.” Eric also described a lack of shared experience and his inability to 

understand some of his colleagues’ values that was, at times, frustrating for him. Eric 

gave an example of this diversity:  

I have had to adapt to how people conduct themselves….A few years ago when 

Barack Obama was elected, one of the teachers took the day off because she was 

stressed….There are political people in Britain but I don’t know if it would have 

impacted them in such a strong way   

Diversity within the close professional community created challenges which teachers 

often chose to treat as learning opportunities.  

  One of her greatest areas of learning while at CIS, Ellen said, was learning to be 

open-minded in order to work with people who were different from her:  

In this environment where everyone is different and you work so closely with 

each other, because you are an international community and you live kind of with 

each other, is to understand that and not get so frustrated if someone isn’t doing it 

your way because maybe they can’t do it that way. Even things that you think are 

basic like have the classroom clean when you leave. Maybe they can’t and it 

might not be the important thing for them or they may not know how to organize 

it the way it should be—the way you think it should be….My biggest life 

changing [lesson] in teaching was someone telling me that maybe they 

couldn’t….Then I started to look at people differently. 

Hannah’s response to a diversity of opinion in the community was to make certain 

compromises.  

I’ve probably gained the skill of not always questioning everything…working in a 

school with lots of teachers and lots of opinions, unless I feel really strongly about 

something…I’m happy to just accept what other people want to go with.  
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Teachers learned to work alongside, and make compromises with, their diverse 

colleagues. Teachers described also a high level of motivation to be involved in the 

community and were drawn into the community partly because of the expectations. 

 “Willingness to Invest”: Building Relationships with Students 

 Learning to build meaningful relationships with students was an important lesson 

for teachers. From Eric’s perspective, “education at its best is based on student teacher 

relationships first and foremost…open, adaptable, understanding…put an individual in 

the best position to be a successful international teacher and learner.” Although this could 

be said of many teaching contexts, at CIS, building relationships with students was an 

explicit expectation. Given this reality, Steven said, “communication is fundamental,” 

and teachers needed to find opportunities to ask students “questions about how they are 

doing in lessons and in life generally.” Steven found that he was able to build strong 

relationships with students by “being a tutor teacher, having that extra time, being on 

duty, sitting with students in the cafeteria. A lot of students here just say hello to you in 

the corridor even if they are not going for a full sort of conversation. Sometimes you can 

get just a line in and that—that builds them up.” Some students even looked to teachers to 

play a more pastoral or parental role, as Steven explained:   

I’m more careful about the kinds of things I say: “You are looking smart today,” 

or “You’re being very organized,” or “You don’t seem very awake; what kind of 

sleep pattern are you having?” Those kind of conversations become more 

important and that has a kind of an added reward to it, I think, because it feels like 

you are making a difference in more than just your subject.   

Not all teachers were accustomed to students playing such a central role which was 

evident in Steven’s description:    

As a non-international teacher, the students were only part of that bigger picture. I 

had far more different clubs and groups of people that I was involved with and 
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therefore, quite often, especially when you have those negative experiences with 

the students that became really a part of your life which you wanted to make a 

minority. “I've only got five lessons left. Okay, right. Let’s get through them.” 

Whereas I think [now]…I probably have more conversations with every student 

in my classes than I do with my own wife throughout the week. You feel that 

necessity—I don't know if it’s necessity or willingness to invest in those 

conversations and make them meaningful because if you don’t you haven’t got 

much left.  

Investing in students was not necessarily a natural, easy process. As Steven explained, “I 

feel that you have to make yourself care about others even if you do not initially feel like 

doing so.” Steven’s care for students required his deliberate choice to notice students, 

compliment them, sit with them in the cafeteria, and provide extra tutor time as needed. 

Steven was motivated to engage in the hard work of investing in his students because he 

saw the importance in it.  

 Extracurricular activities, as explained earlier, also contributed to the potential for 

close relationships with students within the school community. Steven said that the larger 

whole-school helped to build relationships as well:  

They are really just confirming those smaller relationships you have because 

conversations you have at the bigger events are just sort of passing by, “How’s it 

going?”…Those I find are usually less meaningful but I think because of the 

student and staff community every day, if you don’t make something of it you’re 

going to go insane, aren’t you?  

Being part of the school community required a high level of motivation. “Here, teaching 

is your life,” Ellen said. “It’s morning noon and night. And weekends.” Amy agreed: “It’s 

probably a negative about international school teaching at least in my experience…that 

you don’t have a lot of time for extras.” While this was generally considered a boundary 

for learning, it also had a surprisingly positive effect for many teachers. Hannah clarified: 

“When you work in an international school your life in a lot of ways becomes working in 

that school.” As Hannah said:  
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You aren’t worried so much that you are maybe there till six o’clock and spending 

several weekends doing stuff with kids because you almost feel like that is why 

you have come. You have come to be part of that community and that school. I 

think that if you were at a normal school in Canada and expected to do a number 

of weekend activities it would be infringing on your free time. I think there’s 

something about that that makes you just put in more. I think when your 

colleagues are your friends you want to be here. 

According to Eric, when you are committed to working in this context, “you buy into the 

ethos. You buy into what it means to be a CIS teacher” and “give that little bit more.” 

Beyond just a job, Eric explained that a level of commitment was involved:  

That’s what you do as a CIS-er. That’s what you do because it’s not just a 9-to-5 

job. It’s not just something you do. You are part of a family. And maybe that’s 

what people see. That the staff are committed to these things….You do things 

above and beyond what is considered 365 days of work. Teaching is not just an 

obligation but also something you enjoy. 

Motivation, in Eric’s opinion, involved an openness which he explained as “I’m here; if 

you require something I’m open to go for it if it’s within my capability to do so.” This is 

an attribute that the director said he seeks through recruitment and hopes teachers learn 

while at CIS:  

The more that they give to the school the more that they get back themselves 

and…during term time there is a high expectation that staff will be entirely 

committed to the school. They can take the holidays if they like but during the 

school day and beyond there is a high expectation of a high commitment. We 

anticipate that from them and the more they give, the more that they will get back 

themselves. 

Ellen was one of those teachers who had a high level of commitment. She explained that 

sense of commitment to the wider community, saying, “You feel in your job that you are 

part of a bigger plan….It makes it harder to leave because you feel that you are doing 

something. Your world is not so small. It feels big.” A high level of motivation was 

evident in all teachers in this study as they learned to purposefully involve themselves in 
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the life of the community. Teachers chose to learn by investing in the wider school 

community and building relationships with students, and their families.  

“Need Parents Involved More”: Engaging with Parents  

 Students’ parents are typically very involved at CIS and expect regular and 

meaningful contact with teachers. The director described the active role parents played in 

the CIS community as “intentional”:  

We want parents to feel part of the life of the school so the Early Years and 

Primary schools would have a parent lounge where parents could go whenever 

they want….They can feel like they belong. We also have a large number of 

parent clubs….We have a view that learning continues through life.  

Including parents in the life of the school required learning to engage in regular 

communication. Eric explained, “the school has always had an open-door policy” 

meaning that it was expected that “all the staff make themselves very open to parents if 

parents need to discuss anything or just be in the vicinity of the classroom right through 

the school.” Hannah agreed: “We have some conferences three times a year and parents 

know they can come in anytime.” Because the school ethos was family-oriented, Ellen 

said, as a teacher, “part of your job is to know the parents because it has a part to do with 

who the kids are and to understand how to be sensitive to teach them well.” She 

explained, “When you are dealing with students you probably need parents involved 

more because of the different cultures and the sensitivities.” Hannah agreed: “Because 

[CIS] is so student focused, teachers have a good relationship with their parents.” Steven 

said that he felt pressure to represent the “reputation of the school” in these interactions 

which motivated him to do so. 

 The high level of involvement was not required in most teachers’ previous 

teaching experiences and presented learning opportunities. Contrasting CIS to his 
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previous experience, Eric said that the “close proximity of parents” would not be 

common in a state school in Britain. The director anticipated that engaging with parents 

may be unfamiliar for teachers:  

Teachers are typically used to parents keeping outside the school building, 

sometimes outside the school gate, and they feel quite threatened to see the 

parents come into…what traditionally is their environment….There can be a 

tendency for some teachers to close their door and to shut the parents out and the 

parents will pick up on that quite quickly if it’s not in keeping with the rest of the 

school.  

For Amy, learning to engage with parents was a challenging and confronting lesson that 

impacted her teaching practice. She explained:  

As a teacher, sometimes you just pretend like your students don’t really have 

families until it’s parent teacher conferences time and then you are defending your 

practice to these people. Instead CIS has changed me, because of the social aspect 

with families, because of having my own kids, and hanging out with families a 

bit, and because of just having an open classroom….You see the context kids are 

coming from and appreciate what the parents do for them, appreciate the 

decisions they make, appreciate the hard things about their kids and how they are 

dealing with it. 

The director anticipated that many teachers face a difficult learning process in effectively 

engaging with and managing parents’ involvement:  

The balance really is to have an openness where the parents feel welcome and 

valued but not to the extent to which they are taking over and being over-critical 

or over-managing the classroom that their children are in. So most teachers will 

try to find legitimate ways of using the parents. Maybe reading to the children at 

specific times or going out with them on trips. So they feel valued but they are 

also managed, if you like. The key for the teacher is how they manage their 

parents. To get the best from them and how they listen to them but they don’t 

over-identify with them.  

This struggle provides a realistic view of learning required of teachers in order to 

genuinely interact with parents.  

 Adding complexity to the parent-teacher relationship at CIS, Eric said, was “the 

social factor with mixing with parents. “As the director confirmed, “we also encourage 
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our staff to get involved in the PTA activities at least one a term which would take place 

at a weekend and that is an expectation so that when the parents come to all school 

activities, the staff are going to be there as well.” Hannah described two such events – the 

Welcome Picnic and Summer Fayre which are social events, held on weekends, that 

begin and end each school year. Held on school premises, these social events were 

structured to encourage interaction between teachers and students’ families. Eric 

explained that this required “learning how to deal with parents in a completely different 

format. It is no longer just a parent coming in to discuss with you as the teacher. It is a 

parent maybe at a social occasion with you and you have to deal with them.” These social 

interactions provided opportunities for teachers to learn how to develop open and 

balanced relationships with parents.   

 Within the wider school community, the inherent diversity, as Amy explained, 

required the heartset factor of open-mindedness: “Being surrounded by international 

people makes you sensitive to other people’s perspectives and needs and you change 

maybe how you say something, how you introduce something because you know the 

person sitting there is coming from a different background.” Nathan strongly advocated 

for the importance of open-mindedness when working with colleagues especially faced 

with constructive criticism:   

That would be the biggest thing that has helped me to develop. Listening to 

different ideas as a result of that open-mindedness and learning from them. 

Sometimes changing, tweaking, how I do things. Because of the way other people 

have done things and being encouraged to do that as well. Being told that ‘You do 

things well but there’s always room for development’ and making sure that that’s 

not a bad thing to hear because we can all develop.  

On the other hand, some teachers closed themselves off from learning, as Nathan 

explained: 
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For a teacher to come into an international school and close themselves off from 

everything else that is going on….They have got their own ideas. Their own way 

of doing things. You tend to find this with more experienced teachers than 

younger teachers. They have been teaching for a while. They know—or they think 

they know—how things should be done in their subject and that’s how they are 

going to do them. They are not going to adapt….I tend to find those teachers are 

less successful in an international environment. 

According to Ellen, this context can provide teachers with opportunities to self-reflect 

and become more open-minded. She explained:  

You realize how growing up in one culture just naturally brings prejudice into 

your mind….Every one of us has good things and bad things about us and so I 

think it causes you to have to look at ugly things about yourself that…are narrow-

minded…because you are challenged every day….You are working with kids and 

families who think differently. 

Ellen said that learning to be open-minded to diversity in the community has been a 

process:  

It’s probably something that just developed over the years because we’ve been 

here so long. So I think we’ve had to learn them….It’s like an onion and you have 

to peel away the outside….The tradition and the culture that I’ve grown up in—

peel those things away and you get…closer to the inside and that’s maybe the 

core of internationalism. You kind of get stripped of what is your own culture 

and…it just becomes natural to be part of something that is a third culture.  

Open-mindedness, although challenging to learn, allowed teachers to work closely with 

and learn from members of the community who were different to them.  

 Being flexible was described as another important component of working within 

the transient community within an international school. Daily work within the wider 

school community demanded flexibility and, although Hannah said she had always been 

flexible, it had been tested at CIS. Especially early on, Ellen explained, “You step into a 

new situation ready to learn rather than to bring something…you know already” and you 

can enter it, “feeling like you have more to offer because you have learned more but very 

cautiously.” Hannah echoed that, saying teachers should “have the mindset that you’ll 
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start all over again and that you shouldn’t bring in preconceptions from what you did 

before but be open minded and ready to learn things…then you’ll find things that really 

tie in.” Interestingly, when teachers explained flexibility, they were quick to define the 

opposite in terms of how colleagues interacted with the professional community. Ellen 

provided this insight: 

Teachers that don’t have [flexibility]…don’t last long…or they struggle the 

whole time because they are always fighting against themselves really and people 

don’t get them….I think it’s probably an inner struggle….I think it affects the 

people around them but I think it affects that person the most because they won’t 

fit in—they won’t fit in anywhere because they are not with people that are the 

same as them. Unless they find a group but I think it really hurts the person or 

they don’t say because it’s not comfortable….They get very, very frustrated so if 

they come in having their way of teaching….They want a bell system and they 

want…the grading system without any flexibility and they want punishment 

“One, two, three, in the office,”…bringing what works for them and what make 

sense to them here and they will fight it and fight it and not get it.  

Hannah also shared this perspective, saying, that teachers’ lack of flexibility could 

negativity impact their participation in the professional community:  

Teachers come in and…want everything to be like their old school. They are 

probably not flexible and then partly out of frustration….It kind of sounds silly 

but teachers that are angry or frustrated a lot, I think, are teachers that aren’t 

adapting well, aren’t being flexible, aren’t keeping an open mind to how things 

work here. 

Teachers who approached the professional community with open-mindedness and 

flexibility were able to benefit from the closeness and diversity. The resulting lessons 

learned were further nested within the wider school community.  

 Through complex and regular interactions, teachers learn to forge relationships 

with their colleagues, students, and families. Interacting with members of the community, 

in formal and informal settings, allowed teachers to learn to contribute to the school 

community in difficult and challenging ways. Multiple overlapping relationships with 
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colleagues, students, and parents nested learning within the whole school community 

compounded the complexity of how and what teachers learned. 

Nature of Learning  

 Nightclubbing. Eric’s view of his learning places it within the social context of a 

community. As Eric, explained, learning an integral part of the daily experience, “You 

are learning every day. Every time you go into a classroom you are learning. Every time 

you discuss something with your colleagues you are learning.” Learning, in his 

perspective, was seen as a life-long venture. As he explained, “for many people, life 

experience and the maturity that it brings can help learning to develop….This has 

definitely been the case in my own life so far….The learning process continues 

throughout life in various forms.” Eric compared his life-long learning to dancing in a 

nightclub. As with dancing, Eric said, “In my opinion there is no definitive format for 

learning. I believe a combination of learning strategies is essential, but not all of these 

strategies will be useful to each and every individual. I also believe that learning can 

develop with levels of maturity.” In this way, he expressed the value in learning in 

different ways over the course of one’s life. Dancing and learning are both individual and 

social, or some combination of both. All teachers in this study expressed their learning 

differently, but each stressed the significance of social components.  

 Over the longer-term, Eric experienced different stages of experience of learning, 

which he connected to regular visits to a nightclub: 

When I first started nightclubbing I loved it because I loved dancing and I used to 

get real euphoria and enjoyed that sort of thing. And then you get to a stage where 

it’s normal and it’s okay. And then you get to a stage where you go because you 

don’t want to miss anything. So, to a certain extent I would say you stick with it. 

No matter what. Whether it’s fantastic, whether it’s mediocre, whether you’re just 
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there because everybody is going to be there. And you don’t want to miss out on 

anything but it’s there because you committed to it.  

Over Eric’s longer-term tenure at CIS, he experienced different reactions to his 

involvement in the wider school community. Initially, the newness of learning was 

inherently motivating. Over time, the euphoria had naturally waned, but he felt an 

increased commitment to the context. This commitment, for him, was what sustained his 

learning over the longer term. Eric’s description of learning mirrored the stages many 

teachers spoke about while working in an international school context and how, 

ultimately, being part of the community and committed to working within this context 

could be a motivating factor in their learning. 

 Train journey. Learning to be part of the broader community required teachers to 

invest themselves and use their wider skillset. Teachers in this study brought their 

traveling experiences, previous employment, education, hobbies, sports, and interests to 

this international school context. In this area of learning, Steven said: 

You have to use the personality that has been given to you. It is your greatest tool 

for helping students remain interested and it helps students and staff to build up a 

relationship with you that is genuine. I feel that I am doing well as an 

international teacher because I am using my personality and because I am using 

the skills that are unique to me. I do feel that the teacher that students see is a 

genuine representation of who I am and what beliefs I stand for. I hope this is 

what they respect. 

Bringing in things from their past and a continuity of teachers’ experiences is a common 

area of learning. Steven’s understanding of the learning process can illuminate how 

teachers learn to do this. He used the illustration of a train to express his learning, since, 

as he said, the process was like “being on a journey.” This image, he recalled, comes 

from his teaching training program in university, which was very reflection-based:  
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I chose trains because I felt it was about being on a journey. And I went through 

and cause I’m a history teacher; I started with an old style of steam engine. And I 

kind of felt I was progressing and was becoming a more modern and sometimes I 

chose a train which was in a tunnel because I felt like it was a pretty dark time in 

the teaching experience. There were other times where I chose one going uphill or 

coming into a station. So I think that emphasis has made me a quite reflective 

practitioner. But ultimately within the school year I never reflect as much as I’d 

like to.   

Steven maintained this image of a train journey when describing his learning experience 

at CIS. Early in the journey, Steven recalled feeling anxious about how the new context 

of an international school would impact his teaching. “When I was applying for the job, I 

had a huge bit of doubt in my head….Am I going to be able to do this? Am I going to be 

able to cope with it?...I came hoping that I would but not entirely sure I would progress.” 

Over time, Steven learned to “cope with it stage by stage, week by week, and day by 

day.” Steven’s reflection on his learning revealed a change in his understanding of 

teacher learning: “Until recently I felt that professional learning was what you learn about 

when you have staff meetings and inset days” but now, he said, “I’ve realized it’s more 

regular day-to-day routine and conversations and just experiences.” This transition 

seemed to be a new station in Steven’s journey where working in CIS’s community 

provided a type of landscape for teacher learning.  

 Interestingly, Steven said that becoming an international school teacher, as part of 

his journey, initially felt “a bit disjointed from everything else.” He explained, “It was 

never a vision that I was really working towards. It was more like an opportunity that 

came along.” Upon consideration, he said, “I can definitely see experiences from my 

learning that have made me choose that way, perhaps subconsciously.” On further 

reflection, Steven said one of his greatest areas of learning has been the experience of 

being “genuinely surprised as I’ve been here how I have find things I’ve done in the past 
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I can bring in and quite easily bring them in as well. I don’t think I expected that.” Steven 

described the tendency to “segment things into your experiences in life into different 

categories and they stay there.” Those teachers who learned to invest in the broader 

school community in tangible ways, through extracurricular activities and community 

events, were actively reflective in bringing in their learning from previous experiences, 

like trailing train cars, to the new context. The multitude of ways in which teachers 

learned within this complex community mirrored the complexity and multi-dimensional 

nature of their learning.  

Contextual Factors: Institutional Expectations 

As described earlier in this chapter, I chose to represent the contextual factors of 

the school separately from teacher learning and personal factors because, on analysis, the 

contextual factors seemed to provide the framework in which learning occurred. Figure 3 

(below) visually demonstrates the relationship between the three components and how 

they were presented in this data chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Diagram of data  
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Teachers’ descriptions of the School Ethos and Supportive Structures overarched all 

themes and seemed to provide the structure and conditions for learning. Built into the 

fabric of the school, these contextual factors were clearly articulated aspects of the lived 

experiences of teachers at CIS and were identified as enabling supports for learning at 

CIS. In terms of the School Ethos, the two key components were an emphasis on family 

and faith that are presented below.   

School Ethos 

 Emphasis on family. There was a clear emphasis on family at CIS. This sense of 

family and relationships created an environment that was a significant support for teacher 

learning. Teachers often referred to the family ethos but struggled to define it. It was 

clearly described by the director as a “sense of belonging and a sense of intimacy and a 

general warmth as they came into the building.” The family atmosphere was evident in 

the physical buildings, according to Amy, Nathan and Hannah, something which Amy 

said created a “homey” feel. Amy explained that many of the buildings were not 

originally designed as school buildings but had been repurposed. Hannah, describing the 

Junior High building, said, “It looks the least like a school than all of them I think. That 

kind of makes it seem more like a family community…makes it seem like it’s not just a 

school but it’s a place where you can go to be together and learn.” Regular, informal 

social events helped to maintain this ethos by providing regular contact with teachers, 

students, and parents. Hannah said, “The events we have at school often feel similar to 

family gatherings.” For Steven, the school’s ethos permeated his everyday work: “the 

values and the ethos are reflected not just in your teaching time but kind of in the whole 
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life of the year in the life of the school.” The family ethos structured a supportive 

learning environment and set expectations for how members of the community interacted.  

 The emphasis on family framed the learning environment. The director described 

CIS as “a place that [families] can feel comfortable, where there is a rigorous education 

but also a place where children feel secure and safe and where they integrate fairly 

quickly.” Several teachers also described their membership in the wider school 

community using an emphasis on family. This was particularly evident in teachers’ 

description of colleagues’ support during their initial adjustment to the host country and 

school context. Eric explained, “The family atmosphere makes the kids feel more relaxed 

when they are learning.” A safe and accommodating environment was important for 

students and their families, according to the director, since “often the odds are stacked 

against [families] because their…lives have been difficult. They’ve been on the road a 

lot….Often CIS can be a stability in their lives.” This intentional inclusion of families 

into the school’s ethos set expectations of what learning would look like within the wider 

community.  

 Families, over the longer-term, contributed back to the family ethos. As Ellen 

explained, “there’s a lot of families that have been here long term and so they’ve 

developed that relationship with the teachers…so there’s that trust.” Staff families often 

played a role in this as well. The director said that, he considers family when recruiting 

teachers: “I tend to look for families because I think the children can add something to 

the school” despite recognizing that “some schools tend not to appoint teachers who have 

got children because it’s very costly.” Five of the six teachers in this study were either 
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recruited with their families or had started a family since joining the school and were 

evidence of the directors’ choice to recruit of staff families.  

 CIS’s reputation as a family school, although a structural support for learning, 

was also a challenge. As the director explained:  

CIS has always been known as a family school and we like that title at one level 

but we think it’s misleading in another because in my sense it’s a bit cozy and a 

bit overfriendly and this is problem at the school that there can be an 

overfriendliness between the staff and the parents between the staff and the 

children and the families so…we concede that we are family orientated unless it 

presents problems when boundaries aren’t clear.  

Steven agreed that, early in his experience at CIS, “overfamiliarity was something that 

teachers would talk about so the fact that you see your students so often and you have 

good relationships, when you are trying to set boundaries, and deadlines and trying to 

keep on top of things…[it is] sometimes more difficult.” Learning the balance of family-

friendliness and professionalism was seen as both essential and difficult to achieve. 

Another complicated factor of the family ethos, Eric described, was its inherent diversity. 

He explained, “Families don’t always agree on something and there will be diversities 

within the family.” However, he viewed this diversity as a strength and opportunity to 

learn, saying, “I think that is what CIS offers. There is something that holds it together 

despite the diversity.” Teachers regularly referred to the family ethos as an important 

contextual factor that defined the nature of relationships within the wider community.  

 Emphasis on faith. CIS’s emphasis on the Christian faith was evident in 

Religious Education classes and assemblies. As part of a multidenominational Christian 

ethos school, the majority of teachers professed or were supportive of faith; however, 

there was no requirement for students or families to do so. Although they regularly 

referred to it, few teachers were able to define the faith ethos. Amy’s description 
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provided the clearest insight. As she explained, “The school has tried to peel away at 

Christianity to get to the…very core of it philosophically and anything that has ever been 

argued about by Christianity is...not brought up so that the divisions are not exploited.” 

She considered this approach supportive since “it makes people both open and 

sympathetic to each other and also to kids who are coming from different situations.” 

Hannah agreed that the ethos created a “balance of Christian beliefs” and being “tolerant 

and accepting of everybody.” Amy also said she liked the way the ethos was formed, but 

said that “what is left is not very definable.” She recognized the core values of the 

emphasis on faith were mercy, working hard, loyalty, and love. To her, the latter was the 

value that was most supported and the one she agreed with fully. She said:  

What makes the Christian ethos work for the school is that teachers are expected 

to love their students, to love each other, to treat each other with a sense of mercy, 

and respect, and then just to care about each other and to care about the kids. It’s a 

school where you don’t hear teachers complaining about the students in the staff 

room….I think the teachers who last, the teachers who stay, are people who are 

not uncaring.  

Eric agreed, saying he believed that the “level of care [at CIS] surpasses that of other 

international schools” because of the expectations that were set. Nathan said that care for 

all students was a regular and explicit message.  

 The impact of this emphasis on faith was evident in the nature of teachers’ 

interactions with members of the community. Steven felt his “values, beliefs and opinions 

were valued more” and because of this, he had to “refer to them more frequently.” He 

elaborated on this: “Since the school is clear about its Christian ethos, I feel that I can be 

more my whole self at work through class discussions about faith, assemblies and 

through prayer at staff meetings.” Within this context, as Hannah explained, “it’s very 

acceptable and even encouraged to admit that you don’t have all the answers. There 



111 

 

might be things that you struggle with too that are a part of the Christian religion.” She 

considered that the ethos allowed her to be open about her faith “without making it seem 

like it’s the only choice.” The emphasis on faith, like the emphasis on family, structured 

expectations within the wider school community. It framed teachers’ learning by 

encouraging discussion of faith in classrooms, encouraged acceptance of difference, and 

set expectations of care within the community.    

Supportive Structures 

 Throughout my conversations with teacher participants, many aspects of the 

school expectations were referred to as contributing positively to teacher learning as 

setting the conditions under which teachers could learn. In my initial analysis, it appeared 

that the support of colleagues was at the heart of teacher learning. However, upon closer 

analysis, what arose were the unseen structures, expectations, and supports articulated 

and consistently adhered to by the administration. It is important to note that teachers 

asserted that the formal support for professional learning at CIS differed from their 

previous experience. Eric explained:  

If you come into an international school you have to have different expectations 

for professional development based on what you are used to professional 

development is at home. Because, as I say, you don’t have the opportunity to go 

on courses. Number one because there is not the availability where you are so you 

have to travel. And then the costs are unbelievable.  

Ellen agreed that the learning was different in the international context; she explained 

that the location sometimes provided challenges: “You kind of feel stuck. You don’t feel 

that there’s as much opportunity” to visit other schools and that is a missed opportunity, 

since, she said, “I learn so much by seeing.” However, Amy said, because of these 

boundaries for learning, the management of the school “recognizes that you are far away 
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and sometimes isolated and so there is effort to kind of make sure that professional 

development happens within the school since there’s less opportunity outside of the 

school.” The supports in place for learning were unseen structures built on deliberate, 

explicit, and consistent expectations which created conditions for learning. Three of these 

structures, expectations and supports are discussed below.  

 Staff meetings.  Weekly staff meetings allowed teachers to be actively engaged, 

according to Steven:  

The meetings are led in a very—in a way in which there is open discussion or 

there can be open discussion so rather than it just being a principal saying, “Right, 

okay, this is what is going to happen; deal with it,”…they are open 

to…constructive feedback or…dissecting how that is going to look in practice.  

During these meetings, Amy said, management “is good at informing people about good 

ideas and making sure that good ideas get kind of spread around.” She explained this 

further:  

There’s often time set aside for a staff member to share ideas, something they 

have done in their classroom that has worked, something that administration has 

noticed and would like them to kind of pass on to other people. Or even to do kind 

of mini-in-services on an area that they have more expertise or more background 

in.  

Within staff meetings, the managements’ response to teachers’ innovation was, according 

to Amy, instead of a “‘Stop that, we all need to do it the same way,’ there’s much more of 

a ‘Hey, look at this person, they are trying this new thing. Maybe we should all try it.’” 

Providing opportunities to make practice public spurred the teachers’ learning. Amy said, 

“Being clear in staff meetings about praising new ideas, praising new innovations” 

helped to inform teachers of their colleagues’ good practice which furthered learning.    

 Peer observations. Eric valued the opportunity to observe “colleagues from other 

countries” who brought “different approaches that you can use to better your own 
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practices.” Steven explained that his colleagues were willing to open up their classrooms, 

saying, “There’s many teachers who would allow me to just sit and watch and share 

ideas.” Observation of peers was an explicit expectation. In Amy’s words, “the school 

has made it obvious that they want us to watch other teachers and to open up our own 

classrooms to have other teachers come in…so that teachers don’t hole themselves up,” a 

policy which, she said, was, “one way that the school has kind of institutionalized this 

learning from each other.” More informally, the school’s physical buildings allowed 

teachers to “see the learning happen,” as Amy explained:    

The fluidity of the space and having doors that have glass on them and rooms that 

are sometimes stuffy and the door needs to left open…make people more 

comfortable in working really with each other. Really alongside of each 

other….When you have people who are kind of pushed in that direction they are 

more likely to share ideas and more likely to learn from each other and I believe 

that when you are learning new things that you are going to [get] excited about 

the good things and kind of naturally want to share them as well. 

This environment, and the support structures in place, encouraged peer observation and 

provided teachers with visual prompts for their own learning. Because of the opportunity 

to observe his peers, Nathan learned to take more risks himself over the years by 

watching colleagues who “have an idea and they’ll go with it” and as he explained, 

“there’s a large element of risk-taking in that so I think creativity and risk-taking can be 

quite easily combined” as teachers learn from their experience of “just pushing on and 

trying to get something done and with largely positive response.” Expected to open their 

classrooms to each other, teachers were able to learn from each other’s teaching practice.  

 Informal discussions. Professional discussion within a relatively small school,” 

Hannah explained, “can really give you ideas that you might not have ever had before 

based on other teachers’ experience or cultural understanding.” Nathan agreed, saying, 
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“Even if you disagree with someone’s ideas it’s always good to hear them and think 

through them and to try and see where they are coming from. It’s even more helpful if 

you think, ‘Oh, that’s a great idea and that’s something that I can use within my 

teaching.’” Amy said that “having teachers work together on things…leads to 

conversations as well.” In terms of strategies to support diverse learners, Steven said, “I 

could go and ask almost anyone and they would share as much as they thought they could 

[and] help as much as they could.” Within the Early Years and Primary departments, 

Ellen expressed the value of “a buddy system” where teachers who taught the same grade 

had designated curriculum-planning time and were expected to work together. Planning 

and working side-by-side with colleagues, Ellen said, informal conversation was the most 

significant support in understanding the curriculum since she considered many of her 

colleagues as “visionaries” and those who could “put the visions into practice.” Steven 

had an uncommon experience, prior to joining CIS, of informally meeting with the 

teacher he was replacing. This was a rich learning experience for him, as he explained:  

The teacher before me had a fantastic relationship with the children….He had 

invested in them….Because I had seen that, I knew that was [what] I needed to 

step into becoming….This is a very odd thing to say but even though I had come 

twice I’d almost felt like I’d worked within a department with that teacher…for a 

year because I’d shared conversation, I’d shared experience, he talked about 

experiences, I’d seen him teach, and I picked up his manner quite quickly. That 

was really valuable but it was odd because…students would talk about him even 

after he left and I felt like I understood why and how he did that. 

Steven wondered, “If I hadn’t have met with him whether I would have noticed that so 

quickly….I would have tried being a bit harsher with [students], giving them more sort of 

sanctions and that relationship may have been fragile by Christmas time.” While this type 

of conversation with previous teachers may not always be possible, it allowed for 

continuity of both Steven’s and the students’ learning experiences and revealed the value 
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in sharing expertise. Colleagues played a central role in supporting teacher learning. In 

regard to adjusting to a new host country and school context, Nathan said: 

If it wasn’t for a number of people who helped me settle then I would likely have 

given up on it and moved back home. I have since realized that the move can be 

daunting no matter your personal status….Having been supported in their 

transition to a new country, many teachers were quite keen to go out of their way 

to help other new staff arriving at an English-speaking school in a non-English-

speaking country. 

Nathan said this support was something international teachers needed and should expect: 

Someone moving to an international school should expect [support]….Whether it 

is someone employed to initially help you…you know you are going to be straight 

into a community that are all…expat teachers…not in their home country and 

they understand that people coming in need…social support. 

Eric found support not just from existing staff but also from the colleagues who arrived at 

the same time as they did. He explained, “When you come into an international 

school…you are coming with a number of new people as well…and that makes life a bit 

easier because you are not the only newbie in the building.” Hannah said she “started 

with lots of new teachers at the same time around my age,” a factor which made her feel 

more comfortable to ask questions.  

 Support of management. At CIS, the management structure was, as Hannah 

described it, “wide and tiered.” Most members of management were promoted from 

within the school, as the director explained, which meant they often understood the 

context well. Nathan described members of the senior management team as “creative; 

they are risk-taking, open-minded, and …hardworking,” characteristics closely aligned 

with teachers’ heartset factors described above. Ellen explained that, in her experience, 

managers at CIS were not only supportive but were also involved in the learning process. 

The director explained that some teachers may have initially been “surprised [at] the level 
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of intimacy between the teaching staff and the management. They may have come from a 

school where they didn’t perhaps see the management or the management didn’t 

particularly relate to them.” Within the management structure, Amy explained, there are 

“lower level management and…they have classrooms so they’re sort of aware of what is 

being done in the classes and they’re wanting to kind of steal ideas for themselves as 

well.” As she explained: “You are learning from each other both vertically with your line 

managers and horizontally with your teacher that you work side by side with.”  

 This learning environment was framed by the director’s management style, part of 

the unseen structure upholding the schools’ ethos, as he explained:  

I have a high expectation that teachers will take responsibility for their own work 

ethic that they are teaching and their own style and so there is a high level—we 

hope—of self-motivation. Now that can be problematic if a teacher isn’t self-

motivated because the management style is such that it doesn’t really cater well 

to teachers who are not highly motivated or who don’t want to work, don’t want 

to learn,…we want them to work it out and discover it for themselves and we 

want them to be self-motivated. 

Nathan agreed that “the director of the school allows a lot of expression amongst the 

staff” which was evident in their teaching. He explained:  

We are allowed to be creative here and we’re allowed to try things and they don’t 

always work and that’s fine because we’ve tried something different. And if it 

didn’t work then fine, we won’t do it again. Hopefully we haven’t spent too much 

money on it but you are allowed to do that here and that’s not true of all 

international schools because my previous international school—which was a 

good working environment—there wasn’t that managerial approach to it.  

A platform existed for teachers to take risks even if they did not always take advantage 

of it, as Nathan explained:  

There’s plenty of…systems in place within the current setting that…allow for 

risk taking. Certainly, this job allows me to take risks….[Yet,] I quite often play 

it safe….It’s very easy for people to be safe….You can do your job effectively 

enough but…it can get a little bit tedious in terms of education for the students. 
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Although he didn’t always take advantage of the opportunity, Nathan considered this the 

“biggest impact in my learning in this particular school: the ability to go and do 

something.” This aligned with Ellen’s experience, as she described it: “[The director] has 

really high expectations but…he also lets you explore it and try….As a teacher you can 

make mistakes….He knows I’m afraid to make mistakes and he says ‘That’s part of life. 

You can’t be afraid. You just have to make them.’” Teachers’ risk-taking was a specific 

aim of CIS, according to the director, who explained: “I hope that all of our teachers are 

challenged in every lesson they teach” and that they would say, “‘Wow. I’m challenged a 

bit today. I didn’t expect…to answer that question’ and not to close down the challenge 

but to rise to it.” To take risks, he explained, teachers must first establish a relationship:   

I think that [teachers] have to know the management first. They have to know that 

the management is willing to let them take risks. They have to know that we are 

not punishing….A lot of staff might think that the management is punishing and, 

“If I do anything wrong, they’ll be on my back.” So they have to feel that they 

have a good relationship with the management and [know] that the management is 

seeking the best for them. 

Support from management for teachers learning allowed teachers to express their 

learning in a multitude of ways. The directors’ management style supported teachers’ 

autonomy and depended on a trusting relationship. His image of learning provided more 

insight into this process.  

Nature of Learning 

 Wouldn’t look like anything. When asked about his view of the nature of 

teacher learning, the director explained, “I think teacher learning is very important but I 

think it comes from interacting with the students, interacting with the other staff. I 

actually think it comes by hard work.” He hoped that the learning teachers did was 

embedded in the school’s community: 
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[I hope] that the learning that would take place really is through the interaction 

with others. Being open to that interaction with…a tricky parent…[or] a parent 

from a different custom…or way of thinking and living, and very wealthy kids 

who…expect their own way. How [they] manage that … within an interesting 

bubble.  

When asked to describe what teacher learning might look like within the community, the 

director said, “I would hope that it doesn’t look like anything. I would hope that it would 

take place without people knowing and that it is only when you’re committed or left 

[CIS] that you know what you know.” Although he was reticent to provide an image of 

learning, he did say that he hoped that learning would enable teachers to develop 

personally and professionally. He explained, “I would say if someone has an interest in 

developing in a particular way, that the school can prepare an opportunity to bring them 

as far as they can…and the teacher would find…doors opened as much as possible.” The 

director’s view supports the multitude of ways in which teacher learning was expressed 

within the silent structures of support at CIS.  

 Although the director’s management style supported teachers’ autonomy and 

teachers recognized this freedom in their teaching practice, it was evident throughout the 

data that there were also invisible structures framing the learning. Teachers were given 

clear expectations as members of the family-focused, faith-based school to support its 

ethos, be involved in the community, and provide a high level of care to students. They 

were encouraged to teach and learn in ways that suited them but were expected to take 

advantage of this opportunity. Teachers were given autonomy in defining what that risk 

might look like. Although invisible, the institutional expectations provided explicit 

structure and the ethos set a clear focus on the care expected. Both institutional 

characteristics set positive and supportive conditions that enabled teacher learning.   
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Chapter 5 

Discussion  

 This final chapter begins by revisiting the theoretical framework and research 

questions that informed this research. Then, I discuss how the data, presented in Chapter 

4, answers the research questions and relates to literature reviewed in earlier chapters, 

including studies related to teacher learning, responses to professional changes, 

intercultural competence and international-mindedness. Following this, I identify 

limitations of this study as well as recommendations for future research and educational 

practice. The chapter concludes with a personal reflection on the study’s significance.  

Revisiting the Research Questions  

 I began this research with the aim of exploring the nature of international school 

teachers’ learning. I wanted to better understand what, and how, teachers learned and 

what factors contributed to their learning. The theoretical framework guiding my study 

was comprised of three central themes: teacher learning; professional changes; and 

heartset factors related to international-mindedness and intercultural competence. I 

endeavored to “make the world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 4) by providing 

several opportunities, through interviews and written reflections, for teachers to express 

their multiple perceptions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010) on learning. The study 

explored the following questions:  

1. How do international school teachers perceive their learning in an international 

school and what is the impact of this learning on their professional lives?  

 

2. What skills, attitudes, or behaviours enhance teacher learning in an international 

school, and how are these developed? 
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3. How do the contextual factors of an international school shape and support 

teacher learning? 

 

Table 3 (below) visually presents a matrix showing the relationship between learning 

themes (research question 1), personal factors (research question 2), and contextual 

factors (research question 3). The Xs represent where each personal and contextual factor 

is found within each learning theme, since not every factor is present in all four themes. 

This table is designed to provide a visual guide for the discussion of research findings 

related to each research question that follows.  

Table 3 

Matrix of Themes, Contextual Factors, and Heartset Factors 

 

Question 1: How do international school teachers perceive their learning in an 

international school and what impact has this learning had on their professional 

lives? 

 Four themes were derived from the data related to teacher learning: 

 

 

 

Question 1 

 

 

Live in 

the Host 

Country 

Teach 

Diverse 

Students 

Navigate 

Curricular 

Differences 

Contribute to 

 the School 
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School Ethos 

X X X X 

 

Support Structures 

 X X X 

     

X X X X  

Flexibility 
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 2

 X X  X  

Open-mindedness 

 

X X    

Risk-taking 

  

 X X X  

Motivation 
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1. Learning to live in the host country 

2. Learning to teach diverse students 

3. Learning to navigate curricular differences 

4. Learning to contribute to the school community 

 

Across the themes, the teachers’ learning extended beyond classrooms, in daily life in the 

host country and in relationships in the school community—supporting the social, 

situated and distributed (Putnam & Borko, 2000) nature of learning. The data revealed 

teacher learning as multifaceted, holistic, ongoing and experiential, as described in the 

following sections. 

 Learning to live in the host country. Relocation provided the landscape for the 

teachers’ learning. Bombarded with daily challenges to learn, the initial adjustment stage 

was described as a form of survival. Facing challenges in the unfamiliar context 

demanded active and personal engagement in learning like Ellen’s imagery of climbing 

trees. Invigorating for some, the process paralleled stages of culture shock (Roskell, 

2013) for others like Ellen in particular. Like Amy’s butterfly imagery, teachers also 

described their learning as holistic (Cameron, Mulholland & Branson, 2013) as they 

learned from authentic, everyday tasks (Kwakman, 2003) situated in their daily lives. 

 Positioned on the edge of both their host country’s culture and their own teaching, 

as foreigners, they had the opportunity to attain the acceptance, adaptation, and 

integration stages of Bennett’s (1993) intercultural competency model. However, 

asttttttttttttttttttttt previous research shows, exposure to difference alone is not sufficient 

to ensure intercultural learning (Cushner, 2007). Rather, teachers who learned from their 

experiences in the host country needed to be actively reflective (Schön, 1983). 

Throughout the research process, teachers demonstrated a depth of reflection on their 

experiences and their stories revealed meaning that they had made. Steven, in particular, 
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demonstrated active reflection in his visual representation of his learning as a train. 

Having learned this reflective technique in his teacher education course, he applied it to 

his learning in the international school context. This reflective technique seemed 

effective, so I chose to ask all participants to likewise use imagery to describe their 

learning in their final interviews. Teachers who continued to learn over the longer term in 

the host country were intentional in their pursuit of learning and application of lessons to 

the classroom level. 

Learning to teach diverse students. The task of teaching diverse students 

emerged as an ongoing opportunity for learning because it was part of the everyday tasks 

(Browns, Collins & Duguid, 1998) within teachers’ lived experiences directly aligned 

with the principles of situated learning. Learning to recognize and respond to student 

diversity, central to teachers’ work in international schools (Pearce, 2013), was inherently 

complex. Intricacies were often unanticipated prior to the classroom context. Like the 

pattern in Nathan’s 2D drawing imagery, teachers described a framework of support for 

students’ cultural and linguistic diversity but, in practice, the unexpected was the norm, 

requiring constant adaptations to complete the picture. Teacher learning occurred within 

what Little (1993) describes as the “complexity, subtlety, and uncertainties of the 

classroom” which she argues professional learning should be addressing (p. 148). 

Because of this, the teachers’ learning was primarily episodic (Carter & Doyle, 1989) 

occurring when their expectations and students’ behaviours clashed or when teaching 

methods seemed ineffective. Teaching diverse students had two learning outcomes for 

teachers: an expansion of their role and further development of intercultural 

competencies. Without formal training, teachers learned strategies to support high 
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numbers of EAL students, incorporate cultural dimensions in their lessons, and model 

intercultural competence on the job (Hayden, 2011). Teachers learned to be models of 

international-mindedness (Thompson, 1998) but this study proved that this was not a 

natural or easy process. In fact, learning to be internationally-minded was often a choice. 

Amy stated it best when she said that teachers’ response to student diversity, over time, 

polarized into either choosing to ignore difference or changing teaching practices to 

accommodate it. Those who chose to let student diversity better their teaching found a 

multitude of learning opportunities in doing so.  

Learning to navigate curricular differences. Differences in curriculum, one of 

Bailey’s (2015) components of professional change, spurred the teachers’ learning. While 

several teachers expected differences when they first arrived at CIS, most had not 

considered the implications for their teaching. Unfamiliarity with the topics and 

approaches provided initial impetus for learning. For those familiar with the British 

curriculum, implementation in this international school context provoked learning. The 

challenge to learn remained over time for some through ongoing curriculum 

development. Hannah’s image of hiking portrayed learning as a form of exploration, 

which paralleled the experiential nature (Kolb, 1984) of navigating curricular differences. 

By working with curriculum, teachers began to recognize differences in language and 

values embedded within it. The extracurricular expansion also fueled learning, as it 

required increased involvement and responsibility for developing programs which, for 

some teachers, involved risk. Continuing with her hiking image, Hannah’s greatest 

moments of learning occurred as she unexpectedly tumbled down a cliff, saved only by 

an extended tree branch. This highlighted the importance of exploration, of making 
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mistakes, and of taking risks in learning. Hannah’s grasping for tree branches further 

supported Glazer and Hannafin’s (2006) depiction of distributed learning as reliance on 

tools which are provided “onsite, ongoing, and just in time” (p. 186). Like a tree branch 

extended, teachers used tools of existing planning, help from colleagues, or professional 

development courses to navigate the curriculum, all of which were supported by the 

institutional support structures of staff meetings, peer observations and informal 

conversations.  

 Learning to contribute to the school community. Most teachers were 

unaccustomed to the closeness of the school community, and the blurring of personal and 

professional components of their lives. As foreigners, most teachers felt drawn into the 

school community for friendship and for support and learned from group membership 

(Wenger, 1998). Of all the themes, this most strongly demonstrated the social dimension 

of learning. In Eric’s depiction of nightclubbing, he described learning, like dancing, as a 

social experience. This depiction aligned with Pedder and Opfer’s (2013) description of 

learning as “dynamic, unfolding, continuous throughout teachers’ careers” (p. 540). 

Ultimately, Eric’s motivation to remain engaged in the nightclubbing scene, whether it 

was exciting or not, evoked a sense of belonging like stages of membership in the 

international school community. Teachers not only faced changes to their professional 

community, as Bailey’s (2015) study reveals, but found that the community expanded to 

involve regular, authentic relationships with students and their parents. Most teachers 

described prior inexperience with such close relationships in the wider school 

community. The dichotomy of the community’s closeness and diversity provided yet 

another opportunity for teachers to develop intercultural competencies. Over time, they 
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learned to work closely with people from diverse backgrounds who had markedly 

different perspectives. Learning in the community was complex, like the nature of 

relationships themselves, and required purposeful engagement with colleagues, students, 

and parents. 

 These four learning themes characterize teacher learning as complex, 

multifaceted, and embedded in the everyday experiences of teachers in relationships 

inside and outside of school. This aligns with Fred Kortagen’s (2017) recent view of 

teacher learning that, “[often] takes place unconsciously and involves cognitive, 

emotional and motivational dimensions” and “takes place at various levels” (p. 387). 

Korthagen suggests a new framework for understanding teacher learning that emphasizes 

the role that both reflection and personal experience play and the importance of 

connecting the personal and professional dimensions of learning. The study’s findings 

give substance to more complex and integrated views of learning that are becoming more 

prevalent in the literature in the field. The current study gives a dynamic understanding of 

how teachers learn through their vivid stories and examples and their candid descriptions 

of their learning.   

Teacher learning, in this study, was described as primarily informal, supporting 

previous research that teachers learn most of the skills they need on the job (Hayden & 

Thompson, 2011). However, this learning is not happenstance, nor should it be left for 

teachers to navigate aimlessly. Otherwise, there is a risk that learning opportunities 

remain unharnessed or superficial. Instead, recognizing that teachers learn from their 

daily experiences, support for learning should, likewise, occur on the job and be 

embedded within the two contextual factors that support learning: the schools’ ethos and 
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the structural supports for learning. Also, recognizing that teachers’ personal factors 

impact what and how they learn, it is important that teachers and administrators 

understand how they are enacted within teacher learning. Personal factors are described 

in the following section. 

Question 2: What skills, attitudes, or behaviours enhance teacher learning in an 

international school, and how are these developed? 

 As a premise of this study, certain heartset factors (skills, attitudes, or behaviours) 

were identified as potentially important in supporting teachers learning. From this study, 

four heartset factors were found to significantly impact their learning:  

a) Flexibility 

b) Open-mindedness 

c) Risk-taking 

d) Motivation  

 

Together, they provide insight into the “new layers of depth and clarity to our 

understanding of the inner workings of the international educator” called for by Savva 

(2015). It is generally assumed that these international teachers possess these heartset 

factors; however, these terms have, up until now, been highly overused but lacked clear 

definition within the international school literature. This study provides clarity of these 

heartset factors and distinction between them. Teachers’ specific examples importantly 

contextualized and illuminated what the heartset factors looked like and how they impact 

teachers’ work in international schools.  

 Flexibility. The requirement for flexibility found expression across all four 

learning themes and, as van Werven (2015) explained, “being flexible...can be a real 

strength” (p. 299). Flexibility was described by teachers as an acceptance of different 

ways of doing things, an ability to change with little warning, and willingness to get 

involved in opportunities. This expands Berliner’s (2001) definition of flexibility as “a 
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measure of the teachers’ adaptability and responsiveness to students” (p. 475) to a wider 

context. Beginning with their adjustment to a new host country and school environment, 

teachers needed to flexibly adapt to new contexts despite, in some cases, personal 

discomfort. Working with diverse students, teachers needed to regularly change their 

perspectives, teaching methods, or material to match students’ needs as Hayden and 

Thompson (2011) anticipate. Flexibility, a central component of both intercultural 

competence (Bennett, 2011) and international-mindedness (Hayden, Rancic & 

Thompson, 2000), was seen in teachers’ approaches to diversity in the host culture, wider 

school community and in the classroom. They learned to be flexible with time 

management and expectations because of the transient student body and the wide range 

of extracurricular activities on offer. Cultural differences within the community required 

flexibility to understand and work alongside each other. Inflexibility was described as 

frustration with change or insistence on direct application of previous experiences to the 

new context without considering subtle differences. In contrast, flexible teachers valued 

change, made compromises, and were open to learn.   

 Open-mindedness. A central feature of intercultural competence (Bennett, 2011) 

and international-mindedness (Hayden, Rancic & Thompson, 2000), open-mindedness 

was evident in three of four of the learning themes. Embedded in daily life, the intricacies 

of cultural differences were revealed through long-term interactions with both host 

culture nationals and members of the international school community. Through 

experience, teachers described an awareness of their own prejudice and increased value 

in considering alternative perspectives. Learning to be open-minded was challenging and 

difficult, often arising from clashes of values or the recognition of biases. It was 
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necessary for modeling intercultural competence and encouraging it in students. Teachers 

highlighted the need for impartiality and openness to ideas that arose in class and often 

gave students the benefit of the doubt when unfamiliar material arose. Some learned to be 

more empathetic to students, a practice which is an important component of open-

mindedness (Bennett, 2008). Over time, teachers had to continually revisit their own 

cultural understandings—in their worldview; their approach to students; their choice of 

resources and language—and that this unfamiliarity kept the need to learn fresh. 

 Risk-taking. Risk-taking is an important element of teachers’ multifaceted 

learning. Taking risks was identified as a primary motivator for many teachers entering 

the international school market (Savva, 2015). From the data in the study, it was evident 

that risk-taking was a significant element that remained throughout these teachers’ 

experience in different forms. In the wider society, teachers required risk-taking as they 

learned to set up their lives in the new host country. Risk reduced in the longer term but, 

surprisingly, for some teachers, it remained a key component of their learning for those 

who chose to put themselves in situations out of their comfort zones. In terms of teachers’ 

work in the school, the director believed all members came out of their comfort zone to 

be a part of the school community. Teachers described a high-level of autonomy in how 

they taught diverse students and navigated the curriculum which, in their opinion, further 

encouraged creativity and risk-taking. Teachers who were willing to take risks took a 

learning-approach to their relationships and their roles within the international school 

context. The findings of this study located risk-taking in teacher’s everyday lives inside 

and outside of the school context.  
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 Motivation. Involvement in the academic, extracurricular, and social components 

of the community required a large investment of time and emotions (Sunder, 2013). 

Teachers described a lack of defined boundaries between the personal and professional 

dimensions of their jobs. As expatriates, teachers’ primary relationships were often with 

other expatriate teachers and, because of this, it seemed that they were more likely to 

have high levels of motivation to be involved in the life of the school. The sense of 

community and belonging seemed to encourage teachers to give more of themselves than 

they may have, had there been clearer boundaries. In their work with students, teachers 

described expectations to be highly involved supporting their professional and personal 

development both inside and outside the classroom. Despite the sacrifice of time and 

energy to invest in students, several teachers found extracurricular activities and pastoral 

mentoring roles rewarding. Most teachers felt that their jobs had purpose and that their 

high level of involvement was justified by the impact that they could make in the 

students’ lives and in the wider community. This study shows that teachers’ motivation is 

both an internal quality and a deliberate choice. As Steven explained, sometimes 

investing in the wider school community was uncomfortable or inconvenient, but he 

chose to do it anyway. This demonstrated the element of choice in teachers’ motivation.   

Question 3: How do the contextual factors of an international school shape and 

support teacher learning? 

 The contextual factors that supported teacher learning were the nearly invisible 

institutional structures that framed learning opportunities, described as the: 

i. School ethos 

ii. Support structures 
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Although previous studies have suggested that the majority of learning in international 

schools is informal, this does not mean that learning is haphazard or unaffected by the 

schools’ contextual factors.  Like the findings of the current study, Kyndt, Gijbels, 

Grosemans, & Donche’s (2016) study of informal learning, they found that “most of the 

antecedents identified in the reviewed studies could be situated at the level of the school 

context” (p. 1133). They highlighted school culture, school leaders and provision of time 

as significant antecedents. These antecedents are closely aligned with the two most 

significant contextual factors in the current study. By describing, in detail, the contextual 

factors that overarch teacher learning in this study, it is possible to draw links between 

the ways in which the school’s contextual factors can set the conditions that allow 

effective informal teacher learning.  

The school’s emphasis on family and faith shaped its ethos and encouraged 

teachers to learn to care for members of the wider school community. This expectation of 

care pushed teachers to support their colleagues in their adjustment to the host country, in 

navigating curriculum, and in teaching diverse students. Likewise, the structural supports 

such as staff meetings, peer observations, informal conversations, and the support of 

management overlaid all areas of teacher learning within the school context. Below, I 

address the ways in which these institutional supports scaffolded the teachers’ learning.  

 School ethos. The two most common descriptions of CIS’s ethos were the 

emphasis on faith and family. Both components of the school’s ethos set expectations of 

care amongst members of the school community. Teachers were expected to care for their 

students and contribute to the life of the school inside and outside of the classroom. They 

were encouraged to interact closely with colleagues, a factor which is a core component 
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of the social nature of learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). New to the host 

country, teachers could access a wealth of information and helpful support from 

colleagues when culture and language presented boundaries. Teachers were expected to 

be present at school-wide social events and build relationships with colleagues, students, 

and parents through regular contact. The school’s family emphasis directly contributed to 

the teachers’ learning to contribute to the wider school community since it was a clear 

mandate supported by regular school-wide events. In terms of faith, this meant values 

were discussed openly and, in most cases, informed teachers’ work. The ethos created the 

conditions for learning in an environment where common values were made explicit.  

 Support structures. Staff meetings, peer observation, informal conversations, 

and support of management were contextual catalysts for learning. In staff meetings and 

conversations, teachers supported each other with their work with diverse students and 

development of curriculum that would best match students’ needs. Through observations 

and conversations, teachers could envision ways to approach difference in their own 

classrooms. Within the community, most teachers described a greater reliance on 

colleagues than they had previously experienced and this was framed by the support 

structures in place that ensured regular interaction. Working alongside each other, 

diversity amongst colleagues, from different national and educational cultures, provided 

opportunities for teachers to learn in relationship with each other. The diversity of 

opinion was, for many teachers, supportive in providing teachers access to alternate 

perspectives and developing their intercultural competence. Teachers also credited their 

learning, at the school level, to high levels of autonomy in decision making. As is evident 

in their development of curriculum and work with diverse students, teachers felt that they 
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were encouraged to make mistakes and to try new things. This result aligns with Bailey’s 

(2015) findings that teachers in her study were, from their international experience, able 

to “re-claim elements of their autonomy and articulate a strong sense of professional role 

and freedom in their new setting” (p.4). For many teachers, this autonomy allowed risk-

taking and further supported their hands-on learning. Supported by administration, 

teachers of this study had the autonomy to adapt their lessons and strategies to best meet 

the needs of their students. Teachers expressed freedom to develop extracurricular 

activity programs that matched their interest and skillset. In most cases, teachers found 

this rewarding and, as a result, were increasingly engaged and invested in the outcome of 

programs. These support structures encased CIS with multiple planned opportunities for 

teachers to engage in meaningful learning opportunities and upheld the principle of 

learning alongside each other. By recognizing the role that structural supports play in 

framing teachers’ informal learning, administrators might be encouraged to see the value 

in creating explicit and deliberate scaffolds to set conditions for teacher learning. 

Likewise, teachers may be encouraged to recognize and take advantage of potential 

learning opportunities afforded by school-level supports when they are put in place.   

Limitations 

 The strength of this study resides in the multilayered understanding of 

international teacher learning that this research study provided. There were, however, two 

main limitations associated with the study as a master’s thesis research project.  

 The first limitation is the constrained sampling method. Involving the school’s 

director in refining the selection criteria and nomination of participants provided an 

informed pool of potential teachers to interview. However, because of the directors’ 
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position of power, participants may have felt pressured to accept the invitation or may 

have been concerned about their anonymity. To mitigate this imbalance, I assured 

teachers that participation was voluntary, followed the ethical procedures to protect the 

identity of the participants, and provided them with information about how their data 

would be used and disseminated. Participants were also made aware that they were 

nominated by the director as teachers who had learned well within the context and this 

affirmation may have made them more willing to share their experiences. However, I 

stressed that the director would not be informed of which participants had been randomly 

selected from the larger pool he provided. My sampling method was designed to select 

participants that had positive experiences of learning in an international school context. 

This study, therefore, does not take into consideration the experiences of teachers who 

did not experience success as learners. It does, however, provide recommendations for 

practice and this positive perspective on learning could inform hiring and training of 

teachers for international school contexts. This study also focuses on the learning 

experiences of six teachers within one international school context and, as such, is a 

relatively small sample size. Because of this, the results may not be representative of all 

international school teachers in a wider context. Literature on international schools stress 

that wide variance in types of schools (Hayden & Thompson, 2000). This diversity is also 

true of international school teachers (Garton, 2000; Hardman, 2001; Cambridge, 2002). 

Although, every international school, and teachers within them are unique, some 

recommendations for learning may be applicable to schools of similar nature.   

 The second limitation of this study is my potentially biased role as the researcher. 

Within qualitative data, the researcher is often considered an instrument (Rubin & Rubin, 
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2011; Guba & Lincoln, 1981) since the nature of the research often requires close 

interaction with the participants and the context. According to Pezalla, Pettigrew, and 

Miller (2012), “qualitative researchers are differently calibrated instruments” (p. 182) 

which suggests that each researcher brings their own subjectivities to their role.  

Because I had taught at CIS prior to conducting this research, the context and participants 

were known to me. Participants may have felt pressured to participate in my research 

because of my relationship with them. Teachers were told, however, that their 

participation was voluntary and that there were several other potential participants, 

should they decline to participate. Having worked within this context myself, my 

experiences and preconceptions had the potential to interfere with the data. I may also 

have been predisposed to produce positive findings because of my positive experiences, 

despite my role as a researcher to present the data objectively. Most importantly, I was 

aware of my bias and took steps to acknowledge and balance this within the research 

process. Throughout the data collection and analysis stages, I recorded memos to make 

my thinking visible and reduce my preconceptions as the researcher. I designed detailed 

interview guides and open-ended written prompts to mitigate “insider speak” and give 

participants’ voices ample opportunity to be heard. I made efforts to note any discrepant 

data and to include it in the data analysis. Although my familiarity with the context may 

have been a potential limitation, the strength in my closeness to the research context is 

evident in the degree of access provided. Teachers, and the director, trusted me as a 

researcher and were open to share their experiences. Since relationships had been 

previously built, participants demonstrated a high level of comfort with participating in 
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the process, and I believe that their responses were authentic and representative of their 

perspectives.  

Recommendations 

 From this study, I make three recommendations for future research and two 

recommendations for educational practice. First, I recommend expanding this study to a 

wider range of participants. Future research could follow up the concept of flexibility 

further. More research could be conducted on how colleagues’ support contributes to 

teacher learning in an international school context. As for practice, I recommend ways 

this study could inform support for teacher learning at CIS and other international 

schools. As well, I suggest how it may prepare pre-service teachers entering the 

international school teaching context.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study sought to provide a more layered understanding of international school 

teacher learning. Further research on international school teacher learning could expand 

by interviewing teachers within different international schools exhibiting similar 

characteristics, to explore the applicability of findings to a different context. Selection of 

participants could also identify teachers who believe that they have deliberately chosen to 

discontinue learning over the longer term to better understand the role that choice plays in 

international teacher learning. The research methodology used in this study, primarily the 

use of participant writing to inform interviews and provide an additional layer of data, 

could provide a model that maximizes participant autonomy and gathers rich and focused 

data within a smaller research design.  
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 Future research could follow up, in more detail, the role that the four heartset 

factors play in teachers’ work in other international schools. These factors comprise 

important components of recruitment and hiring of teachers, as evidenced by literature 

and the director’s interview, and are central to their learning. However, more needs to be 

known about the nature and impact of these heartset factors on teachers’ adjustment to, 

and learning within, international schools. Each factor directly aligns with elements of 

intercultural competency and the connection could be explored further. Specifically, a 

study focused on flexibility, present across all four learning themes, would illuminate the 

ways in which it is enacted in the international school context and how it promotes 

learning. From this study, I learned that even if teachers are recruited because of their 

perceived flexibility, in practice, flexibility is a chosen response to demands within the 

environment.   

Since learning primarily happens on the job, another area for future research is a 

focused exploration of the institutional structures within international schools that support 

learning. By interviewing administrators and teachers, a future study could investigate 

what successful supports for learning look like within international school contexts and 

how they align with what is known about effective teacher learning. This potential study 

could provide administrators with concrete supports for learning that are sensitive to 

international school contexts. It could raise the profile of intentional structures in place 

which allow informal learning to flourish. Future studies could also explore, in more 

detail, the connection between heartset factors and the contextual factors that set 

conditions for learning to better understand how they interact to spur learning.   
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 One of the outcomes of this study was the effectiveness of the research 

methodology. The adaptation of Seidman’s (2006) interview model to include writing 

was, in this study, successful in several ways. Firstly, it provided teachers with time for 

reflection prior to interviews. “In-depth reflection”, according to Korthagen (2017), “is an 

important instrument in establishing fruitful connections between practice, theory and 

person” (p. 398). Secondly, the succinct writing prompts focused the interviews and 

allowed me, as a beginning researcher to have key ides, raised in the writing exercises, as 

basis for further prompting in the interviews. Thirdly, the interviews increased 

participants’ autonomy and voice and seemed to provide continuity since they knew in 

general what the upcoming interviews would focus on. Writing is a form of discovery, 

according to Richardson (2001) and is “a way of nurturing our own individuality and 

giving us authority over our understanding of our own lives” (p. 35). Using writing 

prompts increased participants’ voice in the research process and added rich data that did 

not rely solely on spoken data. Future studies could adopt this research methodology 

especially when reflection on past experience is an essential component of the study.  

Recommendations for Educational Practice 

 Although this study was situated within the context of CIS, international schools 

of the same nature could benefit from this study. The findings of this study could be used 

to inform hiring practices and institutional expectations within international schools.  

Any international school needs teachers who are able to learn and teach effectively and 

this study could contribute to their success. The findings show that teacher learning can 

be supported within an international school in three ways: continued efforts to formally 

and informally build the community; further development of a structure for mentorship; 
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and embedded regular opportunities for teachers’ reflection. Based on the findings of this 

study, to sustain learning, it is important that teachers and administrators are aware of the 

ways in which colleagues learn alongside each other and formalize structures that further 

support this learning environment. Because colleagues’ support is, in this study, shown to 

be a significant support for learning, a mentorship program could formalize teacher 

learning and encourage collegiality. Finally, this study was built on the use of reflective 

practices, through the multiple interview process and written reflections. As an organic 

outcome of the process, teachers presented images of their learning, and this emerged as 

an effective reflective technique. Providing teachers with time and outlets for reflection 

could be a powerful way to harness learning that occurs on the job. 

 Second, the findings of this study could be used to prepare future teachers for 

international school settings by providing a more layered understanding so that they can 

anticipate and embrace learning. If potential teachers were made aware of the multi-

faceted avenues for learning and the day-to-day opportunities to do so, they might be able 

to anticipate ways in which this experience could further their learning. Teachers could 

also be informed of the importance of learning from their colleagues and feel confident to 

reach out during their initial experiences in the host country and international school 

context. Preservice teachers could be provided the opportunity to identify and develop 

dispositions, which Villegas (2007) defines as “tendencies for individuals to act in a 

particular manner under particular circumstances, based on their beliefs” (p. 373). These 

dispositions, specific to training teachers for international schools, could build on the 

heartset factors identified by this study. Garmon (2004) agrees that “dispositional factors 

may be particularly significant because they may determine prospective teachers’ 



139 

 

readiness (or lack thereof) to learn from their intercultural and educational experiences” 

(p. 211). Although some could argue that dispositions are innate, Yost (1997) says that 

“to encourage ongoing growth as teachers, preservice teachers will require opportunities 

to reflect on how the practices of their teaching coincides or competes with what they 

have learned or believe” (p. 291). With exposure to stories such as those told by teachers 

in this study could form the basis of case studies for preservice teachers to reflect on prior 

to their own international experiences. During and after practical experience, preservice 

teachers could, also, be challenged to consider how their dispositions developed as a 

result of their experiences internationally through reflective activities.  

By highlighting the four heartset factors and the ways in which they are integrated 

into teachers’ personal and professional lives, educators may help pre-service teachers 

see value in developing these skills, attitudes, or behaviours. Pre-service teachers may be 

made aware of the difficult choices that they will face in terms of their learning. Those 

responsible for hiring in international schools may use these criteria to support their 

hiring of flexible, risk-taking, open-minded and motivated teacher-learners. This research 

provides an insight into the important multiple layers of international teacher learning to 

build on for their continued learning and growth.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 Entering the international teaching world for the first time, I was unaware of the 

ways in which it would transform me. Returning to Canada to pursue my Master of 

Education, I left CIS with significantly more varied experiences, deep friendships, and an 

altered perspective on the world. Most importantly, I left with a conviction that there was 

something intriguing about this international school experience which I was unable to 
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describe. This enduring curiosity directed my research interests and led to this study 

exploring teacher learning in the context of this international school. During the early 

stages of the research process, I became familiar with a growing body of literature which 

furthered my understanding of international schools’ history and trajectory. However, 

absent from the literature were studies that focused on international schools as a context 

for teacher learning. This study, in an incremental way, begins to address this gap by 

contributing a multilayered understanding of the complex ways in which teachers engage 

in learning on a daily basis.  

 This study enhances the research by focusing on teacher learning in an 

international school context, an avenue which was previously underexplored. Providing 

access to teachers’ stories and perspectives, this study reveals the depth of complex 

learning available in an international school context. By using teachers’ voices, this study 

exemplifies what teacher learning can look like, as their descriptions brought learning 

themes to life. Building on Halicioglu’s (2015) identification of challenges that 

international school teachers may face, this study reveals how these challenges may 

impact what and how teachers learn. The data confirms that teacher learning primarily 

occurs on the job but also locates it in multiple contexts in the classroom, school and host 

country. This study also recognizes the potential skills, attitudes or behaviours that 

teachers bring with them and identifies structures that can enable and support effective 

learning. Providing a link between teachers’ work and their development of intercultural 

competence, this study reveals ways in which the related heartset factors comprise the 

fabric of teachers’ work within this international school context. This study’s findings 

expand generic definitions of flexibility, open-mindedness, risk-taking, and motivation 
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and give a depth of meaning to criteria often sought in teachers recruited to international 

schools. In doing so, it adds to the work of Bailey’s (2015) focuses on the “reskilling” 

that can occur in an international school setting. It further challenges the assumption that 

generic approaches to teacher learning should be directly applied to support international 

teachers; instead, it has specific implications for teacher education and supports for 

learning. As more teachers choose to teach abroad, it is important to continue to focus on 

their work and understand how their experiences are shaped by the context. Teachers and 

administrators in international schools can be encouraged to value the complex, informal, 

every-day learning possible.    

 Throughout my studies, I remain grateful for the opportunity, as a teacher and a 

researcher, to both step back to reflect on my experiences and step forward in my 

understandings of teacher learning. This process has further increased my research 

interests in pursuing international schools research and has provided me future direction 

for research and practice. In the final stages of this study, I have returned to teach at CIS 

and have renewed purpose and deeper appreciation for learning. With this foundation, I 

am indebted to the world of international teaching for what it has taught me and am 

dedicated to contributing to understanding it in more detail in future endeavours.   
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Appendix C 

Letters of Information and Consent 

 

LETTER OF INFORMATION & CONSENT FORM - 

TEACHERS 

  
 

 

Exploring teachers learning in an international school setting 

Dear _____________________________,  

 

You are receiving this invitation to participate in a research study because you have been 

nominated as someone who exemplifies a successful teacher learner within an 

international school context.  

 

This research is being conducted by Jennifer Nolan under the supervision of Jane Chin 

and Rebecca Luce-Kapler in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario. This study has been granted ethical clearance according to the recommended 

principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s University policies.  

 

The purpose of this research is to explore the lived learning experiences of international 

teachers in one international school. It asks how teachers develop the required skills, 

attitudes, and behaviours that promote their professional learning, what contextual factors 

influence what is learned, and how international schools might promote teachers’ 

ongoing professional learning 

 

The study will require three ninety-minute interviews and three brief writing exercises 

conducted over a 2-3 week period. Interviews will be conducted between October and 

December in a location convenient to you. In total, participating in this study will require 

about 5 hours of interviewing and approximately 3 hours of reflective writing. Due to the 

length and evening schedule for interviews, refreshments will be provided. Your 

interview contributions will be recorded via audio. There are no known physical, 

psychological, economic, or social risks associated with this study.  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You should not feel obliged to answer any 

questions that you find objectionable or that make you feel uncomfortable. You may 

choose to withdraw from the study at any time with no effect. If you wish to withdraw, 

contact jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca. If you withdraw, you may request removal of all of 

your data from the study. 

 

Your responses will be kept confidential. Only Jennifer Nolan, Jane Chin, and Rebecca 

Luce-Kapler will have access to this information. Your confidentiality will be maintained 

to the extent possible. However, because of the unique and personal nature of this 

research, it may possible to identify individuals in the final report. You will have the 

file:///C:/Users/randy/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca


158 

 

option to use your real names. Results from this study may be published in professional 

journals or presented at scientific conferences, but any such presentations will maintain 

individual confidentiality. In accordance with the Faculty of Education’s policy, data will 

be retained for a minimum of five years. If data are used for secondary analysis, they will 

contain no identifying information. You are entitled to a copy of the findings, if you are 

interested. If you would like a copy of the findings, please contact: 

jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca 

 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to Jennifer Nolan at 

jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca or Jane Chin at chin.j@queensu.ca or 613 – 583 – 4583 and 

613 - 533 – 6000 ext 74110. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the 

Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-

533-6081. 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study. Your signature below 

indicates that you have read this Letter of Information, have had any questions answered 

to your satisfaction, and is willingly to participant the study. Please sign one copy of this 

Consent Form and return to Jennifer Nolan. Retain the second copy for your 

records. 

 

 

Name: ____________________________   Date:

 ____________________________ 

 

Signature: ____________________________  

 

 

Please fill out either Section A or Section B if applicable for the use of the study data 

 

Section A  

 

I agree to allow Jennifer Nolan to use the audio of our session for one or more of the following 

purposes:  

 

1) Publication in a Journal  Signature: _______________________________                                                                                

   

2) Demonstration to Students  Signature: _______________________________ 

   

3) Demonstration at a Conference  Signature: _______________________________ 

   

                                                                  Date:         _______________________________ 

 

 

I understand that my name will not be associated with any of the above occasions.  

 

 

file:///C:/Users/Jen/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca
file:///C:/Users/Jen/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca
mailto:chin.j@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Section B   

 

 

Are you interested in 

participating in future 

studies?  

 

                         Yes  

 

No  

 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Email: _______________________________________ 

Phone:  ______________________________________ 

Address: _____________________________________ 
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LETTER OF INFORMATION & CONSENT FORM: 

DIRECTOR  

  
 

 

Exploring teachers learning in an international school setting 

Dear _____________________________,  

 

You are receiving this invitation to participate in a research study because, as the school 

director, you have oversight of hiring, induction, and ongoing support provided for 

teacher-learners in an international school context. Your role in this study is twofold: 

first, I will interview you about the context and ethos of the school, support provided for 

teachers as learners in the school, and the skills, attitudes, or behaviours that typify 

effective international teacher learners in this context from your perspective. This will be 

used to create a more detailed set of criteria to define potential effective international 

teacher learner participants. Secondly, I will ask you to provide me with a 

recommendation of 10-15 teachers who exemplify the criteria of effective international 

teacher learners, have been employed over the last ten years at your school, and may be 

able to provide reflections on their experiences as learners. From your list of 10-15 

potential participants, I will randomly select 3-5 who I will invite to participate in my 

study.  

 

This research is being conducted by Jennifer Nolan under the supervision of Jane Chin 

and Rebecca Luce-Kapler in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario. This study has been granted ethical clearance according to the recommended 

principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s University policies.  

 

The purpose of this research is to explore the lived learning experiences of international 

teachers in one international school. It asks how teachers develop the required skills, 

attitudes, and behaviours that promote their professional learning, what contextual factors 

influence what is learned, and how international schools might promote teachers’ 

ongoing professional learning 

 

The study will require one 60-90 minute interview during October. This interview may be 

conducted via telephone or Skype if this is most convenient for you. Your interview will 

be recorded via audio. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social 

risks associated with this study.  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. You should not feel obliged to answer any 

questions that you find objectionable or that make you feel uncomfortable. You may 

choose to withdraw from the study at any time with no effect. If you wish to withdraw, 

contact jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca. If you withdraw, you may request removal of all of 

your data from the study. 

 

Your responses will be kept confidential as will the names of the potential participants 

that you nominate. Only the randomly selected participants will be informed that you 

file:///C:/Users/randy/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca
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have nominated them as part of a larger pool of potential participants. The names of the 

selected teachers who choose to participate in my study will be kept confidential. Only 

Jennifer Nolan, Jane Chin, and Rebecca Luce-Kapler will have access to this information. 

Your confidentiality will be maintained to the extent possible. However, because of the 

unique and personal nature of this research, it may possible to identify individuals in the 

final report. You will have the option to use your real names. Results from this study may 

be published in professional journals or presented at scientific conferences, but any such 

presentations will maintain individual confidentiality. In accordance with the Faculty of 

Education’s policy, data will be retained for a minimum of five years. If data are used for 

secondary analysis, they will contain no identifying information. You are entitled to a 

copy of the findings, if you are interested. If you would like a copy of the findings, please 

contact: jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca 

 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to Jennifer Nolan at 

jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca or Jane Chin at chin.j@queensu.ca or 613 – 583 – 4583 and 

613 - 533 – 6000 ext 74110. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the 

Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-

533-6081. 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study. Your signature below 

indicates that you have read this Letter of Information, have had any questions answered 

to your satisfaction, and is willingly to participant the study. Please sign one copy of this 

Consent Form and return to Jennifer Nolan. Retain the second copy for your records. 

 

Name: ____________________________   Date:

 ____________________________ 

 

Signature: ____________________________  

Please fill out either Section A or Section B if applicable for the use of the study data 

 

Section A 

 

I agree to allow Jennifer Nolan to use the audio of our session for one or more of the following 

purposes:  

 

1) Publication in a Journal  Signature: _______________________________                                                                                

   

2) Demonstration to Students  Signature: _______________________________ 

   

3) Demonstration at a Conference  Signature: _______________________________ 

   

                                                                 Date:         _______________________________ 

 

 

I understand that my name will not be associated with any of the above occasions.  

 

file:///C:/Users/Jen/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca
file:///C:/Users/Jen/Desktop/jennifer.nolan@queensu.ca
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mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Section B   

 

 

Are you interested in 

participating in future 

studies?  

 

                         Yes  

 

No  

 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Email:  ______________________________________________ 

 

Phone:  ______________________________________________ 

 

Address: _____________________________________________  
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocols and Reflective Writing Prompts 
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Appendix E 

Sample Transcript 

Interview C: Negotiating Meaning 

Date: November 19, 2015 

Name: Hannah 

Location: In her classroom. 

Length: [1:10] 

 

Interviewee: P 

Interviewer: R 

 

R: Thank you for meeting with me. This is our last interview. Given what you said about your life before 

you were an international teacher and about your work now – how do you understand professional learning 

in your life?  

 

P: How do I understand professional learning in my life? I think that I would say it comes a lot through 

experience of doing different things. Like more applicable to me, I think I learn as I said before, I learn best 

through experiencing something and so I think probably if someone told me you know before we came 

overseas- these are the skills you would need as an international teacher so here you go and now you are 

prepared, I would have been – I would have felt a lot more unprepared. Whereas, kind of coming here not 

knowing what to expect was exciting and learning as I went. Like I wouldn’t have probably been able to 

read everything about the British curriculum and learn how to assess properly and all of that stuff until I 

came here and actually got my hands into it. That being said, I think in some ways like when I had to learn 

how to teach that IB course, the International Baccalaureate program has tons of different like language and 

assessment it’s all externally moderated and all the exams are from an external person son learning how to 

do that course, I actually got here and started teaching it and then then went on a training because I had 

tried it already and I had been making mistakes and I wasn’t sure what I was doing. Whereas if I had done 

that course and then started teaching it I might have found it harder because trying it I was able to make 

mistakes and I knew what I had to ask at the course and I got a lot more out of it. So I still think I probably 

learn better from just getting in it and trying it and then I think those kind of things are important – having 

courses, having classes, figure stuff out but I think for me it really comes after giving it a go and so yeah I 

think just trying new things is one of the biggest things that promotes my learning. Is that the question 

(laughter)? 

 

R: What sense does professional learning make to you now? 

 

P: What sense? Like more sense? (Laughter). Like you mean – what’s the purpose of it? 

 

R: How do you think of your professional learning now like – exploration is really important to you and so 

you’ve said about professional learning as part of your life part of your ongoing - and then this experience 

within all of that like what sense does that make to you?  

 

P: Yeah I think it is part of something ongoing that I think will be used in the future for whatever is after 

this. I think I will constantly have to be learning new things and yeah so I think it’s just made a piece of – a 

big piece of how I learn and how I will continue to learn and I can go on to the next opportunity whenever 

that is and kind of start all over again but be able to take key things from this experience. But I think that 

I’ll always feel like I need to I think you always need to kind of have the mindset that you’ll start all over 

again in that you shouldn’t bring in preconceptions from what you did before but be open minded and 

ready to learn things. But then you’ll find things that really tie in and help you for the next thing.  
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Appendix F 

Research Questions and Interview Questions Map 

      

Research Questions 

1. How do international school teachers perceive their learning in an international 

school and what impact has this learning had on their professional lives? 

2. What skills, attitudes, or behaviours enhance teacher learning in an international 

school, and how are these developed? 

3. How do the contextual factors of an international school shape and support 

teacher learning? 

 

 

 

      


