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Abstract 

 The demand for teachers overseas far outweighs the supply. International school teachers, 

counselors, and leaders—collectively referred to as educators—become sojourners, living 

between home and host cultures, which brings both opportunities and challenges, but how do 

they manage to thrive once in their host country? Policyscapes, metaphorical pools of diverse 

policies and pedagogies, and culture shock present ubiquitous challenges for sojourning 

educators. This study explored factors that affect educator well-being overseas in the context of 

acculturation. To date, the body of research on educators’ acculturation experiences overseas is 

scarce. Psychological acculturation theories have covered many sojourner groups, but not 

educators, which is significant because educators are responsible for students, many of whom are 

also acculturating while attending international schools. This narrative qualitative study followed 

seventeen participants who were Anglo-Western-certified teachers and educational leaders, 

working at international schools. The seventeen sojourning educators were living and working in 

Macau, mainland China, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand, and did not identify as belonging to 

that host culture. The study used the following instruments: field logs, interviews, reflex 

journals, photovoice, and memory box. Findings provided data about the lived experiences of 

sojourning educators, namely: sojourning experiences linked with one’s personal identity 

exploration; effective self-leadership strategies used by participants; effective 

onboarding/induction practices at one school that could be replicated in other international 

schools; acculturative stress linked with organizational and host cultures, policyscapes, 

leadership supports as well as being a leader, and the Covid-19 pandemic; and a comparative 

analysis of the findings with culture shock theory. Implications for theory lay a foundation for an 
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educator acculturation framework. Implications for practice include propositions for educators, 

for professional learning, and teacher training. Implications for international school policy 

include the need for multiple stakeholder engagement to better understand and address 

policyscapes. Reflections on implications for methodology are provided. Finally, the study 

concludes with implications for further research.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

Until you are at home somewhere, you cannot be at home everywhere ~ Mary Catherine Bateson 

We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to 

achieve that beauty ~ Maya Angelou 

Identity and Positionality 

I am a teacher, wife, daughter, sister, aunt, mother, poet, artist, hiker, skier, gardener, 

believer, friend, observer, sojourner, and an academic. My ancestry includes a mixture of 

European settlers and First Peoples, and I was raised in a racially plural family. I have had 

numerous experiences as a child that contrasted with those of one of my siblings who is visibly 

racialized. I embrace experience (Dewey, 1938) and holism (Morcom, 2017) as ways of knowing 

and being, and possess some attributes of third culture kids (TCKs; Pollock, D., & Van Reken, 

2009). Twice as a child, I moved with my family to live in another country. My early life 

experiences have contributed to my identification as a sojourner – someone who is willing to 

travel far for extended periods of time, seeking meaning and truth. I enjoy meeting and 

interacting with people from cultures other than my own. I appreciate the shared commonalities 

and differences that we discover in these interactions. Therefore, the notion of sojourning is 

integral to this dissertation and is discussed in detail in the next chapter. My ways of being and 

knowing are influenced by my family’s cultures, past and present, by my experiences, and how I 

understand my identity. These influence the way that I conduct my research, including how I 

develop my methodology and interpret data through the narrative inquiry approach (Clandinin, 
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2013). This chapter is organised into the following sections: Rationale, purpose of the research, 

significance of research, context, definitions, and overview of the dissertation. 

Rationale 

I embarked upon this study in part because of my personal history with educator 

acculturation, which is the moniker I used to refer to the embodied processes that licensed 

educators experience personally and professionally, as they come to terms with the various 

cultures other than their primary identity culture, in which they must adjust to and operate in, 

while sojourning overseas. As a new teacher, I was offered and accepted a teaching position in 

Malaysia. I taught in a Canadian matriculation programme, designed to prepare students, mostly 

from Malaysia and surrounding countries, for entrance into Anglo-Western universities. 

Matriculation programs serve as an educational bridge between the completion of high school in 

a non-English medium and entrance to a university in an Anglo-Western country. Depending on 

the English fluency of the student, the matriculation program in which I taught lasted 1-2 years. 

Law and English courses were not offered to students until the end of their program, due to the 

high level of fluency required. The ages of my students were between 18-22. My assignment 

included teaching Ontario Academic Credits (OAC) law (2/3 of teaching assignment) and 

English (1/3 of teaching assignment), to review entrance essays, and to do some coaching 

(volleyball). To this day, I believe my decision to go and teach in Malaysia has been the best 

professional decision I have ever made, because of the personal and professional growth, and 

how it has served as a portal to ongoing sojourning throughout my career. My ways of knowing 

and being have been greatly influenced by my lifestyle of moving in and out of cultures other 

than my own. However, my time in Malaysia was as challenging personally as it was amazing. 

Toward the end of my initial contract, I was diagnosed with a tumour. This event sent me 
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plunging into a period of deep anxiety, which led me to come home and seek medical attention 

after the conclusion of my contract. Thankfully, once back in Canada, I discovered that the 

nature of this tumour was benign. In retrospect, while I understand that my decision at the time 

was sound, it is one that I have regretted, because what I could have and should have done would 

have been to attend to my health such that I could have stayed on for a few more years. In my 

moments of panic, I did not look to the school principal—who was like a surrogate father to me 

in addition to being a strong, supportive leader—for help with this struggle, nor did my self-

leadership result in my evaluating multiple options. My choices deprived me of even greater 

growth when I could have been instrumental in developing programming where I taught. I share 

this story to illustrate how acculturation struggles can visit a person suddenly; they can also 

cause lingering confusion. I also know of teachers who have wished that they had weathered the 

storm on a contract overseas, and I have witnessed the devastation that sudden teacher departure 

causes. It is a perennial issue for leaders of international schools, which I discuss in the literature 

review. 

Acculturation processes are very complex and are relevant to other populations beyond 

educators (Berry, 1994, 2006b, 2006c; Sam & Berry, 2006; Ward et al., 2005). Many scholars 

have written about challenges and growth from facing the tensions in which they live, what I 

collectively call borderlands (e.g., Freire, 2002; Said, 2000). I recognize that the scholars just 

mentioned have analysed the experiences in more critical frames, and that they discuss 

experiences of inhabiting borderlands often without the privilege of choice that sojourning 

educators possess, however they do unpack many tensions that arise from living in and between 

two worlds. In my career as a high school teacher, I have left home for another country three 

times in pursuit of a teaching position. I have also sojourned in India several times in shorter 
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intervals, to work with artists, educators, and social workers. Each sojourn experience has 

developed my leadership capacity and has prepared me for acculturation hurdles. I have since 

engaged in countless discussions with sojourners, including friends, family members, colleagues, 

former colleagues, teachers, principals, and recruiters. I have yet to meet someone who does not 

agree that acculturation represents an enormous challenge when taking an overseas position, 

which can be debilitating, at least temporarily, both personally and professionally. All 

stakeholders in education would benefit from inquiry into educator acculturation while overseas, 

and this study yielded informative findings from delving into the experiences of several overseas 

educators, by telling their stories. Poor acculturation outcomes are linked with poor teacher 

morale and mental health, teacher attrition, and reduced quality of teaching and learning 

(Roskell, 2013).  

When I use the term attrition, I do not distinguish between teachers who leave the 

profession altogether and those who leave their specific teaching position, but may remain in 

education, which Ingersoll (2016) referred to as movers. This is because to date, there is no 

mechanism for tracking teachers on a global scale. I began this research project seeking 

educators who experience acculturation challenges, but who manage to triumph over the hurdles. 

Worline and Quinn spoke of “courageous principled action” (2003, p. 155) that can include 

drawing upon one’s own internal resources, such as knowledge, culture, and intuition, in order to 

arrive at solutions to the challenges that one faces at work. According to Worline and Quinn, 

courageous principled action can allow an individual not just to adapt amid difficult 

organizational challenges, but also to thrive. By seeking these teaching stories, I hoped to find 

ways in which acculturation thriving can be understood, postulating that such stories can help to 

inform teachers and leaders alike in their pursuit of successful sojourning in teaching and 
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learning experiences. Because what is currently understood about acculturation includes strong 

personal components, and because there are very few studies examining the experiences of 

sojourning educators, it is important that studies about the lived experiences of educators be 

undertaken to better understand acculturation phenomena, which we know impact teaching and 

learning. 

One may assume that thriving leads to enhanced teaching and learning, which would be a 

common goal of the various stakeholders in an educational system. Conversely, the lack of 

thriving can highlight areas that need addressing. In a pan-Canadian study of new teachers, 

supportive structures and healthy collegial relationships were indicated in new teacher thriving 

(Kutsyuruba et al., 2018). On the international circuit, I personally know of people who have left 

their schools mid-year, which is disruptive to teaching and learning, difficult for the students 

who are affected by the sudden departure, and traumatic upon those experiencing it. Some people 

who leave mid-year are asked by the school to leave, due to a contractual misunderstanding or 

policyscape. Mettler (2016) framed the policyscape as a complicated amalgam of various 

policies and the organizational landscapes in which these policies exist.  

Policyscapes are organizational landscapes that include a composite of diverse and 

sometimes even conflicting policies (Carney, 2009; Mettler, 2016). They are even more complex 

in international schools than they are in local school boards, due to layering of the policy actors 

involved. Odland and Ruzicka (2009) found three common factors influencing teacher attrition 

overseas. These were leadership, remuneration, and personal factors. Presumably, the first and 

last reasons may be linked with policyscapes, which are discussed in more detail later. Other 

teachers who leave mid-year, engage in midnight runs, a colloquialism referring to when an 

expatriate abruptly breaks one’s contract without warning and flees the host country 
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(Stephenson, 2015). Because breaking a contract can involve immigration status, some teachers 

book their departing flights out of the country at midnight on a day in which they completed a 

full day at school, hence the term midnight run. Even if teachers honour their contracts but do 

not extend them, there may be a huge personal and professional sense of loss and regret, and I 

have anecdotal evidence that international school improvement plans seek to increase teacher 

retention.  

Most acculturation literature pertains to immigrants, refugees, international students, and 

business or health care expatriates. Most of the studies focus on struggles and adjustment.  

Acculturating teachers are in an interesting category of sojourners, because in addition to their 

personal acculturation, they are also leaders in their classrooms. Some of them have leadership 

positions in their schools or have leadership aspirations. All sojourning teachers are charged with 

the care of dozens of children each year, and the systems in which they work require them to be 

functioning at high capacity. There needs to be more research on educator acculturation than the 

few studies that have been done. When educators fail to thrive in their work environments, the 

impacts may be far reaching (Johnson, 2004). Failure to thrive has been linked to teacher 

attrition (Johnson, 2004). Given the added hurdles that sojourning teachers face, it is an area that 

needs highlighting in research.  

We can learn a lot about phenomena from using an asset perspective, and yet, most 

research approaches still use deficit models (Cameron, 2003). The field of positive 

organizational scholarship (POS) has been closing research gaps by examining what Cameron 

(2003) called positive deviance. Instead of researching what is wrong, POS looks at what is right. 

Some of the key POS terms used in research include flourishing (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018), 

resilience (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003), thriving (Dutton & Sonenshein, 
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2007), and well-being (Fredrickson, 2003; Roffey, 2012). I would like to know what we can 

learn, as researchers, from incidents of sojourner thriving. Can we learn how to better support 

sojourning educators to acclimate by exploring their experiences? This study identified some 

challenges that educators faced, as well as incidents of thriving amidst acculturation challenges. 

This dissertation captures detailed accounts of educator acculturation, in diverse 

manifestations. The study explored educator acculturation from an embodied experience, in both 

professional and personal senses. This study delved deeply into the experiences of seventeen 

educators, and in doing so, provided a rich, nuanced exploration of educator acculturation. While 

I am critical of the term culture shock, which I explain later, I began with it because sojourner 

acculturation was first examined in this way (see Oberg, 1960). It is the overarching premise of 

this dissertation that culture shock—regardless of how it is understood or manifested—presents a 

notable challenge for international schools overseas. This challenge is felt personally at the micro 

level, organizationally at the meso level, and systemically at the macro level. Culture shock has 

been studied for over fifty years, and it has an expanding lexicon with diverse understandings, 

and yet it is still a dilemma. By probing into the lived experiences of a small sample of 

international educators, helpful understandings about educator acculturation emerged, adding to 

the scholarship on acculturation. 

Purpose of the Research  

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of educators, who were 

employed in international schools abroad, with educator acculturation and its impact on their 

well-being.  
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The following broad research question guided my study:  

• What are the acculturation experiences of educators who work overseas, and how do 

these experiences affect educators’ sense of well-being and thriving?  

From this broad question, several specific research questions emerged and guided this study: 

1. How do educators who work overseas understand, experience and manage 

acculturation? 

2. How do educators link their identities with their acculturative experiences? 

3. How does acculturation affect educators’ working lives, their personal lives, and their 

senses of well-being? 

4. What is the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and promoting 

well-being? 

5. What self-leadership processes do sojourning educators engage in so as to achieve the 

direction and motivation necessary to thrive? 

Significance of Research  

The rapid growth of international schools (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013; Bunnell, 2015) 

has created a significant demand for Western-trained teachers overseas (Hayden, 2011; Ingersoll 

et al., 2018), which is predicted to continue for years (ICEF, 2016). According to the 

International Schools Research Consultancy (ISC), “the candidate pool isn’t expanding quickly 

enough” (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013, p. 33). Combined with uncertain job stability locally and 

increased mobility globally (Snowball, 2007), job prospects couldn’t be better for teachers who 

go overseas. However, Ingersoll et al. (2018, p. 92) cautioned that “it is a good time to be a 

teacher with global intentions, but not such a good time to be the school in those global contexts 
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seeking to find and retain good teachers.” Teacher thriving cannot be taken for granted. 

Significant hurdles to successful teaching exist, such as acculturation. 

International schools offer rich capacity-building opportunities for teachers but also bring 

adjustment challenges (Halicioglu, 2015; Hayden, 2004; Roskell, 2013; Sunder, 2013). 

International teachers are sojourners, or “between-society culture travelers” (Ward et al., 2005, p. 

6), highlighting cultural learning. Safdar and Berno (2016, p. 173) defined sojourners as 

“temporary acculturating groups […] people who travel internationally to achieve a particular 

goal or objective with the expectation that they will return to their country of origin after the 

purpose of their travel has been achieved.” These teachers, plunging into professional possibility, 

can quickly find themselves drowning in policyscapes (Mettler, 2016), a metaphorical pool of 

policies and pedagogies, replete with culture and politics. Roskell (2013) proposed that all 

teachers overseas face culture shock. Austin (2007) spoke of double culture shock, referring to 

shocks introduced by both the host country and organizational workplace cultures. Policyscapes 

can trigger or exacerbate culture shock; some teachers may be unable to cope and thus break 

their contracts. Researchers have identified that attrition rates of international teachers are high 

(Stirzaker, 2004; von Kirchenheim & Richardson, 2005), costly (Garton, 2000), and negatively 

affect learning (Lagace et al., 2016). This highlights a need for organizational leadership to 

improve retention (Mancuso et al., 2011; Odland & Ruzicka, 2009). Exploring the acculturation 

of international educators may produce insights to help them become more efficacious, resilient, 

and adaptive (Thapa et al., 2013) in navigating policyscape challenges.  

According to von Kirchenheim and Richardson (2005), up to 70% of expatriates 

terminate their employment before contract completion in some areas. I posit that midnight runs 

are linked with policyscape and acculturation difficulties, and that successful acculturation 
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influences educators’ thriving, the development of self-efficacy, and ultimately retention and 

attrition. For these reasons, research on the acculturation of sojourning educators would make a 

valuable contribution to research on educators in international schools. 

When thinking about policyscapes, we must consider culture shock (Fail, 2011), which 

refers to an ongoing navigation of cultural assaults to one’s way of understanding when residing 

overseas. Oberg’s culture shock theory (1960) prescribed a four-phase experiential trajectory. 

Literature on navigating culture shock in international schools has focused on the imperative for 

teachers to support sojourning students (Snowball, 2007), while the effects upon teachers have 

only been noted by a few (Fail, 2011; Halicioglu, 2015; Roskell, 2013). This is shocking, 

considering how many students are under the care and tutelage of teachers. Culture shock is one 

of many theories in the larger body of acculturation psychology.  

 Research on educators’ embodied acculturation experiences is important because the 

stakes are very high. Ironically, it is like the elephant in the room, despite recruiters’ emphasis on 

fit, a popular construct that includes a number of personality traits and skills that the ideal 

international teacher possesses or can use in order to fit in to the organization and host culture. A 

common goal of international schools, diverse as they are, is to provide the best quality 

education possible with the resources available. Working in an environment that includes 

challenging conditions has been linked with teacher attrition (Borman & Dowling, 2008). With 

the demand for international teachers exceeding the supply (Brummitt & Kealing, 2013; Hayden, 

2011), and with student achievement dependent upon quality instruction delivered by strong 

teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2006), it behooves inquiry to explore this issue.  
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Context 

International education (IE) in the K-12 years is a booming business. Education hubs, 

which are largely privatized networks of international schools from K-12 as well as higher 

education, have emerged in several Southeast Asian (see Sidhu et al., 2010) and Middle Eastern 

countries. The IE market sector is projected to continue to grow, especially in Southeast and East 

Asia (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013; Bunnell, 2016; ICEF, 2016), where I conducted this study.  

Despite over fifty years of inquiry into the various understandings of acculturation, it is 

still a matter of debate with researchers. For international schools, the complex and nuanced 

notion of fit (Budrow & Tarc, 2018; C. Gauthier, personal communication, October 12, 2016), 

has driven recruitment efforts. In my discussions with recruiters, it can be distilled to essential 

questions about whether a teacher will be able to handle culture shock or not, which refers to the 

likelihood of a sojourner to possess a capacity to successfully acculturate (Berry, 2006a, Berry, 

2006b, Berry, 2006c; Sam, 2006). Kealey (1989) recommended studying person-by-person 

situations when it comes to sojourner adaptation. However, to date, while studies have made 

some gains in understanding factors and competencies that can help with acculturation (Kealey, 

2015), understanding the complexities of sojourner adaptation is still elusive. Furthermore, 

scholarship on teachers’ experiences while teaching overseas is scant (Halicioglu, 2015).  

This study probed deeply into the lived experiences of a small sample of international 

educators, in order to be able to parse out some critical understandings about educator 

acculturation. In so doing, ways to address acculturation processes have been identified, and 

specific areas of further inquiry have come to light. My study thus focussed on the experiences 

of certified teachers and educational leaders working in international schools overseas. 

Furthermore, I honed my study to geographic areas that I have been familiar with as a sojourning 
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educator, so that the stories that I carry with me from my own experiences can be useful to the 

stories that will be shared with me.  

Definitions 

The following definitions are instrumental for this study:  

International Educator: These are certified teachers, school counselors, and educational 

leaders who move to another country to teach, counsel, and lead at an international school. These 

educators are usually people who have been raised in an Anglo-Western country, such as the 

UK, USA, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and have taken their pre-service education in 

their home country. This term excludes for my study certain educators who may be referred to in 

the literature as international teachers, such educators whose teacher training from non-Anglo-

Western countries, non-certified ELL teachers abroad, educators without teacher/leader 

certifications, and local teachers who work in an international school. 

Sojourner: I understand sojourning to involve traveling for an extended period of time, 

seeking meaning and truth. Ward and colleagues described sojourners as “between-society 

culture travelers” (2005, p. 6). I propose that international educators are sojourners and realise 

that this claim assumes that those who happen to be teaching in an international school abroad 

are, on some level, culture travelers.  

Culture Shock: Oberg (1960) first defined culture shock as an occupational malady that 

involved four phases, known as euphorie, or the honeymoon phase, regression, or the rejection 

phase, anpassung, or the adjustment phase, and finally erholung, or the recovery phase. This 

term has undergone major changes in understandings over the decades. To this day, most people 

are familiar with the term. While I do not agree with Oberg’s initial analysis, particularly with 

culture shock as a pathology, I do find that the phases are helpful in situating one’s acculturation 
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processes. It should also be noted that since Oberg’s seminal work, the culture shock spectrum 

now includes a fifth phase, which is reverse culture shock. I discuss culture shock and its 

associated terms in more depth during the review of the literature. 

Acculturation: According to Pearce (2015, p. 186), acculturation involves “developing a 

new register when already maturely competent in one.” Pearce referred to Berry, who developed 

the complex theory of acculturative stress (Berry, 2006b), pertaining mainly to immigrants, in 

which various predictors indicate a person’s likelihood of successful integration into a new 

culture. How integration occurs is highly individualized, and dependent on a variety of factors 

that different scholars have explored. In the context of this study, one premise is that 

acculturation is manifested differently from immigrants because in the case of sojourners, 

acculturation does not require a permanent reconciliation between one’s home and host cultures, 

because international educators are presumed to leave the host country after a number of years. 

The duration of sojourn for international educators is variable. Anecdotally, I gather that the 

average tenure of an educator at any given international school is two to four years long; leaders 

tend to stay longer and are sometimes promoted to leadership from their teaching at an 

international school. Another premise is that acculturation can and does occur whenever 

educators join a staff, because organizational acculturation is part of the larger acculturation 

experience. However, in the case of international education, acculturation will become more 

prominent in one’s experience because it will permeate all personal and professional 

experiences. I understand acculturation to include macro-level processes that one navigates, 

which become embedded, and embodied experiences that are personal as well as professional. 

As such, acculturation cannot separate the personal from the professional. I also propose that 

acculturation, while stressful at times, is not pathological. Rather, acculturation offers rich 
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growth opportunities personally and professionally, that in some instances, can also be capacity-

building. Thus, I understand culture shock to comprise several observable elements, or 

manifestations of acculturation processes. 

Identity: is a socially constructed learning process that incorporates a set of meanings 

that one associates with oneself. This composite set of meanings serves to affirm to individuals 

who they are. They may be affected by other facets of meanings within the set. Due to such 

meanings being responsive to the composite set of facets and life’s experiences, identity is in 

continual flux, although elements of identity may remain fairly constant. 

International Education (IE): IE encompasses a vast area of scholarship which includes 

contested understandings of what it actually is. The IE movement began over two centuries ago 

and has been impacted by globalisation. In one literature review of IE, Dolby & Rahman (2008) 

listed six research arenas, of which only one, international schools, aligns with my study. I thus 

delimit my inquiry of international education to the study of K-12 international schools in the 

current context of eroding national borders and expanding international markets. 

International School: Like IE, this term is greatly contested in the literature. I use the 

definition provided by ISC Research (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013), which refers to an English-

medium school in a country with a primary language other than English, with exceptions made 

for certain instances (e.g., England’s significant colonial presence in certain countries has led to 

English being commonly adopted as one of the main languages). 

Overview of the Dissertation 

Chapter 1 thus far presented the rationale, purpose, scope, and significance of my 

research. In Chapter 2, I review the literature on international teaching and acculturation. Chapter 

3 offers an overview of the methodological underpinnings of this research. Chapter 4 provides 
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the study’s findings, narrated as seven thematic stories. Chapter 5 presents a summary of the 

study, a discussion of the findings, a statement of limitations, and then offers some implications 

for theory, for practice, for policy, for methodology, and for further research. Chapter 5 ends 

with some personal reflections about the research journey.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

For those who wish to see 

Those who wish to be 

Must put aside the alienation 

Get on with the fascination 

The real relation, the underlying theme  

(Peart, 1982) 

 

In this chapter, I review extant literature on international schooling, culture shock, and 

acculturation, and their connection with two areas of teaching experience, those of identity and 

self-leadership. In addition, the field of positive organizational scholarship informed my study. I 

was interested in including an asset-based lens to the study’s design, in the interests of 

identifying and delving deeply into the incidents of educator thriving amidst acculturation. This 

chapter is organized around the following parts and order: A historical overview of the creation, 

development, and rise of international schools; tensions in international schools that may affect 

educator acculturation; acculturation theories; the role of leadership and self-leadership in 

successful acculturation; fit, flexibility, and self-efficacy; positive organizational scholarship; 

and towards an understanding of sojourning educators’ acculturation. 

A Historical Overview of the Creation, Development, and Rise of International Schools 

 International schools have changed dramatically since the 1950s (Heyward, 2002). 

Although there is inconsistency in pinpointing when the movement began, three periods of 

growth in international schooling can be distinguished from the literature. I refer to these as: the 

nascent stage; the internationalism stage; and the globalisation stage. This section concludes 

with the review of the current state of affairs in international schooling.  
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The nascent stage reflects the creation of the international school movement. In the late 

1700s, some key intellectual elites of British and American society, including Charles Dickens, 

began developing an internationalism movement (Hill, 2015). During this time, a peace 

movement had also begun, which gained greater influence after The Hague Peace Conference 

in 1899 (Heater, 2002). The League of Nations, created in 1921, developed notions of 

internationalism leading to an IE movement (Sylvester, 2015).  

As a result of the growing action of the peace and IE movements, the term international 

mindedness was coined, marking the beginning of the internationalism stage. International 

mindedness embodies the goal of promoting peace and harmony between cultures (Hill, 2015), 

with the common understanding that we share the earth and are becoming increasingly mobile. 

Hill (2015) noted linkages of this movement gaining traction with the founding of United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1946. From its 

inception, UNESCO has and continues to influence the IE movement (White, 2011). Like many 

terms that appear throughout the IE literature, international mindedness also has diverse 

meanings to different stakeholder players. For example, some literature describes the movement 

as one of cosmopolitanism (e.g., Heater, 2002), while other literature features inclusivity (e.g., 

Bradley, 2000). 

Perhaps the biggest influence in the internationalism stage was the creation of the 

International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) in 1968, which has since been renamed 

International Baccalaureate (IB). These organizations all fueled the internationalism stage, 

leading to a growth in both curriculum development and international schools. The IB defined 

international mindedness as, “an attitude of openness to, and curiosity about, the world and 

different cultures. It is concerned with developing a deep understanding of the complexity, 
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diversity and motives that underpin human actions and interactions” (IB, 2009, p. 4). By 1969, 

there were approximately 372 international schools (Leach, 1969). 

The third period can be identified as the globalisation stage. Globalisation dates back 

centuries, however, since this term wasn’t coined until the 1980s (Mullman, 2006), another 

lexicon was utilized. By the 1990s, the pace of globalisation picked up substantially, and one of 

the many effects was a boom in international schools as a market sector (Brummitt & Keeling, 

2013). It is worth noting for perspective that in 2000 there were 2,584 international schools, and 

in 2013, there were 6,400 international schools (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). According to ISC 

Research (2018), as of January 2018, there were 9,306 international schools serving five million 

students, and at present, there are 12,373 international schools with a staff of over 550,000 

serving almost six million students (ISC Research, 2021). These numbers show that the pace of 

international school growth has increased exponentially. Today, international teaching is a big 

industry and part of the extensive global demand for teachers, which was estimated near 69 

million in 2016 (UNESCO, 2016) is due to the growth of international schools. 

These three stages illuminate key catalysts in the international schools’ movement. The 

rapidly changing landscape in international schooling requires research in several key areas, 

including acculturation. It also provides an important framing when considering the issues and 

tensions that ensued, and that continue to create challenges moving forward.  

The term ‘international school’ means disparate things to different people, which gives 

rise to several challenges, including the diverse agendas of the players involved. For one thing, 

international school and IE are linked but not synonymous, and yet are often conflated. Seminal 

texts and articles frequently marry these terms in titles and discussions. One school of thought 

presumes that international schools ought to promote international mindedness (Cambridge & 
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Carthew, 2007; Gellar, 2004; Snowball, 2007); however, this ideological stance as an 

imperative is contested (Fail, 2011; Tarc, 2013). Scholars have asked who is defining 

international and for whom does this moniker apply? They have also cited tensions between 

agendas of international mindedness and profit seeking. 

 Today, there are international schools that align the education of their students with 

international mindedness, while other international schools exist as a highly sought-after market 

commodity. In the latter framework, international schooling is presented as a pragmatic means 

for those who can afford it. The logic is that children can be well poised to gain access to 

Western universities and are thus better prepared to be successful in the global economy.  

Tensions in International Schools that may Affect Educator Acculturation 

The extant literature makes it clear that certain factors which make up a school culture, 

such as working conditions, supports, and understandings of roles, influence new teachers’ 

perceptions about teaching and about their determination to stay in the profession (Borman & 

Dowling, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2003). The current literature robustly reveals tensions in 

key areas, such as the social, cultural, ideological, and political, which I review below. All of 

these areas have been significantly affected by globalisation, (Yan, et al., 2015), and ironically, 

international schools facilitate globalisation by providing access to global education for the 

children of expatriate sojourners (Cambridge, 2004). I narrow my focus to issues that would be 

likely to affect sojourning educators in the present context of international schools overseas.  

Social Issues and Tensions 

 Social tensions relate curricular and socialization factors to the demands placed upon 

educators overseas, as well as to how teacher socialization is affected by teaching abroad. In my 
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review of the literature, I noted three areas that pertain to educator acculturation. These are 

inclusive global education, professional development and identity.  

Inclusive Global Education 

The Salamanca Report (UNESCO, 1994) called for education to become more inclusive, 

provide differentiation, and start global conversations about special needs, followed by praxes. 

Bradley (2000, p. 30) named inclusivity as a “requirement for all international schools if they 

are to be considered as institutions that cater for all the children of the world.” However, she 

noted that while this spirit of diversity is generally supported in international schools, “such 

provision rarely seems to extend to diversity of ability” (p. 29). Over a decade later, Tarc 

(2013) asserted that the spirit of diversity is a myth that is limited to the mission statements of 

the schools, but not carried out in practice.  

Unfortunately, it cannot be taken for granted that systems are in place to support 

students with special needs. While some countries have aggressively tackled the issue of 

inclusive global education, there is much more to do (Bakhshi, et al., 2017; Hsiao, 2011). For 

example, many Asian countries still need to clearly articulate what learning disabilities are 

(Hsiao, 2011), which poses professional challenges for teachers. There is a high likelihood of 

encountering policyscapes here, and I experienced this myself during my second teaching 

sojourn. While the teachers and leaders worked to identify a student who was failing to thrive, 

and was later identified to have extreme learning difficulties, the local culture became a barrier 

to working with the parents in order to support the student. This becomes a problem at the 

micro, meso and macro levels. A student is visibly foundering, which is troubling to the 

individual and the teachers, who feel powerless to help. Canadian-accredited schools overseas 

are required to follow the governing policies of the province that has accredited the school, and 
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school leaders must generally ensure compliance to maintain accreditation. However, at the 

macro level, this mandate can wreak havoc upon the societal ways of knowing and being. If 

inclusive education excludes attending to special needs in the host country, then a teacher may 

be placed in an impossible situation of failing one set of standards to honour the other.  

Professional Development (PD) 

International teachers are generally highly qualified, many holding master’s degrees 

(Coulter & Abney, 2009). Additionally, reflective practice and lifelong learning are needed 

pillars of professionalism in education. The IB aims to foster these practices (Hill, 2007). 

However, Powell (2000, p. 99) noted that “professional isolation stifles professional growth,” 

while Snowball (2007, p. 254) observed limited support systems, requiring self-reliance from 

teachers, which may extend to leadership and the need for educators to engage in self-

leadership. Further, many international schools “do not have formalized teacher evaluation 

systems, which again require teachers to rely on their own reflection for assessment of their 

teaching.” Hayden and Thompson (2011, p. 93) argued that teachers need more support to 

thrive: “the burden of providing support can fall on their new colleagues, may lead to learning 

by ‘trial and error’, and may be demotivating.” Stirzaker (2004, p. 32) noted the impact of stress 

on both new and experienced teachers in an unsupported, unfamiliar context such that they 

must find their own way. She observed that teachers felt “unexpectedly ‘de-skilled’ in a new 

school because an unfamiliar set of pupils react to them differently.”  

 Researchers have argued for induction programs, citing many benefits, such as effective 

collegial relationships, successful socialization, the development of trust, and increased 

retention (Kutsyuruba, 2012; Stirzaker, 2004; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). This is more 

challenging when teachers’ views on pedagogies and assessment come from diverse 
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perspectives (Oden, 2007). These programs advance the idea of collective learning, but 

Stirzaker warned that the training that international teachers need remains incomplete. This 

could put international teachers at risk of encountering policyscapes, downward spirals, and 

choosing to leave. Strategic planning needs to include induction for international teachers, built-

in resources for ongoing PD, and formative evaluations of teaching so that teachers can 

understand their role (Stirzaker, 2004).  

Identity 

Identity is a socially constructed phenomenon (Geijsel & Meijers, 2005; Mueller, 2004; 

Phinney, 2003). Identity is defined as a socially constructed learning process that includes an 

“ever-changing configuration of interpretations that individuals attached to themselves, as 

related to the activities they participate in.” (Geijsel & Meijers, 2005, p. 423). I understand 

identity to be a state of being that is in continual flux with life’s experiences.  

Teacher identity is complex. Bates (2011a) reinforced the proposition of plural teacher 

identities, informed by cultural as well as organizational affiliations. Bukor (2011) found that 

teachers’ professional and personal identities are conjoined. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) 

found that identity is an important factor in teacher development, and further, that teachers 

undergo identity shifts throughout their careers. Teachers who go overseas can therefore expect 

identity shifts on both professional and personal fronts, demanding encouragement and 

patience.  

Powell (2007, p. 353) introduced holonomy to describe “the balance between individual 

autonomy (self-direction and self-fulfillment) and the integration of the individual into the 

purpose, vision and work of a community” and includes the following five pathways to 

holonomy: efficacy, flexibility, consciousness, craftmanship, and interdependence. Delaney 
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(2015, p. 374) used the construct of borderlands of practice to represent “contested spaces of 

teacher practice,” which extend beyond the classroom and may result in feelings of dissonance 

for the teacher. Both of these constructs are important when thinking about teacher identity 

because the borderlands are chaotic, potentially leading to imbalance, and added stress.  

We may glean some lessons from third culture kids (TCK; Pollock & Van Reken, 

2009). TCKs are children who have spent substantial time abroad and as a result, may not 

identify with the culture of their parentage. Instead, “[w]here they feel most themselves is in 

that interstitial culture, the third culture, which is created, shared and carried by persons who 

are relating societies, or sections thereof, to each other” (Useem, 1976, as cited in Brown & 

Lauder, 2011, p. 46). Many students in international schools become TCKs (Fail, 2007), where 

some experience marginality (Useem & Downie, 1976) and “fluidity [of] self-perception” (Fail, 

2007, p. 104). The issues of teacher identity and cultural locatedness are central to 

understanding social tensions. How a teacher’s identity is shaped by one’s sojourning 

experience can affect the capacity to function; it may even hold keys to thriving. 

A variety of factors affect the building of one’s value system, of which parental 

influence and major social engagements can be particularly powerful (Pearce, 2007). Husu and 

Tirri (2007, p. 46) proposed that teachers’ identities are formed “in the social context of 

schooling and in the ways those contexts enable and limit their meaning making.” While 

sojourners would have significant foundational identities that mirror their parentage, their 

sojourn would qualify as a major social engagement that would impact teachers’ identities. 

However, it is challenging to study the identities of others. According to Pearce (2013, p. 72), 

identity is connected to “habits of perception” that have not been empirically proven and would 

be difficult to do so.  
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My research raised questions, such as, how might one proceed with understanding 

identity, and what are the effects upon one’s identity? Ingersoll (2014) studied the identities of 

sojourning Canadian teachers. According to her, teacher identity was not addressed in IE 

research. Her data captured teacher identities prior to going overseas, while there, and after 

returning home. She proposed an emergent model of identity within the borderlands, which she 

referred to as third space. Further research into teacher identity is paramount in understanding 

the social structures required to support sojourning teachers.   

Cultural Issues and Tensions 

In this section, I discuss what literature on international schools and education reveals 

about the cultural complexities and tensions experienced by teachers. Acculturation is discussed 

more in-depth in its own section. 

Allen (2004, p. 131) likened international schools to “atolls in a coral sea. They have 

links, but different ways of life – different cultures.” I adopted Allen’s construct of the atoll to 

frame my study. Metaphorically, international teaching consists of numerous common 

elements, creating distinct ecosystems—organizational and intersectional cultures—functioning 

within a larger one, the host country. Therefore, the school and societal cultures in which 

educators immerse themselves are diverse.  

Infused in all human behavior, multifaceted, and nuanced, culture can refer to many 

similar yet distinct things, including “the learned beliefs, values, rules, norms, symbols, and 

traditions that are common to a group of people” (Northouse, 2016, p. 428). Because culture is 

in an iterative relationship with groups, it is inclined to change. Hofstede and colleagues (2010, 

p. 5) referred to culture as software of the mind, suggesting inconspicuous programming that 

drives one’s attitudes and behaviour. They also noted that people have an “ability to deviate 
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from them and to react in ways that are new, creative, destructive, or unexpected.” Moving to 

another country to teach comes with many cultural issues and tensions. By engaging in 

discussions with sojourning educators about their experiences acculturating, we stand to 

encounter new and creative ways in which sojourners manage while living and working within 

their atoll.  

 Because each person belongs to a constellation of cultures and these are all dynamic, the 

possible iterations are endless. As shown in Figure 1, Joslin (2002) provided a helpful heuristic 

of the spheres of various cultures affecting international teachers:  

Figure 1 

 

Orbits of Culture 

 

 

Note: adapted from Joslin’s (2002, p. 35) “model of multi-level cultural influences that impinge 

on an individual teacher in an international school” 

 
I refer to Joslin’s work using another metaphor, orbits of culture, because these orbit around 

one’s identity. Individual cultural heritage is central; the effects of the various orbits upon the 
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individual are most impactful when they are close. Cultural heritage, a composite of many 

factors, impacts one’s identity the most. This heuristic illustrates the organizational culture of the 

school as having a greater impact upon the international teacher than the culture of the host 

country. Therefore, one might expect an international school with a supportive organizational 

culture more able to mitigate societal cultures that pose difficulties for an international teacher.  

Pearce (2015, p. 186) differentiated enculturation, which he defined as “the reaction of 

an individual developing cultural competence in an initial cultural register” from acculturation, 

described as “developing a new register when already maturely competent in one.” 

Enculturation ensues whenever a school’s values, which are often tacit, contrast with the 

teacher’s values. For example, a “majority of teachers in international schools still advocate 

universals such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, while “[n]ational solidarity 

[…] has been reinforced by deliberate adoption of ‘Asian Values’ in Thailand, Malaysia, or 

Singapore” (Pearce, 2015, p. 187).  

International schools’ values can be traced to the leadership (Poore, 2005), which 

supports findings in the extant literature on school culture in general. Fail (2011, p. 107) 

interrogated the practice of imposing one’s values upon students in international schools, 

arguing “such views are largely linked to a particular country/culture’s laws and may be 

completely at odds with the religious beliefs of students and their families.” The social justice 

movement in education in the United States has revealed that ethnocentric teaching has 

negative consequences upon successful socialization of students, as well on academic 

achievement (Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2014). Fail (2011) called upon 

educators to have respect for the cultural autonomy of the students they taught. She noted the 

utility and tendency to refer to essentialist cultural differences that clustered groups with traits 
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such as the GLOBE study did (Chhokar, et al., 2008). Related are notions such as the cultural 

iceberg (Fennes & Hapgood, 1997) and the onion ring (Hofstede, 2001). This is important so 

that teachers don’t “reduce culture to a visible and superficial list of characteristics” (Fail, 2011, 

p. 106). All of these dimensions are important considerations when navigating cultural tensions, 

international schools, and IE.  

Ideological Issues and Tensions 

Returning to the notion of a school’s values, important questions arise about who gets to 

decide what the values are, and how these values are promoted. Several scholars have pointed out 

the Western bias in the international education movement (Poonoosamy, 2018; Razak, 2012; 

Sunder, 2013; Tarc, 2013) that situates countries in a binary relationship that favours the Western 

gaze (Said, 1978; Walker, 2007). According to Savva and Stanfield (2018), while the movement 

was intended to promote openness, it was nonetheless a model whose target audience was privileged 

youth around the world. What strikes me as particularly poignant is the rhetoric of the IB, noting 

somewhat grandiosely, that “other people can also be right” (as cited in Sampatkumar, 2007, p. 77), 

which begs the response that the IB can also be wrong. Munro (2007, p. 114) posed the question: 

“how international are the outcomes of learning?” When schools are accredited by Western 

governments, using Western curricula and texts, where is the space for “building an awareness of 

the assumptions about learning and teaching that students and teachers from different cultures bring 

to an international school community?” (Munro, 2007, p. 114). Finally, Tarc (2018) argued that 

academic inquiry has focused more on the values of international mindedness than how it is taught 

or measured, highlighting another research gap.  

Some scholars frame international education as a pathway to developing intercultural 

competencies (CIPS, 2017). Perry and Southwell (2011, p. 454) argued for the need for intercultural 
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competence, linking this need to our current landscape as “multicultural and globalized.” Cushner 

(2015) called for developing culturally competent teachers, while Levy and Fox (2015) spoke of 

globally competent teachers, which van Werven (2015, p. 299) referred to as intercultural 

sensitivity, including certain prerequisite attitudes and behaviours that include flexibility, “an open 

mindedness to their [e.g., students] culture by expatriate teachers” and “being aware of what 

students need.” These attitudes and behaviours are tenets of culturally responsible teaching (Gay, 

2000), and are undoubtedly desired by teachers in North America too, but the tension arises when 

sojourning teachers are unsure about the needs of their students because they haven’t figured out 

navigating or understanding the culture(s) yet. These ideas are prevalent in the literature on the 

internationalization stage, from which the IBO was created. Notably, scholars (e.g., Mackenzie, 

2000; Roberts, 2013; Tarc & Mishra Tarc, 2015) have raised important questions: 

• Culturally competent according to whom?  

• Who gets to choose the labels and the definitions?  

• Why is international education largely controlled by Western interests?  

• Why isn’t the IB accessible to all, as it was intended to be?  

In their study that examined readiness and capacity to work overseas with a focus on the recruitment 

of quality teachers, Ingersoll et al. (2018) identified several competencies and dispositions that were 

correlated with international teaching success. Of note, those teachers in their study who identified 

their experiences as positive also: 

a. felt drawn to international teaching rather than pushed out of their local contexts 

b. identified high levels of engagement with pedagogical learning and change 

c. saw personal and professional challenges as an opportunity for growth, and 

d. tended to take up job opportunities further afield from their local contexts. (p. 94) 
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The above findings highlight dispositions, which gives some credence to the notion of fit. While 

competencies suggest skills that can be developed, such as in pre-service and professional 

development programming, the personality traits would presumably be more or less static. And yet, 

Ingersoll et al. (2018) also found that teachers with the most successful experiences happened to 

make more linkages with their pre-service education formation than those who were less successful, 

leading one to posit that capacity for teacher acculturation might be expandable. 

Ideological tensions always exist, but the rapid pace of globalisation invites research on such 

tensions in the interests of working cohesively in an international context. Ideological tensions are 

seeded at the macro level, and my study focuses on individual teachers’ experiences. Nonetheless, it 

is important to note that these tensions may impact teachers. 

Political Issues and Tensions 

A final key area refers to policies, politics, and policyscapes, which impact international 

educators’ acculturation. Educators work hard to become agentic. According to Bandura (2001, 

p. 22) it is “[t]hrough agentic action, people devise ways of adapting flexibly to remarkably 

diverse geographic, climatic and social environments.” Policyscapes can be a counterforce to 

agency. Because international schools are not bastions of transparency (Caffyn, 2011), teachers 

need confidence to become agentic. Ironically, agency may be even more critical to sojourning 

educators who need high levels of resiliency to thrive. 

From the ideologically cosmopolitan IB curriculum to international schools as a 

lucrative market sector, global branding in international education has emerged (Ledger, et al., 

2014). Some challenges surface here involving who produces the knowledge (Bates, 2011b). 

For instance, ISC claimed to be the “only independent organization to work with and to analyse 

the data of the entire market” (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013, p. 25). ISC defined ‘international 
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school’ as an English-medium school in a country with another primary language, allowing for 

some exceptions (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). ISC sell their bountiful data for hefty fees (e.g., 

their Global Report 2018 was £3495). The question of knowledge production, and what meta-

narrative it creates, raises questions about how much control Western influences wield in IE. It 

also raises questions about the beneficiaries of English as the lingua franca (Fail, 2011), which 

Grimshaw (2015) called linguistic imperialism.  

Finally, when considering political tensions, we must contemplate how international 

schools are facilitating a “transnational ruling class” (Brown & Lauder, 2011, p. 39). Bunnell 

(2016) noticed structural changes in recent years, such as the rapidly emerging for-profit 

schools that cater to the socioeconomic elite. The implications of class issues with international 

schooling and IE are profound. The IB has also been criticized for benefitting Western people 

politically (Brown & Lauder, 2011). The obvious question here is who benefits? The UK and 

the US certainly do. Canterford (2009, as cited in Brown & Lauder, 2011) claimed that 94% of 

students in international schools were destined for higher education in the UK and the US. Most 

international schools’ programs are either American or British, making IE an export commodity 

benefitting the providers (Haywood, 2015). Quist (as cited in Grimshaw, 2015, p. 226) critiqued 

IE as a disingenuous discourse in which “the western (developed) world [is] talking to itself.” 

Fail (2011) remarked that ‘international’ meant American. Other scholars questioned political 

implications arising from the choice of curriculum, standardization and performativity (Tarc, 

2013; Zsebik, 2000). Bunnell (2016) questioned if international teachers are becoming a 

precariat, due to the rapid and unregulated growth of the international schools’ sector. All of 

these critiques highlight political and policy tensions and illustrate the fertile ground in which 

policyscapes can create issues for international school leaders and teachers. Most of the impacts 
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would be felt by teachers and students. Revisiting the orbits of culture, adapted from Joslin 

(2002), I provide a heuristic in Figure 2 to illustrate the potential of a policyscape to impact 

teacher practice. I frame the policyscape as a cloud rather than a storm, because some 

policyscapes are likely to make their presence known without any impact, such as a cloud that 

passes by. 

Figure 2 

 

How policyscapes form in international schools  

 

In conclusion, the clash of internationalism and globalisation have transformed IE, 

which in turn affects the organizational cultures in which international educators work. My 

research highlights the importance of engaging with one another in the tensions that necessarily 

exist. There is much to be learned by exploring these four tension areas since they can create 

significant obstacles and opportunities. Next, I explore the field of psychology while looking at 

acculturation theory, and how this may inform an understanding of the factors affecting 

sojourning teachers.  
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Acculturation Theories 

This section provides an overview of the development of acculturation theories that 

pertain to sojourners, beginning by examining the many facets of culture shock. From there, I 

move to studies on sojourning educators, acculturation strategies, cross-cultural adaptation, 

sojourner adjustment, and the multidimensional model for the development of intercultural 

literacy. The literature review will then shift to the role of leadership and self-leadership in 

successful acculturation, positive organizational scholarship, and will conclude with a section 

entitled towards an understanding of sojourning educators’ acculturation. 

Researchers on acculturation in this area have primarily been situated in the field of 

psychology and have sought to answer how “people born and raised in one society manage to 

live in another society that is culturally different from the one they are used to” (Sam & Berry, 

2006, p. 3). Teacher socialization literature abounds, but when it comes to acculturation in 

teaching, studies point more to the development of cultural competencies, which may facilitate 

acculturation, and are discussed later. While the body of research on the acculturation is well 

established regarding immigrants (e.g., Berry, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c; Sam, 2006b; Ward, 2013), 

students who are children of immigrants (e.g., Ward, et al., 2021) and international students (e.g., 

Searle & Ward, 1990), there is a dearth of research studies on K-12 teachers. Immigrants and 

international students share many similarities with international teachers, but there are also 

significant differences. For example, international students are generally younger and have not 

yet fixed their sights on a particular career. While they may experience a sense of high stakes 

resting upon their academic success, these tensions would be different from teachers, who have 

chosen a career path and have a distinct professional purpose when going abroad. Most 

immigrants are seeking permanent homes, whereas international educators understand that they 
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become sojourners, and thus stay temporarily. In their discussion of temporary acculturating 

groups—sojourners—are also referred to in the literature as expatriates (Safdar & Berno, 2016).  

This temporary distinction is significant, because while immigrants may feel the 

imperative that their new country needs to work out, a sojourning teacher has the privilege of 

viewing their sojourn as a temporary experiment. Literature on acculturation reflects a bias on 

the former imperative, since “acculturation has [generally] been perceived as a unidirectional 

process by which characteristics of the culture of origin are shed in favor of acquiring those of 

the host culture” (Marín & Gamba, 2003, p. 85).  

Safdar and Berno (2016, p. 174) provided the following rationale for supporting positive 

acculturation outcomes: 

Expats who fail in their assignment, underperform or do not complete their assignment 

inflict sizable cost on their organizations. The costs that companies endure include not 

only major financial drawbacks but personnel and resource failures, which often have 

negative impact on the expats’ self-esteem and performance.  

The authors called for inquiry in order to aid sojourner adjustment. In their discussion of 

expatriate sojourners, Safdar and Berno did not distinguish teachers as a specific group or the 

dual importance of successful acculturation for teachers. In the case of teachers, leaving the 

experiment prematurely can negatively affect teaching and learning (Johns, 2018; Lagace et al., 

2016), be damaging to the sojourning teacher’s self-efficacy, and is expensive for international 

schools (Garton, 2000). Regardless of whether or not educators stay or leave prematurely, 

shedding one’s culture of origin may not be an acculturative goal. The second reason that 

successful acculturation is important for teachers pertains to their duty of care for the least 

agentic of the stakeholders—the students—who rely upon their teachers for their own 
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acculturative needs and can be left devastated if their teachers leave early. According to S. 

Bochner (2006), most expatriate sojourners are married, and many have children. While 

Bochner’s gaze includes all sojourning workers, not just teachers, his finding indicates 

complexity on the part of teachers who sojourn with a spouse and children, as they would be 

affected by their own acculturation, that of their students, and that of their family members. In 

the field of education, literature is starting to explore teacher acculturation (e.g., Deveney, 2007; 

Roskell, 2013), yet more studies are still needed. 

Acculturation: The Many Facets of Culture Shock 

Acculturation theories originated as pathology-oriented and over time have become more 

growth-oriented. The term culture shock is understood in common, everyday discourse. The term 

has also precipitated the development of a substantive lexicon for understanding this dynamic 

and complex phenomenon. Yet, culture shock, however ubiquitous, is a limited notion because it 

implies that the person experiencing it will be shocked. In fact, there are many manifestations, 

hence the need for a wider lexicon. The following lyrics, organized in three separate but linked 

ideas, unpack the contested areas within one’s lived experiences vis-à-vis predominant culture, 

and thus they artistically frame acculturation: 

…An insulated border 

In-between the bright lights 

And the far, unlit unknown 

… it all seems so one-sided 

Opinions all provided 

The future pre-decided 

Detached and subdivided 

In the mass-production zone 

 

Nowhere is the dreamer 

Or the misfit so alone  

(Peart, 1982) 
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The first section can depict the alluring attraction of sojourning despite an unclear reality ahead. 

The second section speaks to the shock of confronting a culture that one is expected to blend 

into. The third situates the sojourner as alienated. 

Culture Shock  

Geologist Powell may have been the first to use the term (Berry & Sam, 2016) yet it is 

anthropologist Oberg (1954, p. 177) who is often credited with coining the term culture shock in 

the 1950s, beginning an important discussion on sojourners’ experiences. Oberg framed it as an 

occupational disease that befalls those who are “suddenly transplanted abroad.” According to 

him, these transplanted people—sojourners—are “[i]ndividuals [who] differ greatly in the degree 

in which culture shock affects them” (p. 178). It is interesting to note the passive stance of the 

afflicted. Oberg postulated four stages of culture shock. These are ‘Euphorie, the honeymoon 

stage;’ ‘Regression stage,’ most associated with culture shock, in which the sojourner becomes 

hostile toward the host culture; ‘Anpassung, the adjustment stage,’ which may begin with the 

sojourner “still [having] difficulties but he [sic] takes a ‘this is my cross and I have to bear it’ 

attitude,” which may be accompanied by “a superior attitude toward the people of the host 

country,” (p. 179); and ‘Erholung, the recovery stage,’ which is also referred to as adjustment. 

Most of the focus of Oberg’s legacy focuses on the second stage, of which Oberg wrote, “this 

second stage of culture shock is in a sense a crisis in the disease. If you overcome it you stay, if 

not, you leave before you reach the stage of a nervous breakdown” (1954, p. 3). 

Oberg’s work has generated substantial criticism for being too simplistic and prescriptive 

(Church, 1982), and not empirically verifiable (Furnham & Bochner, 1982) and yet, despite its 

limitations as a theory, culture shock is widely cited, which serves to validate the concept. The 

great contribution of Oberg’s work, despite its limitations, is that it began a discussion that has 
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been ongoing for half a century, and is becoming increasingly relevant as country borders thin, 

and the diasporas of moving cultures shift cultural beliefs and practices. The simplicity of this 

complex phenomenon has influenced my study design, which seeks to bring to the forefront the 

nuanced and complex ways in which acculturation unfolds. 

Reverse Culture Shock 

Since Oberg’s seminal work, a fifth stage has been added, that of reverse culture shock 

(Howard, 1980), also known as culture loss (Lester, 2001), and re-acculturation (Donà & Berry, 

1999; Stringham, 1993). It is worth noting that many other terms have surfaced; yet five decades 

later, this term is still used. Reverse culture shock may be experienced when sojourners return to 

their home culture. The symptoms are similar to culture shock, but may be worse (Adler, 1981; 

Sussman, 1986, Xia, 2009), especially if the afflicted isn’t expecting to experience it (Church, 

1982).  

Cultural Distance 

Cultural distance is the notion that “the greater the dissimilarity between two cultures, the 

more pronounced this emotional reaction [culture shock]” (Mumford, 2000, pp. 74-75). A few 

studies conducted in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g., Babiker, et al., 1980; Searle & Ward, 1990) 

explored the experiences of sojourners and their malaise in relation to the cultural distance that 

they experienced. Findings indicated that “the degree of difficulty experienced by sojourners was 

directly related to the disparity between their culture of origin and the host society” Mumford 

(2000, p. 75). Searle and Ward (1990) concluded that some aspects of adaptation—or 

maladaptation—were predictable, while others were not. These findings, although instructive, 

are like finding pieces of a puzzle; there are yet more pieces to discover before a comprehensive 

understanding can be achieved. 
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Acculturative Stress 

Berry (2006c) developed the concept of acculturative stress in response to Oberg’s (1960) 

work. His work initially explored adverse effects of colonialism, involving Australian Aboriginal 

people and marginality theory (Berry, 1970). He found that those who rejected assimilation 

experienced heightened marginality. More recently, the field of acculturation has addressed the 

experiences of immigrants, and “how ethnocultural groups relate to each other, and change, as a 

result of their attempts to live together in culturally plural societies” (Berry, 2006b, p. 287). 

According to Berry (2006a), how one deals with acculturative stress is determined by both 

attitudes and behaviours, thus indicating that culture shock may be more than a reductive, 

passive state, but rather an active one in which skills may be learned and used. Berry noted 

several contributing acculturation factors, such as one’s level of education and one’s 

expectations (Berry, 2006b). He developed a framework over time with his colleague Sam 

(Berry & Sam, 2016), which is more complex than Oberg’s, and includes similar stresses to 

culture shock, as well as some factors that serve to predict likelihood of experiences of stress and 

adaptation.  

Essentially, Berry contended that immigrants faced two challenges: that of maintaining 

their own cultural identity, and that of negotiating a hybrid identity which would be conducive to 

working within the cultural framework of the host country (Tannenbaum, 2007). The below 

framework featured in Figure 3 has been developed as more studies yielded new insights. This 

later framework has included a third element, which is intercultural adaptation. 
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Figure 3 

 

Framework for conceptualizing acculturation components and relationships (Berry & Sam, 

2016, p. 14). 

 

Note: used with permission from Berry (2016). 

 

Since Berry (2006a) distinguished between sojourners and immigrants in that the former 

are temporary migrants while the latter are permanent ones (2006a), the acculturation processes 

of educators and immigrants are likely to differ, highlighting again a high priority for researching 

educator acculturation. Notwithstanding the different contexts of educators and immigrants, 

Berry’s work generously adds to the body of knowledge on acculturation. Here are four 

examples. First, Berry (2006b) maintained that “[n]ot all groups and individuals undergo 

acculturation in the same way” (p. 289). He also challenged some assumptions held in Canada 

regarding ethnic tolerance and called for careful policy examination and programmatic research 

(Berry, 1984). Second, the shifts in Berry’s framework, which focused on sociocultural hardships 

of assimilation, and stresses experienced by diverse populations in plural societies, reflect the 

changing sociocultural dynamics of today’s reality, calling for increasing pluralism. Third, this 
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shift provides an opportunity to reframe the concept from a malady to a growth opportunity, 

despite the inherent challenges and stresses that are noted throughout the literature. Finally, 

Berry (1970, 2001) examined variables of power and dominant cultures and marginality. In 

doing so, one is compelled to acknowledge that the concepts of neutrality and assimilation 

privilege certain populations while denying the cultural identity needs of other populations.  

The list of theories provided above is not exhaustive. For example, Guthrie (1966) 

framed the negative effects upon military personnel as culture fatigue. He noted participants’ 

experiences of shame, which inhibited documentation, leading cases to go unreported and thus 

unstudied. Hanvey (1982) developed a model entitled cross-cultural awareness as a learned trait 

to facilitate sojourning success. Like Searle and Ward (1990), and Mumford (2000), she noted 

that cultural distance was a factor in the severity of the experiences. Ramsey (2004) argued that 

migrating students experience cultural discontinuity, which refers to barriers that manifest when 

students are confronted with teaching methods that contrast sharply from what they have been 

used to, resulting in stress and learning loss. This stress extends to international teachers, who 

may “find that their teaching methods are not working for some of their students (Deveney, 

2007, p. 311). This also highlights the need for international teachers to be able to discern 

cultural discontinuity both in themselves and when it manifests in students so that they may 

address it.  

Each of the theories in this section has furthered understandings of the socio-

psychological impact of acculturation. While psychology theories have progressed from a 

negative frame to one of growth potential, the social factor cannot be overlooked, and a 

multidisciplinary framework for teachers may be needed. I posit that by delving deeply into the 
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experiences of a small sample of teachers who are currently sojourning, new understandings are 

made possible, and these might serve to inform bigger studies to come. 

Studies on Sojourning Teachers 

Pondering the changing nature of international schools and the potential impacts to 

sojourning teachers, some empirical studies, while scant, have emerged in recent years that are of 

interest. Caffyn (2010) looked at micropolitics in international schools, finding that 

managerialism and staff enclaving themselves led to fragmentation of the group. Ledger (2016) 

did a policy analysis study in Indonesia on cultural bubbles, noting that the lack of cultural 

responsiveness reinforced culture shock. Bunnell (2015) looked at a distributed leadership model 

in China, involving a Chinese leader and an expatriate leader sharing the principal’s role, which 

offers potential for developing a culturally relevant, internationally minded model overseas.  

These studies paint a more comprehensive picture of the dynamics in international 

schools and their organizational cultures. In terms of sojourning teachers’ acculturative 

experiences internationally, four studies provide a preliminary etching of what needs to become a 

wider body of research in this field. The following section includes studies that make tangible 

linkages between acculturation theories and sojourning teachers’ experiences. Roskell’s (2013) 

study is the most pertinent, as the purpose of her inquiry was to examine culture shock in 

sojourning teachers. Deveney’s (2007) study was seeking to determine how culturally prepared 

teachers’ pre-service training positioned them for teaching overseas. Sunder’s (2013) study 

sought to understand the emotional labour involved with teaching overseas. Tarc’s (2013) study 

sought to understand how, if at all, the experience of international teaching transformed teachers 

after returning back home. The key findings are summarized below in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

 

Overview of empirical studies on teachers’ acculturative experiences overseas. 
 

Researcher Date Research Goal Methods Key Findings 

Deveney 2007 To probe cultural 

responsiveness 

perceptions and 

realities of 

teachers  

Questionnaires & 

focus groups; 

Primary & 

secondary teachers 

in Thailand 

Teachers were not adequately prepared 

for cultural and linguistic challenges, but 

they exhibited a growth mindset, 

discovering 'workaround' ways to 

manage 

Roskell 2013 To examine 

culture shock 

during the first 

year of 

employment in an 

international 

school 

Participant 

observation & in-

depth interviews at 

2 weeks, 4- 8- & 

10-month intervals 

of 12 elementary 

teachers in SE Asia 

Teachers positive at 2 weeks (e.g., 

weather, food), critical of host culture at 

4 months (e.g., heat, noise, food), 

prevalent illness at 8 months, at 10 

months occasional complaining but had 

settled in (e.g., bought motorbikes); 7 of 

12 teachers terminated their contracts 

early 

Sunder 2013 To explore what 

emotional labour 

is involved with 

teaching overseas 

Semi-structured 

interviews & email 

correspondence 

with 26 teachers in 

the UAE 

Pedagogy challenges (e.g., censoring 

curriculum, global/local challenges) 

influence of parents (threatening 

parents), culture shock (e.g., reality not 

matching expectations), the roles of 

leadership (e.g., notions of leadership) 

Tarc 2013 To study reflective 

post-experience; 

how did 

international 

experience 

transform/affect 

identity? 

Reflective 

autobiographical, 

open-ended 

interviews with 5 

teachers after they 

returned home 

Teachers experienced shock & 

dissonance (e.g., language, dichotomy of 

wealth, privilege, loneliness), along with 

positive experiences, multiple 

understandings of purpose & 

transformation  

 

These four studies aren’t the only ones that have captured snapshots of sojourning 

teachers’ experiences, but they do present analyses of acculturative processes. Deveney’s (2007) 

findings suggested that pre-service programs need to do more to prepare teachers, and yet the 

culturally unprepared teachers felt at the time that they were managing. The majority of the 

teachers in Roskell’s (2013) study terminated their contracts early, making a direct link between 

culture shock and attrition. This is significant, and it behooves more detailed research that looks 

at specific factors. Sunder’s study (2013) was succinctly shared, yet it highlighted the importance 
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of looking at culture distance as well as the role of organizational culture and leadership. Tarc’s 

study (2013) highlighted the role of Western privilege in the broader context of international 

mindedness, showing impacts to the teachers. Additionally, he made a compelling case for 

reflective practices and retrospective studies, as deeper insights seemed to come more readily 

after the experience. 

There are emerging studies on teachers’ experiences abroad in the grey literature, 

denoting that this area is ripe for more research. Several studies (Bukor, 2011; Chin, 2001; 

Ingersoll, 2014) explored teacher identity and its relationship to teacher sojourning. They found 

transformative changes that included positive and negative stresses, which Berry (2006c, p. 294) 

referred to as “eustress” and “dis-stress.” The above three studies provide poignant data 

illuminating the power of teacher identity as it pertains to sojourning teachers. Nolan (2017) 

looked at teacher learning in the context of intercultural competence and international 

mindedness and found that cultural learning and personal experiences are embedded in teachers’ 

lives. Hopefully more studies will emerge to flesh out understandings on how teacher 

acculturation informs one’s identity. 

Acculturation Strategies  

In more recent years, scholars have pondered how the development of certain skills may 

increase acculturation capacity. Chiu and colleagues (2013, p. 843) reviewed recent literature on 

cross-cultural competence. They found evidence of personality traits predicting cultural 

competence, but also listed cross-cultural competencies, such as “the ability to deal with 

unfamiliar situations, different social customs, communication misunderstandings” that North 

American sojourners need for successful overseas adaptation, which may help to mitigate 

acculturative stress in both directions. They also found models for managing acculturative stress. 
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Their review of the literature would compel one to question Oberg’s (1960) framing of culture 

shock as a passive state, and to instead imagine acculturation as a complex process involving 

multiple factors, some which position the culturally shocked into a more active role. Still, they 

did note in many instances that the studies reviewed at best established limited conclusions.  

Cross-cultural Adaptation and Sojourner Adjustment  

Ward conducted cross-cultural research for four decades, contributing generously to the 

body of knowledge on acculturation. She co-wrote The Psychology of Culture Shock (Ward et 

al., 2005), which includes a comprehensive review of empirical research on sojourners’ 

experiences as students, immigrants, refugees, and international workers, but not as teachers. 

Ward and colleagues (2005) analysed recent developments in methods, instruments, and 

variables that could help to predict successful sojourner adjustment (Church, 1982). Variables 

included: personality traits (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward et al., 2004); identity styles (Berzonsky, 

2011); instruments to predict adaptability (Hammer, et al., 2003); and skills (Wilson, et al., 

2013). However, findings are inconsistent.  

Like Berry, Ward and her colleagues found Oberg’s (1960) construct too limiting, and 

recommended alternate constructs, such as adaptation or adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 1993, p. 

22). Additionally, they noted two distinct types of cross-cultural adaptation, which are 

“psychological well-being or satisfaction” and “social skills, the ability to ‘fit in’ or negotiate 

aspects of the host culture. Psychological adjustment, then, is interwoven with stress and coping 

processes, whereas sociocultural adaptation is predicated on culture learning.” The researchers 

thus “include both the social and affective components of the sojourn experience…[which] 

permits adjustment/maladjustment to be examined as an outcome of the transition experience” 

(Ward & Searle, 1991, p. 210). 
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Searle and Ward conducted two studies on student sojourners (Searle & Ward, 1990; 

Ward & Searle, 1991). They found psychological and sociocultural adjustment to be significantly 

related, thus affirming the cross-cultural adaptation phenomenon on a macro level. However, 

when it came to the more nuanced aspects of their studies, such as examining certain personality 

traits like extraversion, they found no significant predictors. Also, it is important to note that 

their studies were conducted on students, and not on teachers. We are left again with a complex 

enigma.  

Ward and colleagues (2005) developed an acculturation framework informed by the work 

of Lazarus and Folkman (1984), as well as Berry (1994). It includes social, political, economic, 

and cultural factors in both the society of origin and society of settlement. It also looks at stress 

factors, such as life changes and intercultural contact, and stress responses, such as affective, 

behavioural and cognitive outcomes. This framework augments Joslin’s (2002) cultural orbits 

heuristic, which was education-specific. Thus, the work of Ward and colleagues is instructive in 

research on K-12 teachers abroad. 

Multidimensional Model for the Development of Intercultural Literacy  

Heyward (2002) argued that the ways we thought and developed ourselves in the 1950s 

are now outdated. Like Hanvey (1986) and Berry (2001), whose acculturation models suggest 

that some acculturation factors are flexible, which implies that they may be learned, Heyward 

(2002, pp.16-17), developed the multidimensional model for the development of intercultural 

literacy to support acculturating teachers. This is the only teacher-specific acculturation 

framework that I have found thus far. Heyward’s model includes six attributes, labeled 

understandings, competencies, attitudes, participation, language proficiencies, and identities. 

Each of these attributes is then placed on the following spectrum: 
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Table 2  

 

Multidimensional model for the development of intercultural literacy  

Level Monocultural 

Level 1 

Monocultural 

Level 1 

Monocultural 

Level 1 

Cross-cultural Intercultural 

Awareness Limited 

awareness 

Naïve 

awareness 

Engagement-

distancing 

Emerging 

intercultural 

literacy 

Bicultural or 

transcultural 

Competence Unconsciously 

incompetent 

Unconsciously 

incompetent 

Consciously 

incompetent 

Consciously 

competent 

Unconsciously 

competent 

 

Note: (abridged from Heyward, 2002, pp. 16-17). 

 

According to Heyward, intercultural literacy is developed partly through immersion, but it also 

requires a certain amount of self-awareness, which includes awareness about one’s own culture, 

ways of learning and doing, and so on. Heyward further argued that “without an understanding 

of intercultural literacy and its implications for students, schools understand neither the world of 

their students nor the students themselves” (2002, p. 23). While I recognize that schools should 

be student-centered, it is important to equally recognize that the teachers who serve to teach and 

inspire these students are not simply an aggregate of skills. They are embodied humans, who do 

not sever all that makes them who they are each time they cross the threshold of the school 

property. They bring their embodied selves into their classrooms, and connect with their students 

mainly on personal levels, although they can also connect intellectually. To explain what I mean 

by embodiment, the Medicine Wheel offers a comprehensive approach to learning and being. The 

Medicine Wheel encompasses the four dimensions of the person. This concept is central to the 

Anishinaabe Indigenous peoples. The four dimensions include the intellectual, emotional, 

physical, and spiritual. See Figure 4.  
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Figure 4 

 

The Anishinaabe Medicine Wheel 

 

Note: The Anishinaabe Medicine Wheel is common knowledge and the text within these four 

quadrants varies in detail and language. 

 

The Medicine Wheel, “provides a framework to decipher between thoughts, feelings, and 

actions, and it places learners at the critical centre of their own being” (Chartrand, 2012, p. 150).  

While empirical research tends to focus mainly and sometimes solely on the intellectual 

dimension, I argue that the experiences of culture shock involve all four dimensions. Morcom 

(2017, p. 125) located the spiritual dimension in a way that may not be congruent with culture, 

but rather a resonance of learning that comes from “honouring teachings [that one has been 

raised with] and connecting to knowledge.” For these reasons, it is important for educator 

acculturation research to include studies that take a teacher-centered approach that is holistic. It 

is such an approach that I undertook. 
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The Role of Leadership and Self-Leadership in Successful Acculturation 

This section looks at leadership, and how leadership is understood and implicated in 

acculturation. Leadership is as contested a term as any other. I draw upon the works of Burns 

(1978, p. 425), who fashioned the transformational leadership theory, to articulate my working 

definition of leadership for this study. He stated that leadership,  

is the reciprocal process of mobilizing by persons with certain motives and values, 

various economic, political, and other resources, in a context of competition and conflict, 

in order to realize goals independently or mutually held by both leaders and followers.  

This definition resonates with me, as a teacher who espouses servant leadership (Greenleaf, 

1977), first because it highlights the importance of relationship between leader and follower. A 

reciprocal process requires relationship. Second, this definition is practical, comprehensive, and 

succinct. Leaders work in an environment of plural motives and values that includes the 

balancing of various resources, and is mired with competition and conflict. Leaders are often the 

ones to reconcile these various tensions. Third, this definition of leadership is inclusive enough 

that it may pertain to school leaders, such as principals, but it also includes teachers, who are 

tasked with the above mandate regarding their students. I therefore assert that for this study, 

teachers are leaders. They work in relationship with their students, who can be understood as 

their followers, but teachers are also followers, for they also work in relationship with 

professionals within their organization who are tasked with leading the teachers. 

 Working with the above framing of leadership, I add two propositions. One is that 

teachers are on some level, servant leaders. All leaders are at times followers. Some more 

hierarchical leadership theories make the hierarchies clear, but with both transformational and 

servant leadership theories, leaders understand the benefits of flexing leader-follower roles in 
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order to maximize outcomes. The servant leader leads primarily because of a deeply rooted 

desire to serve (Greenleaf, 1977; Nsiah & Walker, 2013). In a recent pan-Canadian study of new 

teachers (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019), developing and maintaining strong relationships with students 

was prioritized by many teachers. Additionally, when asked what kept teachers going through 

the difficult times, many responses can be summed up as because of the students. Servant 

leadership involves a leader who puts the needs of their followers at the forefront. In the case of 

teachers, this would mean making students their focus.  

The other proposition is that leadership must include an element of self-leadership, which 

is defined by Neck and Houghton (2006, p. 271) as “a self-influence process through which 

people achieve the self-direction and self-motivation necessary to perform.” Because 

acculturation is so complex and the experiences unique to those experiencing it, this study 

included an exploration of how teachers engaged in self-leadership processes. Drawing data out 

by incorporating reflective practice, which has been shown to enhance teacher capacity (Walker 

et al., 2017), was encouraged to yield important understandings about acculturating teachers’ 

self-leadership. cycle  

When one ponders leadership in an educational context, one might immediately think of 

school administrators, (e.g., principals and vice/assistant principals). They are, after all, leaders, 

and studies have implicated them in teacher thriving (or the lack thereof) by means of support (or 

lack thereof) that they provide to teachers (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; ISC Research, 2018; 

Kutsyuruba et al., 2018). School administrators bear many responsibilities to education’s two 

largest stakeholder groups: the students and the teachers, and there is evidence that these 

responsibilities are ever-growing (Pollock, et al., 2015). It should be noted that in an 

international school overseas, it is not just teachers who are acculturating, but also students, 
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support staff, and the expatriate school administrators. Some good news has emerged from the 

report by Higgins and Wigford (2018), which found that teachers in international schools 

generally report higher than average well-being and generally feel supported by their leaders. By 

contrast, a smaller study revealed that teachers in international schools experienced poor 

leadership support, which was implicated with early leaving, which in turn is linked with a 

reduction in student performance (Johns, 2018). When pondering challenges that teachers are 

likely to face overseas, school leaders would thus understand the imperative for supporting 

acculturating teachers, who in turn are called to support acculturating students. While studies 

focusing on international school administrators are needed, my doctoral study focused on the 

lived experiences of teachers. For this study, I refine the leadership gaze to include: 

• the supports that teachers receive from their leaders in order to thrive, which situates 

teachers as followers;  

• teachers as leaders in their classrooms, which acknowledges their leadership 

responsibilities to their students; 

• teachers’ self-leadership capacity, as evidenced through their testimonies and 

strategies that they use to thrive.  

Fit, Flexibility, and Self-efficacy  

I return to the notion of fit, which I previously stated is a notion that international school 

recruiters put faith in when hiring teachers. Fit is largely predicated on the presence of teacher 

flexibility and resilience, so that the sojourning teacher can adapt to changes beyond their 

control, such as a sudden timetable change due to another teacher departing, and an overtly 

adaptive nature, which is helpful in a policyscaped environment. Flexibility and resilience in turn 

implicate a composite of teacher personality traits, adaptive skills, and the various cultural 
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identities that they bring with them. Depending upon the teacher, the latter identities would be 

associated with varying degrees of cultural distance (Mumford, 2000). Fit thus suggests a certain 

stasis on the part of the teacher, dividing teachers into a binary or perhaps a spectrum in which 

an open mindset is contrasted with a closed one. Von Kirchenheim and Richardson (2005, p. 

409) listed numerous obvious practical reasons that support a sojourning teacher’s need for 

flexibility, from having an openness to new foods to interactions with new cultures, because “the 

familiar is inaccessible.” One would logically posit that high self-efficacy is positively indicated 

with acculturative success, because those who are self-efficacious are more likely to persevere 

(Bandura, 2012; Dowling & Schuler, 1990). According to Bandura (2012), resilience can be 

developed, leading to increased self-efficacy. In their small qualitative study of a group of 

international teachers, von Kirchenheim and Richardson (2005) found that self-efficacy was 

indicated in successful adjustment. However, there was no link between flexibility and 

successful adjustment. A possible limitation of this study regarding sojourner adjustment is that 

the participants had severed ties with their home country, which could mean that the teachers 

sampled were no longer sojourning but were immigrating or had immigrated to the host country.  

It is interesting to note the study on personality traits and cultural competence carried out 

by Ward and colleagues (2004). Their findings suggested that empathy is indicated in 

adjustment; however there were no findings to support their cultural fit proposition. The mixed 

and inconclusive findings of von Kirchenheim and Richardson (2005) mirror those of other 

quantitative studies regarding adjustment factors (e.g., Hammer et al., 2003; Ward et al., 2004), 

indicating the complexity of the acculturation phenomenon. To add further to the complexity, 

Ingersoll et al. (2018) noted that some of their participants possessed global competencies that 

were not provided in their teacher education programs (TEPs), which suggests that if these are a 
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factor, they may be developed elsewhere. What currently eludes findings across the research is 

clear understandings of the interplay of personality traits and cultural competence. Further 

studies, including qualitative and mixed methods ones, may serve to parse out the complexities 

inherent in acculturation. 

Positive Organizational Scholarship  

There are three compelling reasons to look to the burgeoning field of positive 

organizational scholarship (POS). The first is that it is an asset-oriented approach to inquiry. POS 

contrasts sharply with the more traditional problem-based, or deficit model of scientific inquiry. 

Cameron (2003), one of the founders of POS, does not refute the deficit model. In fact, many 

problems are better understood because of it. Cameron offered an alternate mode of inquiry that 

examines phenomena that are often overlooked, chiefly, that which is “right”, “best”, and 

“ennobling”, within an organization (Cameron, 2003, p. 52). POS scholars look for evidence of 

excellence, extraordinary performance, benevolence, and flourishing (Cameron, 2003). This area 

seeks to identify and understand positive outliers, which Cameron and colleagues called 

“extraordinarily positive outcomes, or positively deviant performance” (Cameron, et al., 2011, p. 

268). POS explores character traits that are implicated with extraordinarily positive outcomes 

(e.g., Park & Peterson, 2003), as well as positive behaviours that can be cultivated within the 

individual. POS scholars have explored a variety of habits designed to improve wellness within 

and at work. Roffey (2012, p. 146) maintained that the “active promotion of positive feelings – 

enjoyment, achievement, optimism, safety and a sense of belonging – alongside positive and 

healthy relationships facilitate an environment in which everyone is able to flourish and learn.” I 

am interested in learning about strategies that sojourning teachers may be using to flourish. 
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The second reason for me to adopt an asset-oriented approach arises from an ethical 

concern. I have been deeply influenced by postcolonial scholarship, which informed my master’s 

research. In particular, the book Orientalism (Said, 1978), which presented a cultural dichotomy 

between East and West—almost exclusively to the benefit of the West—left such an imprint 

upon me that I began following the career of Said. I read many of his other works and used his 

work as moral a guide when conducting comparative and cross-cultural research. In so doing, I 

discovered that Said’s life experiences included sojourning, although his reasons were more 

urgent and lacking in the privilege that most sojourning teachers possess: Said was an American-

Palestinian who experienced life in exile, and his writings about exile, in particular his discussion 

of the grief and homelessness experienced by the exiled (Said, 1984) resonate with the rejection 

phase of culture shock (Oberg, 1960) in terms of the incredible sense of cultural loss and 

homelessness. Said (1993) noted that the Western bias in academia, pop culture, politics, and 

essentially all aspects of life, has perpetuated a Western hegemonic stance globally. I was so 

haunted by some of his arguments in Orientalism that for a time, I considered abandoning my 

research that took me to and from India. While adamantly critical of Western hegemony, Said 

was nonetheless hopeful for reconciliation between East and West, and he believed that critical 

examination of narratives and power structures would lead the way to a better future. Said has 

made me aware of representation, the construction of knowledge, that presents Western people 

as subjects of their destiny, and enlightened, while people in the Occident are objects of the 

Western gaze, and construed as backwards, and end up being exoticized or demonized. In either 

case, these narratives sustain Western privilege (Sterba, 2001).  

As I prepared to travel to non-Western countries, to ask Western teachers about their 

experiences in the Occident, I was aware of the risks of othering people who ought not to be. 
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After having pored over my research path, which I believe is critically important to students, 

teachers, and leaders in international schools, adopting an asset-oriented approach to my inquiry 

seemed to be an ethical path for me to take. I recognized a probability for encountering stories of 

teachers who have faced trauma in their experiences could surface, and while I understand deep 

exploration of these to be important, what I do not want to do is to find myself criticizing an 

organizational or local culture of which I have only a superficial understanding. Having an asset 

orientation sought to uncover positive instances that can serve as best practices, rather than 

descend into rants about a minority culture from a global perspective. 

The final reason for adopting a POS stance in my work is that I identify as an artist. This 

is an embodied way of thinking and being. Thus, I have chosen a number of arts-informed 

methodologies. Arts methodologies align remarkably well with POS. In pondering how 

methodologies such as photovoice, symbolic artifacts, and the commonplace book can help 

teachers explore and express their acculturation experiences, which include exhilaration but also 

deep grief, I came across an article that I had saved after 9/11: 

The most pressing need is to provide people with peaceful rather than violent ways to 

express their emotions and frustrations. The arts do this largely in soothing ways, thereby 

pointing people in positive rather than negative directions … As the true purveyors of 

humanity’s most human and humane expression, it is music, drama, literature, painting 

and dance that expose the real heart and soul of nations. (Schafer, 2001, p. 1) 

 

The linkages of artful and aesthetic processes with positive outputs such as improved wellness, 

organizational flourishing, and healthy collaboration have been noted in the field of POS. 

Fredrickson (2003) noted that play-based pedagogies are effective and can lead to joy and better 

coping (Cooperrider & Sekerka, 2003). Kopelman and colleagues (2012) argued that when 

people experience joy at work, enhanced well-being and performance are implicated. I believe 

that a study that asks sojourning teachers to engage in storytelling and art-making stands to 
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enrich our understanding of teacher acculturation in ways that previous studies have not yet 

done. 

Towards an Understanding of Sojourning Educators’ Acculturation 

The following vignette contains some troubling assumptions that reinforce for me the 

need to include a POS perspective.  

The [one] who ventures outside of his or her own country into other parts of the world is 

like Alice in Wonderland. He or she will meet strange beings, customs, ways of 

organizing or disorganizing and theories that are [seem] clearly stupid, oldfashioned 

[sic] or even immoral—yet they may work, or at least they may not fail more frequently 

than corresponding theories do at home. Then, after the first culture shock, the traveler to 

Wonderland will feel enlightened, and may be able to take his or her experiences home 

and use them advantageously (Hofstede, 1993, p. 93, emphasis added). 

 

In this vignette, the sojourner views the new landscape as “clearly stupid, oldfashioned, 

immoral” (Hofstede, 1993, p. 93). These are all simplistic and judgmental without examining 

context. They may well reflect one’s initial reactions to life in another culture, but these 

conclusions are overly facile and rapidly drawn. At the same time, this vignette puts forth an 

optimistic perspective on the potential of acculturation’s leading to thriving. Hofstede wrote this 

about sojourning management expatriates, but his vivid, hyperbolic metaphor offers great hope 

for sojourners in terms of positive growth opportunities. The hopeful shift for understanding 

culture shock leads to acculturative stress (Berry, 2006a) and sojourner adjustment (Church, 

1982; Ward et al., 2004). Their studies are useful in informing and understanding the experiences 

of today’s international teachers. When this kind of sojourner adjustment is successful, multiple 

stakeholder groups win, including students, teachers, leaders, and the entire organization. 

There is ample acculturation theory, but sojourning teacher-specific frameworks have yet 

to be developed. International schooling has undergone two major shifts since inception, chiefly, 

the development of international mindedness and the boom created largely by globalisation. 
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There are many challenges that await teachers who are ambitious or adventurous enough to 

launch a career abroad. Some of these challenges can be predicted, but many cannot, as Berry 

(2006b) reminds us. What does seem clear is that much more research that focuses specifically 

on the experiences of the teachers is urgently needed. The stakes are high for sojourning 

teachers, as are the potential rewards. Research on teacher thriving overseas can add to the 

proposed new direction of asset-based research that recognizes the role of acculturative stress. 

Existing literature on international schools, their teachers, and the broader field of 

international education paints a rich canvas full of ever-emerging intricacies that make up the 

context in which sojourning teachers may become active participants. Since the landscape is 

growing so quickly, it is likely to undergo more changes. However, this landscape view is not 

intended to provide a generalizable concept of what all teachers face, but rather to illustrate how 

rich, intricate, and diverse the canvas is.  Most of the literature on international schools and 

teaching focuses on the ideological tension of developing internationalism through education. 

Gandhi is often credited for the aphorism, If we are to reach real peace in the world, we shall 

have to begin with the children. It appears that the international mindedness movement ascribed 

to notions of developing peace through education. From this movement, robust, well-respected 

curricula have been developed, and this model of education is being adopted globally. Yet 

globalisation is changing the landscape rapidly, and sojourning teachers not only encounter the 

international mindedness ideology, but also notions of banking education (Zsebik, 2000), which 

are influential in the expanding number of for-profit international schools. 

With the above tensions, many policy and political tensions may at first glance appear to 

be beyond the sojourning teacher. However, they involve the organizational landscape, and some 

scholars (e.g., Roskell, 2013) point to the organizational culture introducing the possibility of 
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‘double culture shock’ in which teachers confront policyscapes. These can be elusive, and 

teachers who are learning how to adapt in a foreign culture may stumble in becoming agentic. 

The key issues and tensions that stand out the most in terms of teacher acculturation are 

the social and cultural ones. This is not surprising given the sociocultural nature of acculturation 

processes. The cultural and social issues pose challenges as well as growth opportunities to 

teachers’ identities, which scholars argue are embedded in their personal experiences. If this is 

so, it behooves more teacher acculturation studies in order to illuminate paths to the successful 

socialization and acculturation of sojourning teachers. Whether self-efficacy leads to thriving or 

vice-versa still remains an enigma, but research on teachers’ acculturative experiences may 

illuminate this area.  

The acculturation psychology literature is vast, and yet it only offers partial 

understandings. Acculturation theory has seen a welcome shift from a pathology-oriented 

understanding of culture shock to a growth-opportunity. We must recognize inherent complexity 

since acculturation cannot be operationalized. Still, inquiry into teacher-specific acculturation 

processes is needed and promises to make a valuable contribution to the knowledge on 

acculturation. Understanding the effects of acculturation informs thinking, but more literature is 

needed in other areas, such as on resilience, new teacher supports, and the roles of trust and 

leadership.  

Conceptual Framework for Educator Acculturation  

Summarizing the various theoretical strands discussed in this chapter, this final section 

describes the development of an educator acculturation conceptual framework, as informed by 

the literature review. The teacher acculturation studies (Deveney, 2007; Roskell, 2013; Sunder, 

2013; Tarc, 2013) reflect in many ways what the theoretical frameworks in the extant literature 
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already suggest, which is encouraging. For example, they confirm that acculturation is a 

dynamic, challenging, painful and sometimes rewarding experience. They also confirm that 

acculturation can interfere with happiness, a sense of belonging, and self-efficacy. Acculturation 

also appears to relate to retention and attrition, based on Roskell’s (2013) study. These studies 

illuminate useful research trajectories, encouraging me to develop a conceptual framework that 

guided my study. These adopt and extend the metaphor of the international school as an atoll 

(Allen, 2004), which frames the international school, and thus all activity within the school, as 

ecological. Each international school is at the same time unique and isolated from other schools 

yet connected to the ecosystems beyond the atoll.  

I developed a conceptual framework to indicate how perspectives and phenomenological 

processes affect acculturation. In this framework, the atoll area is blue, to represent water, which 

is necessary for all life. Each employee on this atoll brings with them a composite of cultural 

identities (see Joslin’s framework for the various intersecting cultural influences). We move to 

organizational factors for thriving. In this section, we look at school leadership, which is 

implicated in new teacher success internationally. We also look at strategies that teachers may 

develop, such as self-leadership. The extant literature suggests that teachers who self-lead 

through reflection, maintaining balance, and perseverance, are more successful than those who 

do not. These leadership pieces are shaded in brown, to represent the earth in which the seeds are 

planted. The earth provides sustenance and grounding. If the grounding is right, the teacher feels 

secure and safe to try some risks, which may be necessary in an environment of policyscapes. 

Theoretically, when all of these elements are working optimally, teacher thriving ensues. 

Thriving is indicated by teacher well-being. It may also be indicated by teacher retention. This 
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section is in green to represent new growth. Below is the model that I used in order to frame the 

questions that I asked of educators. 

Figure 5 

 

Educator Acculturation Conceptual Framework 

 

From the above framework, I ponder the following questions: 

1. What are the various social, cultural, curricular, and collegial processes that sojourning 

teachers face in their experiences abroad? 

2. What do teachers need, both professionally and personally, in order to thrive in an 

international teaching position? 

3. What can we learn about organizational culture and leadership pertaining to teacher 

efficacy while abroad?  

4. What structural supports, such as orientation and new teacher induction programs, are 

used to help teachers thrive in their new teaching environments, and in their new 

homes? What about collegial supports?  

5. What self-leadership strategies are teachers developing and using in order to thrive? 

6. Are the leaders aware of the specific needs of their teachers? In whom do teachers 

confide when they are in a state of acculturative distress? 

7. What ‘eustresses’ have teachers experienced and how have these affected teachers 

professionally and personally? 
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Exploring these questions could lead to greater understandings of teacher acculturation, inform 

pre-service and ongoing PD for international teachers, guide development of more teacher 

supports, and generate further research paths. These questions cover too much scope for a 

doctoral study, but I record all of them here, as they are questions that I believe ought to be 

addressed in future studies at some point. I refine these questions and delimit my scope in the 

next chapter, on methodology. 

 This literature review has explored research on international education, international 

schools, international teachers, and acculturation psychology. While it is encouraging that a few 

studies on teachers’ experiences overseas are beginning to emerge, there nonetheless remains a 

significant gap in literature linking teachers’ experiences with the vast body of acculturation 

research, which seems to have explored most of the big population groups that face 

acculturation except for those who work in international schools. The literature covered 

underscores the need for broad and deep research on teacher and leader acculturation and 

factors for thriving in international schools.  
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Chapter Three  

Methodology 

If the living, experiencing being is an intimate participant in the activities of the world to which 

it belongs, then knowledge is a mode of participation, valuable in the degree in which it is 

effective. It cannot be the idle view of an unconcerned spectator. (Dewey, 2012, p. 393) 

 

This section begins with a summary of my research purpose. I frame my narrative inquiry 

and the design of my study. I provide timelines and some visualizations to précis these methods. 

I provide and explain the list of instruments, and then explicate the phronetic approach of the 

data analysis framework. I review the measures that were undertaken to ensure trustworthiness 

and conclude with the ethical protocols used. These sections, unfolding in the following order, 

are entitled: towards a narrative study of educator acculturation, the research design, data 

analysis, trustworthiness, and research ethics. 

Towards a Narrative Study of Educator Acculturation  

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of educators, who were 

employed in international schools abroad, with educator acculturation and its impact on their 

well-being. The following broad research question guided my research: what are the 

acculturation experiences of educators who work overseas, and how do these experiences affect 

educators’ sense of well-being and thriving? Some specific research questions emerged from the 

above question, such as: 

• How do educators who work overseas understand, experience, and manage 

acculturation? 

• How do educators link their identities with their acculturative experiences? 
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• How does acculturation affect educators’ working lives, their personal lives, and their 

senses of well-being? 

• What is the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and promoting 

well-being? 

• What self-leadership processes do sojourning educators engage in so as to achieve the 

direction and motivation necessary to thrive? 

In order to explore and capture rich, detailed accounts of sojourning teachers’ experiences 

with acculturation in overseas international school environments, I used a narrative inquiry 

framework, modified from Clandinin (2013), which is explained in this chapter. Furthermore, I 

created an emergent research design to allow for capturing the often-nuanced complexity of 

teacher acculturation. This section is organized as follows: the case for storying, acculturation is 

an ongoing story, and narrative inquiry. 

Polkinghorne (1995, p. 8) contended that “stories express a kind of knowledge that 

uniquely describes human experience in which actions and happenings contribute positively and 

negatively to attaining goals and fulfilling purposes.” I honed my inquiry into three themes based 

upon the literature review; however, it is that embodied complexity that an exploration of the 

lived experiences of acculturating teachers is hoped to illuminate. I thus fashioned a research 

design that explored both thematic and embodied facets. 

As stated earlier, an overarching premise of this study is that culture shock as a core 

concept of teacher acculturation —regardless of how it is understood or manifested—presents an 

immense challenge for international schools. Past studies on acculturation have attempted to fit 

human experiences within metrics designed by researchers. These studies have yielded important 

contributions to the field of acculturation, and they inform my work. I nonetheless engaged a 
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different perspective. As we have learned from past studies, acculturation is a complex 

phenomenon with many nuances, and is affected by the intersectionalities that individuals live 

within. My premise is that rather than fitting educators into past metrics on acculturation and 

culture shock, it may be used to frame conversations. However, a flexible framing allows for 

educators to determine their own acculturation fulcrum, which emerges by participants sharing 

their acculturation stories with me. Storying is the way that narrative inquiry researchers gather 

information.  

The Case for Storying 

My research explored the stories of sojourning educators about their lived experiences. 

Delving into lived experiences is beneficial to the learning process. It is also beneficial to 

programmatic change (Smith, 2013). Investigating lived experiences is dependent upon the 

storying of those with the experiences. People may attribute storying to fiction, to the imaginary, 

or to that which is not real or true. As a composite writing form, fiction pertains to the narration 

of imaginary elements. This does not equate fiction with fabrication. I have been writing poetry 

and short stories for over three decades. I know from my experiences, training, and discussions 

with fellow writers, that most writers write what they know, which is to say that they pull from 

their own experiences. In one definition, fiction is presented as opposite of fact. The etymology 

of the word links it with contrived, figment, and fabrication. However, one of the things that 

draws people to fiction is the composite way in which universal truths can be explored in 

expressive forms. We read a novel, or watch a play, and are drawn into the story when we relate 

to an element that ignites a spark of recognition of a truth that we understand. We are drawn 

emotionally into the story, and so a story has the potential for opening doors to our emotional 

intelligence. We recognize an element of the human condition, narrated powerfully, and we are 



 

 

 

 

63 

moved. This process creates within the reader or audience member instances of clarity about the 

embedded lives that we lead, separate but connected to others.  

Fiction is not the only genre of writing that uses storying, but it may be the genre one 

first thinks of when hearing the word story. I am not the first to make the case for storying as a 

useful research methodology (see Clandinin, 2013; Wilson, 2008). In the literary world, there 

are genres of storytelling that begin with a set of facts. Biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, 

historical fictions, and nonfiction, all draw upon real events, and are interpreted by a narrator. I 

have been interested in this type of writing ever since I read Angelou’s I know why the caged 

bird sings (1969), which is the first of several autobiographical books that she wrote. It is fitting 

that hers was the first autobiography that I read while I was an early career teacher in Malaysia. 

I related to Angelou, as a thespian, as a poet, and as a woman. For me, Angelou mastered the 

storytelling craft, being able to synthesize her lived experiences with poetry, rhetoric, and grit. 

There are various ways to tell stories, and by engaging participants in the exploration of their 

own stories on a variety of levels (e.g., interviews, journals, artwork, focus groups), I believe 

that their embodied, lived experiences will add richly to our understanding of teacher 

acculturation.  

Acculturation is an Ongoing Story 

Acculturation is a complex phenomenon. Storying can be a useful research lens as well as 

methodology, because it can connect one to research both rationally and personally. Meaning can 

emerge and shed light in ways that a strictly logical or positivist lens cannot capture. 

I carried my own stories within me as I embarked on this research journey, aware that 

these and other stories emerged and influenced the way I interacted with the data of this project. I 

believe that storying is an important way of making meaning of lived experiences (Clandinin, 
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2013; Wilson, 2008), and the lived experiences that I sought to study have big implications upon 

the children and youth of today and tomorrow. I sought educators to tell me their stories, which 

also are complex composites of their full, embodied experiences. We use storying, recalling 

stories, telling stories, listening to stories, and retelling stories once again through the 

storyteller’s lens, to make sense of the world around us. The phenomena I studied are not 

necessarily linear, not completely tangible, and not completely capturable in a dissertation. 

However, by undergoing the storying processes, it may be possible to achieve a greater 

understanding of what it means to be a sojourning educator, living and operating both 

professionally and personally, within the cultural practices and ways of being to which each is 

introduced in another land. It is important to try to gain a greater understanding of these 

processes. The stakes are high, both personally and professionally for each educator, but also for 

the organizations that hire them, and ultimately, for the children going through the schools, who 

all deserve to have well-adjusted, competent teachers, counselors, and school leaders.  

People are fascinating. Each one of us holds within us a composite of knowledge, beliefs, 

experiences, identities, and associations which inform how we view the world and how we 

interact with it. There are many ways to conduct research. Mine delved into the stories of the 

experiences of seventeen educators who are also sojourners. This dissertation, therefore, makes 

the case for the storying of educators, who have chosen to sojourn overseas, and what learnings 

they can share regarding their acculturation processes.  

Narrative Inquiry 

Growing up in a musical family, song lyrics have resonated with my sensemaking. I am 

a poet,  and so I am naturally drawn to the way that lyrics offer stories in cryptic ways, because 

of their word economy and their use of strongly connotative diction. Song lyrics can offer great 
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insights into unpacking meanings in lived experiences. The below lyrics illustrate how stories 

can serve to conceptualize identity, and to ground individuals as interconnected people sharing 

physical and symbolic spaces. The lyrics position people as players on a world stage whose 

presence and performances affect one another’s ways of understanding. 

All the world’s indeed a stage 

And we are merely players 

Performers and portrayers 

Each another’s audience 

Outside the gilded cage 

(Peart, 1981) 

 

In the above scenario, an individual’s story is situated in relationship to another’s story, 

suggesting that our stories are interconnected and influenced by one another. Scholars have 

long observed that one way that people learn is through stories (Clandinin, 2013; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Richardson, 1990, Wilson, 2008). Bateson (1994, p. 11) noted that “our species 

thinks in metaphors and learns through stories.” Clandinin (2007, p. 22) invokes emotional 

ways of understanding when she wrote, “the only thing that keeps us from floating off with the 

wind is our stories. They give us a name and put us in a place, allow us to keep on touching.” 

Storying has been practiced for as long as human activity has been recorded, and it has certainly 

been my experience. My family culture embraced a strong oral tradition of passing down stories 

by telling and singing them. As a young child, I learned about my family’s faith best through 

the stories told, usually allegories that better explained the concept than just having the concept 

described. As an adult and a high school teacher of English and drama, I discovered how 

powerful storying is for making meaning to many people. Classroom conversations about 

universal truths and philosophical concepts that were explored via literature, and conversations 

with audience members after a theatre production have convinced me that through storying, we 

can start academic conversations not only at the intellectual level, but at the emotional level too. 
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Holism doesn’t attempt to separate embodied experiences and ways of knowing (Morcom, 

2017). Bateson (1994, pp. 10-11) maintained that, 

There is a spiritual basis to attention, a humility in waiting upon the emergence of 

pattern from experience. The willingness to assimilate what has been seen or heard 

draws other life into increasingly inclusive definitions of the self. Looking, listening, 

and learning offer […] a time to learn.  

Connelly and Clandinin (1990, p. 2) conceptualized narrative inquiry as follows: 

Narrative inquiry is increasingly used in studies of educational experience. It has a long 

intellectual history both in and out of education. The main claim for the use of narrative 

in educational research is that 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. This general notion translates into the view that education 

is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories; teachers and 

learners are storytellers and characters in their own and other's stories. 

 

Over fifteen years later, Connelly and Clandinin continued to flesh out narrative inquiry as a 

researcher’s way of knowing and being, after a fashion. They wrote: 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they interpret 

their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a 

person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and 

made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is 

first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology 

entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a 

particular view of experience as phenomenon under study (as cited in Clandinin & Rosiek, 

2007, p. 4). 

 

Narrative inquiry offers a holistic, inclusive meaning-making methodology because it 

“emphasizes subjectivity, self-reflexivity, emotionality, dialogue, and the goal of connecting 

social sciences to humanities through storytelling” (Bochner, 2012, p. 156). While some 

researchers may be wary of the subjective and emotional, these are central features of 

acculturation according to the extant literature, and so a methodology that affirms an emotional 

and deeply personal experience is called for.  
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Since acculturation involves both intellectual and personal levels of experience and 

functioning, it seems logical to utilize storying to explore the lived experiences of sojourning 

teachers. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 19) explained, “experience happens narratively. 

Narrative inquiry is a form of narrative experience. Therefore, educational experience should be 

studied narratively.”  

Clandinin is a former K-12 teacher, turned researcher. The way that she and her 

colleague Connelly have developed their version of narrative inquiry is directly involved with 

researching teachers’ stories. As a K-12 teacher of twenty years who has sojourned overseas, 

and now as an emergent researcher, the writings of Clandinin (2007, 2013) resonate with me. I 

situate myself within the study as researcher and teacher, bringing with me my own 

understandings from my own experiences and stories, and engaging in and with the stories of 

the teachers in my study, as they share with me their experiences and stories. This is narrative 

inquiry (Clandinin, 2013), which can be viewed as both theoretical framework and method. 

To help narrate the embodied lived experiences of the teachers in my study, I sought to 

capture the stories of lived experiences over a period of several months, to allow the 

participants to engage in reflective inquiry of their own, and to give them time to express their 

reflection in a variety of ways. I sought to collect their oral stories by listening to them, by 

collecting their written stories via their journals, and to collect their symbolic stories, by 

collecting artifacts and then discussing their significance with the teachers. 

The Research Design 

Below, I discuss my study design, which includes sections on the selection of study 

sites, selection of participants, data collection, and the research instruments used. Because the 

nature of this study was overseas, and included my having to adapt to unexpected changes, the 
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study design, while structured, was an emergent one from the onset, allowing for changes along 

the way. This proved helpful since the pandemic necessitated some design changes. 

Selection of Study Sites  

The first step that I undertook was to select data collection sites. It was my hope to gain 

access to schools similar to the ones that I experienced. I have worked in Malaysia and Hong 

Kong and have conducted numerous field research trips and visits with artists and educators in 

India. I looked to gatekeepers in the geographic locations in which I have lived and worked. To 

access potential participants, I spoke with recruiters at the Queen’s Teachers’ Overseas 

Recruiting Fair (TORF), and emailed school leaders first in Malaysia and Hong Kong, and later 

in China, India, Macau, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.  

The nature of study sites that I sought included: 

• non-profit international schools (may be in an education hub or an independent 

school) 

• accredited by one of the provincial jurisdictions in Canada 

• offer educational programming that includes Canadian curricula 

• offer an interdisciplinary approach to pedagogy, that draws from both Southeast 

Asian and Western paradigms 

Participants working at ten international schools across the following five regions joined this 

study: Macau, Mainland China, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand.  

Selection of Participants 

I sought to collect and analyse the stories of fifteen acculturating teachers. The 

participants in my study included Canadian-certified teachers living in a culture that is different 

from their primary culture, which is to say, they were sojourners, Canadian-certified sojourning 
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guidance counselors, and sojourning educational leaders in international schools. Because 

leaders are fewer in numbers and are recruited from other countries than Canada, my selection 

criteria allowed for leaders who were not Canadian-certified.  

I did not include educators who belonged to the culture of the host country because I 

posited that their acculturation challenges would be fewer, and that their challenges and 

strategies would be outside of the scope of this study. Additionally, I sought teachers who had 

not previously sojourned in their current host country. Ideally, the participants would provide a 

diverse cross-section of age, cultural, racial, and gender identities, teaching experience, and 

sojourning experience. I hoped that both new teachers with little or no teaching experience, as 

well as experienced teachers and those teachers who are in positions of added leadership 

responsibility would respond to my call. Finally, I sought to interview teachers who had recently 

arrived in the country to teach as well as those whose acculturation was well under way.  

Once ethical protocols had been satisfied, both at my university and at the sites that I 

hoped to visit, and study sites were confirmed, I sent the call for participants to the principals at 

the schools that I visited. They disseminated the call to teachers who met the above criteria. 

From there, interested teachers contacted me for our first meeting. I communicated with the 

school leaders to coordinate housekeeping tasks, viable visit times, and to book a space at the 

school for the interviews. In one of the schools, the principal invited me to speak at a staff 

meeting to personally share some of my sojourning story and to invite educators to participate. 

This was the school where a higher representation of participants emerged in contrast with the 

other schools. In total, 17 participants joined this study. 
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Data Collection 

 As mentioned earlier, I was interested in drawing out data that would elicit participants 

understandings of their experiences from a variety of ways. I believed that by engaging in 

reflective and symbolic ways, that participants would reveal ways of understanding experience 

eliciting their cognitive and emotional capacities, which could draw out the embodied 

experiences of acculturation. According to Leavy (2015, p. 177) “the ability to think 

conceptually, symbolically, and metaphorically—[are the] essentials for qualitative data analysis, 

and this proposition had implications for data collection as well. I was also interested in a 

prolonged data collection plan to make space for acculturative experiences and understandings of 

those experiences to unfold while participants were noticing them.  

In the interest of gathering and analysing data through different modes of knowing and 

understanding, I list the following research instruments used in order of when each instrument 

usage began: researcher’s reflex journal (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010), researcher’s 

commonplace book (Shuman, et al., 2018), researcher’s field log, one-to-one semi-structured 

interviews with educators, researcher and participant reflex journals (McMillan & Schumacher, 

2010), and digital copies of symbolic artifacts. These artifacts included memory box (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1999) and photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997). The different instruments used 

reflected different modes of knowing and understanding, thus adding rich texture to the stories of 

the acculturating teachers who participate. The four modes that I identified are: direct storying; 

reflective storying; symbolic storying; and interactive storying. Table 3 situates each instrument 

within one of these modes from participant-focused data. The researcher-focused data 

(commonplace book, field notes, & researcher’s reflex journal) served to provide ongoing 

scrutiny of my own thought processes and a log of my own reflective processes. 
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Table 3 

 

Four modes of knowing and understanding 

 

Direct storying 

Instruments: 

Interviews 

Reflective storying 

Instruments: 

Journals 

Symbolic storying 

Instruments: 

Photovoice 

Memory Box 

Interactive storying* 

Instruments: 

Focus Groups 

 

Note: * = planned but not carried out due to the Covid-19 pandemic, my last research trip, when 

I was to carry out follow-up interviews and focus groups, was cancelled. I proceeded with 

virtual follow-up interviews but could tell that the participants had stress due to shifting to 

virtual and hybrid teaching models, so the focus groups were cancelled. 

 

Data Collection Timeline 

 In order to increase the incidents of deep reflection upon the lived experiences that the 

sojourning teachers would share, as well as to promote the submissions of symbolic artifacts, I 

devised a data collection protocol that was to be carried out over a number of months and 

involving progressively increasing reflections on the part of the sojourning teachers. This 

timeline was further extended due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The prolonged data collection 

timeline allowed for “persistent and prolonged participation in the research site[s]” (Bloomberg 

& Volpe, 2019, p. 206). Data were collected from November 2019 through June 2021. 

Once the university had granted ethical clearance to proceed with the study, I proceeded 

with data collection by reaching out to potential research sites and communicating with school 

leaders and teachers. I booked my research trip based upon confirmed data collection sites and 

upon mutually agreeable times, while seeking to confirm participation from the desired number 

of participants (15-20). 
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I began by setting up my reflective practice prior to leaving Canada. I engaged in my 

own reflections using both hand-written reflex journals and typed journal entries until the end 

of my data analysis period. In November 2019, I carried out initial meetings with educators, 

during which time I went over the key acculturation constructs such as policyscapes and culture 

shock (See Appendix D for Interview Guide). Each initial meeting included a review of 

working definitions, permissions, and the first interview with sojourning teachers. At the 

conclusion of this interview, I explained the journaling and symbolic artifacts, such as memory 

box and photovoice. Participants were invited to select a journal to use for their reflex journal, 

and a decorative tourist bag to serve as their memory box. These items had been locally 

purchased. They were offered a memory stick to store their photovoice pictures. Participants 

kept their memory box bags and all contents but were to physically amass these to enhance their 

reflective processes and to aid with their symbolic storying. I had planned to take photographs 

of these items at our second interview. I returned to Canada in December to analyse the data 

collected from the first interviews and my field notes and journals. During the hiatus between 

the first and second interviews, participating educators were left to independently engage in 

their reflective and symbolic storying. I kept in touch with participants via emails. In early 

February, 2020, I had planned to return to the study sites to collect teacher journals and digitally 

record their memory boxes and memory box items, as well as to digitally record their 

photovoice assignments.  

Due to the rapid spread of Covid-19 in East Asia, the deans at my university advised me 

to cancel my return trip. I contacted participants, who were experiencing school closures, 

submitted ethical amendments to collect data remotely, and proceeded with the final phase of 

data collection virtually. For practical reasons, I canceled focus groups. The second interviews 
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were conducted via video calls and these calls were audio-recorded. The participants shared 

with me their early pandemic stories, revisited their acculturation stories with me, and some 

explained their symbolic artifacts. While I was able to see some of these artifacts while on the 

video call, because I was only audio-recording, many of these images were not collected. 

Participants had been invited to photograph and share these; some did but most did not. 

Because participants and their schools were undergoing rapid and multiple adaptations due to 

the pandemic, data collection was extended. The details of the data collection timeline are 

summarized in the table below. 

Table 4 

 

Data Collection Timeline 

 

Note: Timeline extended due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

Dates for data 

generation/collection 

Data generated  

October 2019 – June 2021 

Ongoing; always with the 

researcher 

• Researcher’s commonplace book 

- Field log  

- Researcher reflex journals 

November 2019 – July 2020 

In situ interviews: November 

2019; Virtual interviews: May – 

July 2020 

• Participant interviews #1 

December 2019 – June 2021 • Participant reflex journals 

• Symbolic artifacts  

- memory box  

- photovoice 

May 2020 – March 2021 • Participant interviews #2 
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Research Instruments 

Data collection involved the use of the following research instruments, which are first 

listed below, then aligned with the research questions, and then an explanation of each 

instrument ensues. 

List of Research Instruments 

Researcher-focused instruments 

• Researcher’s commonplace book 

• Researcher’s field log 

• Researcher reflex journal 

Participant-focused instruments—Interviews  

• One-to-one semi-structured interviews with educators 

• Discussion interviews with educators 

• Participant reflex journals 

  Participant-focused instruments—Symbolic artifacts 

• Memory box 

• Photovoice 

Alignment of Instruments with Research Questions 

In designing the instruments, especially the interview #1 protocol, I drew from the 

literature review to develop some a priori themes, which are also represented in the conceptual 

framework (see Figure 5 in Chapter 2) and thus these align with the study’s research questions. 

Table 5 provides alignment with guiding questions, based on a priori themes and data sources: 
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Table 5 

 

Interview #1: A Priori Thematic Elements of Research Questions 

 

Themes & Subthemes Guiding Questions Data Sources 

Identity 

Personal identities How educators link their personal and 

cultural identities with life as a sojourner  

Interviews 

Journals 

Photovoice 

Memory box 

Professional identities How educators link their professional 

identities with life as a sojourner 

Interviews 

Journals 

Intersectionalities How educators describe their experiences 

with policyscapes  

Interviews 

Journals 

Memory box 

Leadership 

Intersection: Leadership & 

Well-being 

Role of leaders in promoting sojourner well-

being. In case of leaders, how their well-

being is promoted 

Journals 

Photovoice 

Memory box 

Leadership Supports 

Received 

Supports that they receive from leaders Interviews 

Journals 

Leadership Supports Given 

(for school leaders) 

How they support their followers (students) 

while acculturating themselves; how they 

seek or receive support for themselves 

Interviews 

Journals 

Self-Leadership  

Self-leadership & well-being Strategies that they use to mitigate 

challenges, self-sustain & thrive  

Interviews 

Journals 

Photovoice 

Memory box 

Well-being/Thriving 

Well-being in professional 

context 

How acculturation affects working life Interviews 

Journals 

Well-being in personal 

context 

How acculturation affects personal life Interviews 

Journals 
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Description of Research Instruments 

 Below is a description of the instruments used in this study. 

Researcher’s Commonplace Book. The commonplace book (Shuman, et al., 2018) is an 

arts-informed methodology that encourages reflexivity and at the same time binds different 

forms of reflexivity in one physical space. This was helpful to be able to review the reflexive 

data holistically. I visualised some of my reflections in this commonplace book. I also stored the 

researcher’s field log and the researcher’s reflex journals in the commonplace book. See 

Appendix A for a sampling of visualised reflections that I made in my commonplace book. 

Researcher’s Field Log. I kept a field log, whereby I recorded “dates, times, places, 

details of activities, and follow-up notes. These served as references about contextual 

information pertaining to the analysis of the data. See Appendix B for a sampling of field log 

entries. 

Researcher’s Reflex Journals. In order to maintain transparency, including to myself, I 

committed to revisiting my positionality by asking “Who am I as a researcher? And, what 

brought me to where I am today?” (Shuman, et al., 2018, p. 1270). By engaging in continual 

critical reflexivity, I questioned my understandings and ongoing learning vis-à-vis my 

positionality. I began collecting these data once ethical approval was granted. I recorded 

“decisions made during the emerging design … record ethical dilemmas, decisions, and actions 

in the field journal, as well as self-reflections … self-critique by asking [myself] difficult 

questions” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 334). As both a sojourner and researcher, I am 

aware that my interpreting the stories shared with me by other sojourning teachers may have 

been influenced by my past experiences. It was important for me to keep records of my own 
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reflections throughout the research process. These reflective processes helped to promote the 

trustworthiness of the study. See Appendix C for a sampling of my journal entries. 

One-to-One Semi-structured Interviews with Educators. I invited each participant to 

interview with me twice. The first set of interviews was both structured and flexible to the 

contexts of the participants (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). I used an interview script, that 

included structured and open questions. See Appendix D for the Interview Guide, which includes 

the Interview #1 protocol. 

Participant Reflex Journals. At the conclusion of each first interview, I invited 

participants to keep reflex journals in order for participants to chronicle their own journeys. 

Participants were asked to engage in and record their reflections about their experiences 

acculturating. Participants uploaded these to a shared cloud-based folder that only the participant 

and I had access to. See Chapter 4 for participant reflex journal excerpts. 

Symbolic Artifacts. In order to better appreciate the nuanced processes that the 

participants were going through, and to create space for expressions of emotional or subjugated 

knowledge (Mazzei, 2003), participants were asked to create and/or collect symbolic artifacts. I 

shared with them the constructs of memory box and photovoice, and then asked them to use one 

or both methods in order to create a symbolic museum of their acculturative experiences. These 

are explained below.  

Memory Boxes. Memory boxes (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999) have been used as a 

biographical research method for years. Participants were invited to collect symbolic artifacts 

representing their acculturation as a means of “preserving memories about significant people, 

places or events in our past” (Kalnikaitė & Whittaker, 2011, p. 298). Memory boxes have been 

useful with research that explores intense emotional responses, such as grief (Young & Garrard, 
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2016). They are then presented and used to provide texture to the lived experiences that the 

participants share with the researcher. At the time of their first interview, participants were 

invited to start putting items into their memory boxes. Like the photovoice process, participants 

were asked to explain the significance of each item in the memory box at the second interview. 

In the second interview, I asked participants questions about their artifacts. Because data 

collection of these instruments was not conducted in situ, I could not photograph the artifacts. 

Some participants showed me their artifacts and uploaded them into their shared cloud-based 

folder; others showed them to me in our virtual interview but did not upload the digital images of 

their memory boxes. See Chapter 4 for selections of memory box scans. 

Photovoice. Photography has long been used in social science research as an 

anthropological tool (Collier & Collier, 1986). Photovoice (Leavy, 2015; Wang & Burris, 1997) 

is a technique used to promote: 1) critical reflection of topics being studied; 2) critical dialogue 

and knowledge between participants and researchers; and 3) to raise awareness in the policy 

worlds (Wang & Burris, 1997). Participants were offered memory sticks and invited to take 

pictures depicting their acculturative experiences. Participants uploaded their images and 

included captions and notes to explain their photos. Numerous samples of photovoice are 

featured in Chapter 4. 

Discussion Interviews with Educators. The structure of the second interview was 

differentiated from participant to participant and included semi-structured and unstructured 

questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The discussion interviews were carried out in an 

open-ended, emergent fashion that responded directly to the experiences of each research 

subject, while at the same time encouraging reciprocity between the researcher and the 

participant (Cardinal, 2011). By the time the second interview was scheduled, participants had 
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had at least three months to engage in other forms of data generation, such as keeping their own 

reflex journals (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010), and collecting and/or creating symbolic 

artifacts, such as memory box (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999) or photovoice (Wang & Burris, 

1997). Additionally, by the second interviews, I had pre-coded the first interview transcript. 

Because each participant’s first interview transcript yielded different stories, I had highlighted 

areas to further probe in discussion with participants. The follow up interview protocols were 

unique to each participant. See Appendix E for a sample discussion agenda for the second 

interview. 

Data Analysis 

 To analyse the data collected, I made the storying of teacher acculturation my central 

point of focus. This served to anchor all data collected. The findings and analysis formed the 

story of teacher acculturation, and within that story, thematic stories of the teachers’ lived 

experiences emerged. To synchronize and develop these stories, I engaged in a twofold analysis 

process. The first process involved an etic analysis of the interview data. The design of interview 

#1 was informed by my conceptual framework, which is how I have arrived at an understanding 

of teacher acculturation upon conducting a review of the literature. This conceptual framework 

was not intended to represent wholly teacher acculturation, but it made a sound starting point. 

Once the first interviews concluded, the participants had several months to complete their reflex 

journals and memory box/photovoice assignments. This hiatus period provided reflective time 

for participants to delve deeply into their own individual inquiries.  

To bridging an etic and emic analysis, I looked initially to naturalistic inquiry (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1982), which led me to the interpretivist paradigm (Dean, 2018; Tracy, 2020) and 

finally to the phronetic approach (Tracy, 2020) to carry out a rigorous inquiry. All three 
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approaches emerged as alternatives to rationalistic inquiry and have advanced methodologies for 

qualitative data analysis. Guba and Lincoln critiqued rationalistic inquiry epistemologically as 

well as ontologically. They questioned assumptions about generalizability and aggregability of 

data, as well as the values promoting and maintaining rationalistic inquiry. Since their critique, 

both refinements in rationalistic methods and alternatives to rationalistic methods have been 

developed. Not only do I read the critiques of Guba and Lincoln to be a cogent portent of 

analysing a small sample of experiences from a rationalistic paradigm, but the authors also 

explain a few benefits of the naturalistic paradigm. For example, they maintained that naturalistic 

inquiry, 

offers a contextual relevance and richness unmatched by any other paradigm. It displays a 

sensitivity to process virtually excluded in paradigms stressing control and 

experimentation. It is driven by theory grounded in the data; the naturalist does not search 

for data that fit his or her theory but develops a theory to explain the data. Finally, 

naturalistic approaches take full advantage of the not inconsiderable power of the human-

as-instrument, providing a more than adequate trade-off for the presumably more 

"objective" approach that characterizes rationalistic inquiry. (Guba & Lincoln, 1982, p. 

235) 

 

There are two reasons for using naturalistic inquiry in this research project. First, while I 

have reviewed the literature on culture shock and acculturation from a variety of perspectives, I 

am not convinced that any of the theoretical perspectives developed to date are capable of 

singularly explicating data on acculturating. While the multi-decade work that scholars such as 

Berry and Ward have contributed richly to our understanding of acculturation, there are 

questions that cannot be answered by the theories developed, in part because of the 

impermeability of culture shock to generalizability. My instrument design was scaffolded to 

invite complexity in the data to emerge, and the analysis design to allow for that. Using a 

naturalistic inquiry paradigm, I drew from previous theoretical understandings, but did not 

attempt to fit the data into pre-existing conceptual framework. Still, critiques abound. For 
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example, Dean (2018) noted that rationalistic approaches ignored the a priori knowledge of the 

researcher. She advocated for the interpretivist paradigm. As a former sojourning teacher, it 

would be likely that my prior experiences with sojourning would influence my understanding of 

the data presented. The interpretivist paradigm prioritizes “the perceived reality of the accurate 

image” (Morse, 2018, p. 1386). While some inquirers may have concerns with this approach 

accurately representing actual phenomenon, Morse reminded us that it is one’s perceived reality 

that leads to action or reaction, and furthermore, “reality from the person’s perspective, which is 

what meaning is all about” (p. 1386). With the interpretivist paradigm, one means of ascertaining 

rigor is to “verify [descriptions of subjective phenomena] with other participants or even with the 

original participant” (Morse, 2018, p. 1375). 

After the first round of coding the first interviews, data analysis became phronetic (Tracy, 

2020), an approach that recognises the value in cycling around and around between etic and emic 

analyses as new understandings emerge. Tracy (2020, p. 26) noted that this approach allows for 

both “little-to-big” and “big-to-little” reasoning approaches. One benefit of this approach, 

especially when data collection takes place over a prolonged period, is that it provides a rigorous 

method for “ongoing analysis, interpretation, and collection of data, the purpose and findings of 

the study become more distinct” (Tracy, 2020. p. 29). Figure 6 illustrates the iterative, cyclical 

analysis approach using “existing theory and research questions” (Tracy, 2020, p. 11) and the 

data as it emerged by phase helped me to engage with all data sources, especially when thinking 

about the reflective and symbolic pieces of the participants. 
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Figure 6  

 

Phronetic iterative approach 

 
Note: Used with permission of author. (Tracy, 2020, p. 11). 

The phronetic approach is more organic and truer to how we come to understand 

experiences. Experiences are not static in time, but are influenced by other experiences, by new 

learnings, and by reflections on past experiences. I approached the data sequentially, but 

frequently referred back and forth to examine data, literature, my interpretive lenses, the 

participants’ stories, how I was wielding these stories, and so on. See Figure 6 below. 

This proved useful to analyse the stories of the lived experiences of teachers for them to unfold 

into thematic stories. Figure 7 illustrates data analysis using etic, emic, and abductive frames. 
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Figure 7  

 

Data Analysis Framework 

   

I created a three-column coding protocol, adapted from Saldaña (2013) for the interview 

data based on the three thematic elements of my study identified in the review of the literature, 

which are cultural identity, leadership/self-leadership, and allowing for emergent codes to 

manifest. See Appendix F for the coding protocol template. 

 Once the initial interview data had been coded, I analysed the reflective journals, and 

looked to develop each teacher’s individual story as a component of the larger story, which is 

teacher acculturation. I read and reflected upon the reflex journals, comparing the data in the 
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journals with the first interview, and highlighting vignettes that could build each individual story. 

Once the journals were coded, I proceeded to the symbolic artifacts. I looked for evidence of 

inhabited silences (Mazzei, 2003), that stood out and could enrich each individual story. These 

were coded at the same time as the second interviews, because the purpose of the second 

interview was for each participant to walk me through what was in their memory box/photovoice 

assignment. As such, educators narrated their own stories.  

Finally, I returned to the etic coding to analyse the focus groups using the expanded 

analytical framework, and then scaffolded these other types of storying against each individual 

story. I wove the stories together, creating a core narrative of teacher acculturation. When 

considering how sojourning teachers manage their culture shock, and possibly even grow as a 

result of it, I was reticent to adopt a rationalistic approach to such a complex phenomenon that 

involves deeply personal manifestations. I reconciled my data sources back and forth from 

teacher stories with the research questions, which pertain to the broad question about teachers’ 

acculturation experiences, and the subthemes of identity, thriving/well-being, and 

leadership/self-leadership.  

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative methodologists have conceptualised trustworthiness in order to demonstrate 

rigour and significance of the study. Lincoln and Guba (1985, pp. 290-293) unpacked four main 

axioms of trustworthiness, which they referred to as internal validity, external validity, 

reliability, and objectivity. They noted that these axioms have been conceptualized dependent 

on conventional inquiry, yet naturalistic epistemology recognizes departures from what Lincoln 

and Guba (1985, p. 293) referred to as “linear causality” and yet still be convincing that “the 

findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to” (p. 290). Several processes were 
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undertaken to ensure trustworthiness (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of 

this study. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) listed strategies to ensure trustworthiness, which are 

similar to those listed by McMillan and Schumacher (2010) as strategies to enhance validity, 

which I used as guides.  

First, I began a prolonged and persistent engagement with the research sites. The 

protracted length of the study, which was extended even further because of the pandemic, led to 

interim data analyses processes which promote rigour and enhance validity (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010). 

Second, I employed multiple qualitative methods in order to triangulate data and 

analysis. Participant-focused instruments included five different data points of collection 

(interview #1, participant reflex journal, photovoice, memory box, and interview #2). These 

data points occurred over a prolonged period of time, and offered an opportunity for 

participants to engage in three of the four different modes of knowing and understanding listed 

in Table 3 referenced earlier in this chapter. These various methods served to verify the 

thematic stories and compare and contrast how these thematic stories emerged and varied from 

one another. 

Third, I incorporated verbatim accounts from participants in the findings, which is used 

as a means of “congruence between the explanations of the phenomena and the realities” 

(Macmillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 330) of the participants. These accounts were drawn from 

the interviews that were transcribed verbatim, from participants’ reflex journals, scans of photos 

and artifacts along with verbatim explanations from participants in order to include literal 

statements from the participants. 
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Fourth, I engaged in member checking with participants for accuracy of the data 

collection. Participants were given an opportunity to review the transcripts of our interviews, 

and to make amendments to these transcripts. The feedback that I received was largely 

affirmative, and two participants were able to further clarify parts of the transcripts that they felt 

were vague and sections that were inaudible. 

Fifth, I sought negative or discrepant data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010) to check 

for exceptions to patterns that could demonstrate complexity and nuances in the findings. These 

negative patterns do not dispute findings that were more generalized, but they provided 

instances of findings novel to one or more participants, as well as complexity, and nuance in the 

findings. Negative or exceptional patterns are important to note since they can modify patterns 

or illuminate further research. Negative patterns also serve to ensure trustworthiness 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

Sixth, I engaged in participant review to verify the accuracy of representation. This 

occurred primarily during the second interview, when I shared my initial data coding of the 

transcript of the participant being interviewed, and part of the second interview was devoted to 

continuing the discussion of those shared findings with each participant. This also occurred 

occasionally when I reached out to participants to inquire about photovoice, journal, or memory 

box interpretations. I also created a visual of one theme and shared it with a couple of 

participants for their review (See Appendix G). 

Seventh, I engaged in transparency throughout the study with the participants and with 

my committee, in order to establish credibility and consistency (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

This transparency also enabled feedback to help guide me toward next steps. 
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Finally, I engaged in deep “reflexivity throughout the research process by developing 

detailed descriptions and notes that document[ed] initial assumptions, interpretations, or any 

potential biases” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 206). This last strategy proved to be valuable 

throughout, and especially when engaging in critical reflections of my analytical processes. 

Research Ethics 

Prior to conducting the research, I had taken an online training module to inform me of 

current ethical protocols regarding conducting research. This was a precondition for the ethics 

approval process at Queen’s University. I applied for and was granted permission to conduct this 

study from Queen’s University’s General Ethics Review Board, ensuring that ethical guidelines 

were followed and adhered to (see Appendix H for GREB approval). I submitted an amendment 

in order to include school leaders in this study and to conduct interviews virtually and received 

permission for this amendment (see Appendix I for GREB approval for study amendment). 

Possible Risks and Possible Benefits 

This study posed little risk to participants. I did not predict any physical, economic, or 

social risks (including possible loss of status, privacy, and/or reputation). No deception was 

involved. However, some questions in the interviews required participants to reflect on their 

experiences with culture shock (see Appendix D) and the pandemic, and these reflections might 

have incited anxious thoughts for some. Prior to proceeding with the interviews, I ensured that 

participants knew how to find help should it be required. 

  There were some possible benefits from participating in this research. Through 

involvement in this study, participants had the opportunity to express their opinions and 

experiences about acculturation, and they were invited to engage in ongoing reflective and 

symbolic work regarding their acculturation. These discussions, reflections, and symbolic 
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artifacts used to represent acculturation allowed participants to reflect on and examine their 

beliefs and practices in relation to acculturation.  

Letter of information for the study and informed consent. Participants who engaged 

in situ were given a hard copy of a letter of information for the study and consent form (LOI-C; 

combined document), while participants who joined virtually received this LOI-C by email (see 

Appendix D). Participants were also asked to either verbally or physically fill out a demographic 

form (see Appendix J). LOI-Cs for the other instruments were also provided to participants (see 

Appendix K for additional LOI-Cs) and permission granted prior to using. Participants who 

engaged in photovoice were trained in advance regarding ethical protocols, and were given a 

LOC to distribute to any people they wished to photograph and include in this study (see 

Appendix L for LOI-C for photovoice participants). Participants were given the opportunity to 

withdraw from the study without penalty, however no one withdrew.  

Confidentiality. I am committed to maintaining the ethical practices and expectations 

required for this study. The ethical protection of each participant was and still is honored, and 

participants’ identities were protected to the fullest extent possible. Each participants’ personal 

identities were protected using pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality. No names or personal 

references, such as school affiliations or hometowns were used. Documentation of data analyses 

was secured electronically with a password on a cloud-based account, which I accessed from my 

computer.  
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Chapter Four 

Research Findings 

We live in worlds our conversations create (Cooperrider, as cited in Stavros, et al., 2018, p. 1) 

 

Into the Lived Experiences of Seventeen Sojourning Educators 

In this chapter, I describe the findings from the study. Guided by narrative inquiry that 

stories the research and after coding and thematic analysis, the findings are organized in thematic 

stories around the key themes that emerged from the data analysis of participants’ experiences 

with acculturation while teaching abroad. The seven thematic stories are provided below; 

together they represent this study’s exploration of the acculturative experiences of educators and 

how these experiences affected educators’ sense of well-being and thriving. Upon describing the 

participants, and providing thematic trends with data sources, this chapter details the following 

stories: story one – identity; story two – onboarding/induction; story three – self-leadership; story 

four – policyscapes; story five – being a leader; story six – acculturating during the Covid-19 

pandemic; story seven – following the U-Curve; and summary. Table 6 provides linkages 

between the seven themes discussed. For efficiency, I assigned the thematic topics to one 

thematic story. Within these stories, some examples of these linkages are identified with 

parenthetical references.  

In many instances, I aggregated responses of participants. In some cases, I cited the 

participant’s pseudonym directly, while in others, I did not, and when this happened, it was in 

contexts which added another layer of anonymity. The following section begins with a 

generalized participant description, followed by the seven thematic stories. Within each of these 

thematic stories, subthemes are also identified and discussed. The analysis of participants’ 
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responses is complemented with verbatim quotes from interviews and journals, and images of 

photovoice and memory box artifacts. 

Table 6 

 

Data themes, their corresponding subthemes, and interconnection linkages. 

Themes Subthemes Linkages 

1. Identity Canadian                               

Soft Landing                        

Lifestyle Boost    

Minority Identity 

Professional Identity 

Interstitial Identity 

Themes # 3, 5, 7 

2. Onboarding/Induction Onboarding Document 

Formal Induction Supports 

Informal Induction Supports 

Themes # 3, 7 

3. Self-leadership Goals                                     

Reflection   

Relationships 

Self-care                            

Themes # 1, 2, 4, 5, 

6, 7 

4. Policyscapes Special Education 

Student Mental Health 

Student Protection 

Themes # 3, 5, 7 

5. Being a School Leader Opportunities for Leadership Experiences 

Servant Leaders 

Demands of Leaders 

Alienation 

Themes # 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

6. The Covid-19 Pandemic Rapid Adaptive Leadership 

Mobility Barriers 

Self-Leadership Soared 

Acculturative Stress Spiked 

Job/Role Precarity 

Themes # 3, 5, 7 

7. Following the U-Curve  More Terms/Constructs Needed 

U-Curve Contrasts 

Malleability of U-Curve 

Ongoing Shocks Lessen in Intensity 

Acculturation Benefits 

Themes # 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

 

Participant Description 

Of the seventeen educators, fourteen were Canadian-trained, two were UK-trained, and 

one was US-trained. One UK-trained leader-teacher had an 80% leadership role with 20% 

teaching role, while the other UK-trained leader was in leadership 100% of the time. The USA-
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trained leader was in a leadership role 100% of the time with some leadership training 

assignments from time to time. In addition to the above-mentioned three leaders, there were four 

other Canadian-trained leaders. One was a school principal, assigned 100% to leadership, one 

teacher-leader was a full-time guidance counselor with additional teaching duties, one teacher 

leader was teaching most of the time with some guidance counselor duties, and one teacher-

leader had a blend of teaching duties and was promoted to primary division head. Ten 

participants were 100% assigned to teaching duties. 

The seventeen participants in this study were all exemplary educators. Collectively, they 

fulfilled roles as teachers, guidance counselors, division heads, principals, consultants, and CEO. 

All but one had a range of minimal to extensive of teaching experience prior to their current 

position. The one new teacher had done a pre-service placement overseas. It was that experience 

that motivated her to later pursue an international teaching position. Most of the participants had 

sojourned either as a teacher or a pre-service teacher before this experience. I was hoping to find 

more early career teachers (ECTs); however, in the regions of my study focus, there are country 

policies and leadership considerations that led many schools to prioritize hiring experienced 

teachers. I discovered that the educators were generous with their reflections on their experiences 

sojourning in other countries prior to where they are now. Collectively, these experiences 

included sojourning in all continents where there are schools. Many participant reflections 

included stories of culture shock and adjustment difficulties. Some of these were narrated with 

bitter tones but most were not; rather, the stories progressed to ones of growth, resilience, 

appreciation, and optimism after the shocks and stresses. All participant names used are 

pseudonyms. A list of participant pseudonyms and some demographic information is provided in 

the table below. 
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Table 7 

 

Participant information (N=17) 

Notes: * Honoured Contract – HC; Extended Contract – EC; Left Early – LE. Of the two who 

left early, one negotiated an early departure and left on favourable terms, to teach at another 

international school in another country; the other became a midnight runner. 

**Where two roles are listed, the primary duties are listed first. A teacher whose primary duties 

are school leadership is labelled Leader/Teacher; a teacher whose primary duties are teaching, 

with added leadership roles (e.g., lead teacher, division head, guidance, etc.), is labelled 

Teacher/Leader.  

Pseudonym Host Region 

Previous 

Sojourning 

as Teacher 

Teaching 

Experience 
Educative Role 

Contract 

Status* 

Bria  Singapore No 10-20 years  Teacher/Leader** EC 

Charlotte Malaysia Pre-Service 2-5 years Teacher HC 

Claire Malaysia Yes 20+ years Teacher EC 

Frédéric Mainland China Yes 20+ years Teacher LE 

Harry Malaysia Yes 10-20 years Leader EC 

Hayley Malaysia Yes 5-10 years Teacher EC 

Jake Malaysia No 10-20 years Teacher EC 

Jayna Thailand Yes 10-20 years Leader/Teacher HC 

Joon-Ho Malaysia No 5-10 years Leader EC 

Lily Macau Yes 5-10 years Teacher HC 

Mandy Mainland China Yes 2-5 years Teacher EC 

May Malaysia Yes 10-20 years Leader EC 

Pat Malaysia No 5-10 years Teacher/Leader EC 

Ron Malaysia Yes 20+ years Teacher EC 

Rowan Malaysia Yes 10-20 years Teacher/Leader LE 

Sean Mainland China No 5-10 years Teacher HC 

Victoria Malaysia No 10-20 years Teacher/Leader EC 
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Thematic Trends with Data Sources 

 The seven thematic stories shared in this chapter combine all data sources. I had 

grounded thematic analysis in the initial interviews, at which point it was evident that all 

thematic stories except for the pandemic were emerging prominently. The follow-up interviews 

allowed me to further probe each participant’s unique storyline of experiences, and these data 

confirmed the importance of the seven themes. The preponderance of the findings come from the 

first and second interviews, followed by photovoice.  

The analysis of the photovoice images aligned more with some themes (e.g., themes #1: 

identity & #3: self-leadership) and less with other themes (e.g., themes #2: onboarding/induction, 

#6: pandemic, & #7: U-curve), and not at all with one theme (theme #4: policyscapes). See Table 

8 below: 

Table 8 

 

Concentration of photovoice data. 

Theme 
Many 

Pictures 

Moderate #  

of Pictures 

Few  
Pictures 

No  
Pictures 

Theme #1: Identity     

Theme #2: Onboarding/Induction     

Theme #3: Self-leadership      

Theme #4: Policyscapes     

Theme #5: Being a Leader     

Theme #6: The Covid-19 Pandemic     

Theme #7: Following the U-Curve     
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The trends with the photovoice data are not surprising. Themes #1 and #3 are more self-focused. 

Themes #6 and #7 are also fairly self-focused, although most photovoice data were collected 

prior to the pandemic. Some participants chose to add photos of their experiences later, but most 

did not. The onboarding/induction theme involved a cluster of findings about one program in one 

school where several participants worked. It stood out as evidence of positive deviance and as 

such, this finding is important to discuss. Themes that are more work-focused are less likely to 

elicit photovoice contributions because of the ethical protocols for sharing work-related photos 

as well as the need to keep the identity of the organization masked.  

 Reflex journal data revealed trends in themes #1, #3, and #7. The participants who shared 

their reflex journals generally chronicled their acculturation in ways that interfaced with their 

identity, their strategies for overcoming hurdles, their joys and successes, and their experiences 

with the four phases of culture shock. I kept reflex journals in which I reflected retrospectively 

on my own times as a sojourner overseas. Additionally, I recorded reflections during the first 

data collection trip, during thematic coding, and made drawings to facilitate my analysis.   

 Memory box data collection was compromised due to the pandemic. Some participants 

chose to give me a virtual tour of their memory box artifacts at our follow up interview, but these 

interviews were only audio recorded, and the audio recordings were insufficient to discuss. A 

few participants uploaded images of their memory box participants, and these data corresponded 

mostly with themes #1 & #5. 

Story One – Identity: Educators Examine their Identities 

Question #2 in the first interview I asked, “how do you link your identity(ies) with your 

acculturative experiences?” This broadly phrased question aimed to expose how the participants 

understood their own identities as interplaying with their acculturation. I invited educators to 



 

 

 

 

95 

discuss their identity and link it to their acculturative experiences. In their responses, participants 

alluded to their identities having originated from multiple sources and influences; consequently, 

most participants referred to various aspects that contributed to their identities. These may also 

be understood as key ingredients in an overall recipe. For instance, one participant described her 

identity as being Portuguese-Canadian, a teacher, a woman, her family positions, and an 

adventurer. 

It should be noted that the number and volume of components varied from individual to 

individual, as well as the proportional value or influence of each identity component. Participants 

generally had a strong sense of pride tied to their identities, with a few notable exceptions or 

conditions. For instance, one leader, who is racialized, shared that growing up, he believed that 

he belonged to an inferior race. Sojourning for long periods of time in one country as well as 

extensive travel during and after graduate school provided opportunities for him to challenge this 

initial view of himself and the race that he identified with. Another participant, who identified as 

gay, concealed this identity at school and professional functions, and carefully evaluated social 

situations to ensure safety. Where safety could not be ensured, this identity was concealed. 

Generally, participants felt safe to be authentic while sojourning, and almost all of them noted 

either discoveries of facets of their personal or professional selves, or highlights of their sense of 

identity, allowing them to reflect deeply about themselves, which led to a growth of new and 

existing identity components. Many elements emerged. I discuss the most frequently occurring 

subthemes of identity across the data set as follows: national identity, educators noticed 

advantages, lifestyle boost, minority identity, professional identity, and interstitial identities. This 

list is not exclusive nor complete. For instance, not all participants resonated strongly with all of 

the above subthemes; additionally, some other identity subthemes emerged but were not 
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prominently occurring. For instance, one participant also worked as a stand-up comedian prior to 

and continuing into her sojourn, and she linked her proclivities toward finding humour 

invaluable to her acculturation success. 

National Identity: I’m Canadian, eh? 

This subtheme excludes national identity findings from the three leaders who were not 

Canadian. When asked to discuss their identity, some educators began examining themselves 

comparatively vis-à-vis their current working environments. This included self-descriptions of 

physical attributes as well as parsing out the meanings of subtle experiences, such as how one’s 

sense of humour is expressed and appreciated. 

While all of the teachers in this study identified as Canadian, the Canadian identity 

emerged prominently as a contested one. From the accounts of different educators, the Canadian 

identity seemed to be nebulous, and yet many participants felt their Canadian identity grew on 

them as they lived abroad. They attributed this to not having thought much about being Canadian 

prior to leaving Canada.  

Some participants appreciated the positive reputation that Canada has globally, which 

they said impacted their interactions when meeting people in their host country. One teacher 

shared that when he met people and told them where he was from (a perennial question asked of 

sojourning educators), he frequently heard responses like, “‘Oh we love Canada. Canada’s such a 

great country’” (Jake). A few participants shared images of Canada in their photovoice folders. 

These photos included pictures of places and activities that the participants held dear. One 

participant shared that the photos represented his identity, whereas with other pictures, identity is 

implied, such as the picture of one participant in her goalie outfit. This participant shared several 

photographs of visits to Canada in winter.  
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Photovoice images. Left: “I am Canadian”; Right: “I am from Newfoundland” [images cropped] 

 

Almost all participants attributed their valuing the importance of sticking to timelines as a 

Canadian value, and many of them experienced acculturative stress regarding more relaxed 

interpretations of time in host countries. Hayley reflected that “I've always felt as a Canadian that 

I didn't really have a culture […] like what's Canadian? What makes me Canadian? I don't really 

have any identifying factors.” Another participant identified less as a Canadian and more with 

the province of his origin than the country, because as a Newfoundlander, he felt that the 

Canadian identity was regionally evident (western, Ontario, Quebec, Maritimes, northern) and 

that national ethos generally presented itself as Ontario-centric. His home identity is well 

represented with the above picture of St. Johns, Newfoundland. Where his identities wouldn’t be 

apparent to his students led to attempts to minimize his identities and “overall I neutraled out” 
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(Pat). One participant shared that French was a big part of his life. Yet another participant 

rejected identity along national lines, declaring that she was “of the world” (Claire). Two 

participants who are racialized in Canada discussed how they were sometimes mistaken for 

being local. Participants examined their Canadian-ness in contrast with their lived experiences. 

One teacher felt an augmented sense of national pride while sojourning. He shared that he 

enjoyed hearing of Canada’s positive global reputation from people that he met, “they want to 

know where you’re from. And then it’s always a very positive response to that.” Most 

participants found that they questioned who they were since moving away from Canada; some 

shared that they were forming an interstitial identity that included shifts in thinking and ways of 

living. 

Educators Noted Advantages: “A Soft Landing”  

All educators in this study acknowledged having certain advantages, particularly with 

their positionality as Anglo-Western-certified professionals, and that these interplayed with their 

sojourner identities. They discussed being expatriates in a postcolonial context, where educators 

are revered and well paid. Many participants had conflicting feelings about these advantages. 

One area that affected participants in three out of the five regions in this study, involved the 

prevalence of English in countries where the native languages were not. By contrast, not all 

educators lived within this context. The four participants living in mainland China and Thailand 

noted that English was not prevalent outside of large urban centres. As such, three of these 

participants experienced more communication barriers, which increased acculturative stress. 

Participants living in Singapore, Malaysia, and Macau noted how prevalent English is, such that 

one does not need to attempt to learn the local language, although many participants were trying 

to acquire a basic functional knowledge of the local language. One participant labelled his 
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experience in the host country as “a soft landing” (Harry) because of language and a readily 

accessible cosmopolitan lifestyle.  

Some participants noted effects of the influence of British colonialism, from the presence 

of English as lingua franca, to how sojourners reported being treated with deference. The 

educators reflected upon their newfound elevated status with both enjoyment and a sense of 

dissonance. For instance, one participant who strongly identified as a sojourner, drawn to cultural 

learning, was disappointed and “thoroughly surprised to find even the English signage 

everywhere” (Claire). Another participant, Hayley, reflected in her journal some conflicting 

emotions about the effects of English as lingua franca while travelling. At a restaurant, 

communication broke down because neither the server nor Hayley could communicate in one 

another’s spoken language: 

The poor lady kept apologizing saying ‘so sorry my English no good’, but actually, it 

made me feel quite arrogant in that we just assume everyone will speak English well 

enough for us to get by, because this was the first place we have travelled to in SEA 

where the level of English was that low. It made me realize how much we take for 

granted being able to have fairly easy communication wherever we go. Even in Malaysia, 

most people speak enough English that you don’t need to learn Chinese or Bahasa. 

(participant’s reflex journal). 

 

Hayley was one of the participants who had been reflecting in journals prior to this study and had 

been observing her positionality throughout her sojourn. Her emotions vacillated between 

appreciation for how her sojourning experiences catered to people like her, and discomfort at the 

inequity of her positionality. 

Lifestyle Boost 

In general, participants were happy to discuss their enjoyment of a level of economic 

advantage unattainable to them in their home country. For instance, two participants had chosen 

to live in a level of luxury that they could not afford in Canada, and these choices enhanced their 



 

 

 

 

100 

acculturative experiences. Pat shared how living in well-appointed condominium complexes with 

rooftop gardens, pools, gyms, and shopping amenities on site all served to cushion his stress 

related to acculturation. He said “everything just went a lot smoother” (Pat). Furthermore, these 

two participants postulated that colleagues of theirs who chose to leave early had chosen more 

frugal accommodations. They speculated that when times get tough, if one’s home base is not 

pleasant and comforting, one may be quicker to give up on what is required to adapt to living in 

another country. Additionally, one of these teachers shared that looking out from his balcony at 

the city before him made him feel very successful. He said that this sense of success had a 

positive impact upon his identity as a teacher. Another way that economic advantage manifested 

was in how teachers spent their leisure time. One teacher had never sojourned before but enjoyed 

his newfound proximity to numerous tourist and cultural destinations. He shared that he and his 

friends had many viable travel options, including other countries.  

One participant indicated that a school policy forbade discussing remuneration with 

colleagues. She discovered that the remuneration for local employees and expatriates from less 

wealthy countries earned less than did their western colleagues. As a school leader whose 

philosophy was based upon a foundation of transparency, she found this unethical and 

inequitable, and stressful for herself and fellow educators. Other educators noted strong lifestyle 

contrasts, visible to them living as well-paid professionals in an environment where some non-

educative workforce sectors worked long hours at low pay, and lived in shanties, in contrast with 

the current luxurious lifestyles of the educators. The two photographs below contrast lower 

middle-class and upper middle-class living complexes. One can clearly glean a contrast in the 

comfort and luxury within these two pictures. Participants did not share images of the shanties 
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they referenced, but they described these as being makeshift “subdivisions” of homes pieced 

together with construction remnants, such as pieces of corrugated metal adjoined to one another. 

   

Photovoice images. Left: lower-middle class living complex; Right: upper-middle class living 

complex [images cropped] 

 
 

These observations evoked discussions of economic security. Pat’s observations, which he 

described as initially shocking, led to his appreciation for cultural learning. Claire recalled a time 

when she lived in poverty as a child and how her experiences impacted her sense of communal 

responsibility.  

Finally, participants revealed how their coming to an awareness of the advantages they 

received affected their desire to be culturally responsive with their students, and more sensitive 

to a variety of global issues. For instance, Hayley remarked that “it also has changed my outlook 

on being more grateful for the things that I do have, like I'm much more conscious of not wasting 
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any food, the clothes that I do have, even if I don't wear them anymore.” She added that she 

reflected before throwing things out and began repurposing things that could have another use. 

Minority Identity: I’ve Never Known What it’s like to be a Visible Minority Before 

Most teachers discussed how their newfound minority status affected how they thought of 

their positionality in the world. One participant shared physical attributes of her whiteness that 

had previously been inconsequential to her, but now seemed to stand out. Hayley shared “I'm 

Caucasian, I have blonde hair.” She believed that these physical traits led to excessive attention 

when she travelled beyond work. She shared, “I still get treated quite differently. Like people 

stare at me a lot still and I find that uncomfortable.” Three of the four participants who would be 

considered visibly racialized in Canada also spoke of race. One leader recalled growing up being 

taught about his race that led him to believe he belonged to a racially inferior group, which 

motivated him to develop a strong work ethic and to lead.  

Two teachers experienced occasions in public when people would approach them 

speaking in the local dialect. They encountered instances when they could not provide the 

information sought during these encounters. At other times, one of these teachers reflected that 

her being able to blend in was beneficial. Victoria shared, “I can look Malaysian […] They say, 

‘where you from?’ I say ‘Canada’ and they say ‘no, you don’t look like you’re from Canada’. 

And then I have to explain my parents are Chinese”. She appreciated her Chinese identity, 

sharing that “being Chinese and actually being in a community that had Chinese people, I found 

that a good connection” because of things like similar foods and some customs. Victoria’s 

experiences with difference and perceived sameness led her to reflect upon her experiences and 

her identity, adding, “my experiences [abroad] also have made me realize how Canadian I am.”  
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One participant, who identified as Portuguese-Canadian, shared, “when I’m in Canada, I 

kind of identify as a Portuguese-Canadian, but when I’m here, it’s primarily Canadian” although 

she was pleasantly surprised to discover several Portuguese settlements in Asian countries. She 

liked to visit these places, sharing “that kind of reminded me of home and oh, we’re 

everywhere!” When discussing her interactions with people at work and in her community, she 

added, “I’m clearly not from here […] this is the first time where I’m like real standout minority 

[…] there’s also some benefit to it and you know, it’s quite shocking the benefit we get from 

being white”. Jayna was likewise shocked by the stratified status ranks, some which positioned 

her favourably, and some not.  

Professional Identity: “I always wanted to teach” 

The participants demonstrated strong teacher-like identities in their commitment to 

service, to creating environments for growth and flourishing, and a ‘for the kids’ type of mindset. 

Almost all of the participants in the study, including three of the four leaders, verbally articulated 

their strong teacher identity. They discussed their devotion to the service of their students, a 

passion for teaching and learning, and how being a teacher was part of who they are. One teacher 

situated her own journey with that of her students. She laughed, saying,  

I always wanted to teach high school. Then I ended up teaching intermediate and I loved 

it. And these were kids that I had been teaching consecutively. So I got to watch them 

grow up; they grew up with me. (Bria) 

 

Photovoice files included many pictures of foods and travel adventures, but they also 

contained numerous pictures of classrooms, the schools, and even students, indicating their 

professional identity that included a strong commitment to their students. The below photovoice 

image shows students sharing their autobiographical/cultural work in a classroom activity 
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involving making “I am from” poems, which is one way that teachers can augment their 

students’ individual cultural voices and celebrate them at the same time.  

 

Photovoice image. Above: teacher leads “We are from” identity poems with students. [images 

cropped; faces blurred] 

 

Memory box files also included numerous artifacts related to teaching. One participant, 

Rowan, said “I will always as a person identify first as a mother […] the role that I’m most proud 

of professionally is my guidance role. So, guidance counselor and then teacher”. All of the 

participants demonstrated ambitions. A small minority of teachers shared that their primary 

motivations for coming overseas did not involve teaching, but even those who came primarily 

for adventure were ambitious about adventuring, and these participants also demonstrated a keen 

interest in being able to support student growth. At least two participants were motivated to 

move overseas purely for professional reasons, but most participants appreciated the rich 

professional development and advancement opportunities available to them, noting that 

professional development and advancement opportunities were better for them overseas than 
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back home. The Ontario teachers, who would have experienced a lag in graduation to full time 

(FTE) teaching contract at home were able to launch themselves immediately into FTE work 

overseas, and they believed this not only helped them immediately, but would have lasting 

benefits when they eventually decided to return to Canada to teach. When discussing their 

identities, participants referenced being a teacher as being central to who they were. Taking 

pictures of their experiences as teachers gave the participants a sense of pride and joy. One 

participant, who taught French, shared the below picture of her classroom wall, which was 

adorned with student projects. 

 

Photovoice image. Student projects on a classroom wall. [image cropped] 

One way in which professional identity was put to the test pertained to the organizational 

culture, which was informed by regional culture. Several participants found a culture of pomp 

and pageantry to be elevated beyond anything previously seen. For instance, one participant 

wrote,  
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Christmas, End of Year Parties, Graduation Banquets, Athletic Teams Banquet are so, so, 

so glamorous in Macau. We are always in one of the 5-star hotels to celebrate. I hate 

dolling up and look glamorous; I always dress up last minute and never stay long in my 

heels (I end up wear my flip flops). Will I miss it? Maybe? But I do see it too over or 

what the students say ‘extra’. Why waste money like this? Or create big celebrations? 

(Lily) 

 

 

Standard contracts for the educators who joined this study began with either 1-year or 2-year 

terms. After this point, teachers were offered contract extensions with some benefits. For 

instance, if they renewed for a 1-year term, they would get a modest incentive. A 2-year renewal 

contract had a more generous incentive package, and a 3-year renewal had the most generous 

package. Some teachers accepted their renewal offers, and some did not. One school leader in the 

study has lived in Malaysia for ten years, having arrived as a hired teacher, which led to contract 

renewals and promotions. Presumably these contract renewals with an increasing scale incentive 

package are meant to reflect the value that the high-level school leadership wishes to convey to 

their educators for their service. There were many in this study who stayed beyond their initial 

plans, and with these extensions, I presume that these educators had found a balance between 

living in two different cultural worlds. 

Interstitial Identities: “It's definitely changed who I am and the actions that I do” 

When asked about their experiences with culture shock, many participants referred to 

their initial sojourning experience as the most shocking. Almost all participants spoke about 

cultures of eating as significantly contrasting with their own, with the exception of the racialized 

participants (from a Caucasian-centric standpoint), who had experienced smaller contrasts in this 

area. It seems that what and how one eats provokes one’s sense of identity. This became evident 

to me when I reviewed the photovoice submissions, which contained numerous photos of foods. 

Participants enjoyed experimenting and testing their personal culinary identities by trying dishes 

and ingredients that were new to them, by becoming adventurous with stall eating, and they also 
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found that making foods the way they did in Canada provided some sense of comfort. By the 

follow-up interview, some educators shared experimenting with ways of thinking and being from 

the perspective of their host country. One of the first areas of cultural experimentation, perhaps 

out of pragmatism, had to do with eating habits. Participants shared their enjoyment of exploring 

new ways of eating and preparing food, as depicted with the below photovoice pictures. Some of 

their pictures led me to reminisce about some of the favourite dishes that I enjoyed while 

sojourning overseas. For instance, the teh tarik that the participant below is making was one of 

my favourite beverages when I lived in Malaysia. The sweet tea, mixed with spices is both 

aromatic and delicious. The “pulling” that occurs by pouring from a distance makes the tea 

bubbly and light, giving it a frothy top layer. 

     

Photovoice images. Above left: stall food featuring the ever-present sotong (squid) and a 

favourite among sojourners: roti canai (right)  

Below left: participant learned how to make teh tarik (pulled tea); Right: “Back alley bubble tea” 

[images cropped]  



 

 

 

 

108 

    
 

 

Many participants found some sayings or habits that they appreciated, for their logic or 

for their humanity. For instance, in Malaysia and Singapore, people will say “lah” with high 

frequency, especially in informal conversations. Participants likened the “lah” to the Canadian 

“eh” and found themselves enamoured with this and some other “Manglish” or “Senglish” terms. 

Manglish and Senglish are colloquial hybrid languages that draw from the national language, 

Bahasa Melayu, and the heavy influence of English, both having experienced significant and 

enduring colonisation by England. Singapore, which is a city-state, and most urban areas of 

Malaysia use English as lingua franca. This is immediately evident to foreigners when they 

arrive due to the prevalence of bilingual signage including English and Bahasa Melayu or 

English and Chinese. 
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Participants reflected upon contrasts of ways of living in everyday life, and some noticed 

that they were adopting certain ways of being. Eating habits came up frequently. One participant, 

who was a school leader, explained that due to the diversity of the student body, catering 

contracts for the school’s cafeteria were numerous and sometimes complicated to sort out such 

that all students’ eating habits could be accommodated. In the regions where participants lived, 

knives were not generally used in place settings. A few participants noted that when they first 

arrived, how illogical using the spoon and fork as the necessary cutlery items seemed, but then 

coming to appreciate the logic. Most of the local food doesn’t require a jagged edge, but many 

foods include gravy on rice, where a spoon is handy. Other participants noted differences in 

celebrations that occurred both within the workplace and in community. For example, one 

participant shared in her reflex journal: 

I was so excited to share in this tradition that I was a bit disappointed when my 

friend said “thank you so much, but we will open these when you’ve gone”. 

I suppose I must have looked stunned because my friend then continued “it’s 

rude”. So I asked “what do you mean?”. 

She explained that in their culture (more specifically with their generation) that 

it’s considered rude to open gifts in front of the giver. I had never heard this before - I 

always want people to open the gifts I’ve bought them when I’m around so that I can see 

their enjoyment. However, I accepted this cultural difference, and furthermore, upon 

reflection, I considered that it could be considered quite rude and greedy to rip into a 

present in front of the giver. Furthermore, it might be better to open it in private, in case 

the receiver doesn’t like it ;) 

Upon even further reflection, I did realize that whenever students give me a gift, I 

always ask them first if they want me to open it or to save it until later - so perhaps in this 

way I was subconsciously already aware that some people might not be comfortable 

watching the receiver open their gift. (Participant’s reflex journal) 

 

This journal reflection shows the thought processes involved in comparing the two practices 

along with the rationales for each practice, ultimately resulting in developing a habit that 

involved a compromise between the two cultural practices.  

One participant shared that acculturation changed his habits slowly over time:  
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It's definitely changed who I am and the actions that I do. [….] I think the habits that I 

picked up here and the culture that was surrounding me, I was taking in those moments 

and bringing them back home with me. (Pat) 

 

Pat said that when he goes home to Canada to visit, he prefers to now use the spoon over the 

knife, and now prefers to drink lukewarm water, which he noted was healthier anyway. Another 

participant found that having her Chinese background “helped” her acculturation, because eating 

habits that may have seemed different to other sojourning teachers were already familiar to her, 

such as “having noodles for breakfast” which she “never really thought of as new or different” 

(Victoria). 

Some participants noted that the “vibe” in Southeast and East Asia was more 

demonstrably gentle. Several female educators noted that they felt safer walking outside alone 

than they did in Canada, and other participants noted that they felt that living in Asia had calmed 

them down and made them more socially gentle by using less aggressive body language with 

their students. Many participants spoke about using increased reflection before acting. This 

reflection allowed them to decide how best to integrate themselves into the host culture, but it 

also induced them to challenge themselves about why they would behave the way that they did.  

Story Two – Onboarding/Induction: An Effective Program at One School Positions 

Sojourners for Success 

This thematic story emerged from participants at one school. This was the school where 

the biggest research participation uptake occurred (n=7). All of the participants at this school 

referenced elements of the school’s onboarding and induction program. These participants spoke 

of how the program facilitated their acculturation or how, as a leader, they appreciated the 

supports that this program offered newly hired teachers to the school. This program seems to be 

somewhat unique to the international schools that attend the Queen’s University Teacher 
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Overseas Recruitment Fair (TORF); while some schools adopt elements of this program, the one 

described and partially shared with me is by far the most proactive program that I have come 

across in my work. While this theme represents the experiences of less than half of the 

participants, I include this as a significant theme because of its potentially effective practice and 

of its possibility to be adopted by international schools more broadly to facilitate the early stages 

of acculturation. 

The participants who spoke of the program had collective experiences including being 

there at the program’s inception, helping to develop this program, and experiencing the program, 

but most had experienced the program as a beneficiary of it. From what I could tell, the program 

focused mainly on smoothing the onboarding process via a robust communication strategy, but 

there were also induction elements that began with targeted activities once teachers arrived in the 

host country. I distinguish between these two elements by referring to the onboarding program as 

the Onboarding Document, and the on-site activities as the Induction Program. One of the 

educators shared with me one of the versions of the document portion of the program. This story 

has three subthemes: the onboarding document, informal onboarding and induction supports, and 

an induction program geared for sojourners. 

The Onboarding Document: A Proactive Approach  

According to a couple of participants whose roles included some level of school 

leadership at one school, a living document was created years ago upon the initiative of a few 

teachers and with the endorsement of the school leader to support the transition of newly arrived 

sojourning teachers. According to one participant, “at some point throughout [each] semester, the 

principal will send it out and say, ‘hey guys, if you have anything to add to this that you've 

thought of, that we haven't thought of before, please add it.’” According to another participant, 



 

 

 

 

112 

the document has grown substantially since its inception. Not only does the document give 

prospective sojourners an overview of what to expect regarding living in the host country, the 

document also draws participants’ attention to certain school policies. 

Two participants explained that shortly after the teaching contract is signed, which is 

usually months before the sojourner’s arrival in the host country, a document is sent 

electronically to the newly hired teacher. The document is accompanied by a welcome letter with 

the names of key leaders, their contact information, and some administrative details. The 

document itself begins with a warm welcome in the local language, a panoramic postcard picture 

of the metropolitan area, a table of contents itemizing 30 different topics, and detailed 

explanations of each topic, including images, links, and contact information of pertinent people, 

offices, and businesses. Each of these 30 items are useful to know in advance; some will be 

critical to navigating the organization and the area, while others involve long-term decision-

making that would be beneficial to know about in advance. Some of the topics that new hires can 

familiarize themselves with prior to arrival include finding accommodations and services such as 

internet, utilities, and banking. Lifestyle topics include information on modes of transportation, 

shopping, cultural offerings, and tourism. The document is extensive, but not exhaustive, 

according to one participant, since new sections continue to be added to by current staff 

members, and is discussed in two sections entitled finding accommodations and additional 

information. 

Finding Accommodations 

Some international school placements have predetermined accommodations for their new 

hires, but most include some choices that can impact one’s acculturative experiences, according 

to Pat (e.g., see section on self-leadership). The school with the program shared here is located in 
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a large metropolitan area. Teachers may rent accommodations owned by the school, and have 

many other options to choose from, such as renting an apartment, condominium unit, townhouse, 

or house near the school, or renting one further away from the school’s campus. Additionally, 

teachers can choose to live alone, with other teachers at the school, or in shared accommodations 

with other expatriates and locals within the metropolitan area. Teachers do not know and cannot 

predict the multiple mitigating factors around what any one decision entails, not having an 

awareness of the region. 

The section on accommodations in the document shared with me is seven pages long, 

includes an overview of what newcomers can expect regarding their accommodations rights and 

responsibilities, descriptions of several nearby communities in which current and past sojourning 

teachers have chosen to live, a list and brief description of over ten residential organization 

comparatives with amenity descriptions and price ranges, most with websites to visit, the names 

and contact information of 15 realty representatives. 

Additional Information  

The 30 chosen topics in the onboarding document covered provide ample information for 

teachers to educate themselves in advance about what they can expect and what preparations 

they can make in advance. Scanning the sections on mobile phones and internet, one can quickly 

see how the terms and types of services differ from those in Canada. Other thematic sections 

provide intersectional information. For instance, for teachers who may opt to live further away 

from the school, the section on transportation provides information about both public and 

personal modes of transportation, and some implications to consider. There is another section on 

shopping, services, and leisure activities that can also help to inform sojourners where 

accommodations might best support their lifestyle interests and needs.  
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The medical section is three pages long and helps to orient teachers about how the 

healthcare system is set up and what additional coverages the school provides and that teachers 

may wish to opt into, a list of clinics where doctors are accepting new patients, and options for 

travel and supplemental health insurance. Since international teaching contracts often have a 

ceiling upon how many medical expenses will be covered for the duration of the contract, some 

of the participants shared that they purchased affordable supplemental health coverage for peace 

of mind. 

There are some sections in the onboarding document that pertain to longer term planning. 

One such section explains how the school and national pension plans work, and other financial 

details that may need advance planning, such as residency rules for taxation.  

The cultural sections provide interesting information regarding foods to try, 

recommended cultural and geographical places to visit. Perusing these resonated with many of 

my own sojourning experiences. These sections also provide a nice contrast to all of the 

necessary bureaucratic activities, perhaps adding to the about-to-sojourn teacher’s motivation for 

moving abroad. 

A Formal Induction Program Geared for Sojourners: “I think I Had a Really Positive 

Transition”    

An examination of onboarding and induction programs were not a focus of this study and 

as such, there had been no questions that specifically probed this area. While the participants at 

the one school with these two programs had spoken favourably about how these had aided their 

acculturation, and while the onboarding document had been shared with me, participants 

referenced some aspects of their induction, giving me a cursory understanding of part but not all 
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of the induction program at this school. This section is divided into the following parts: launch 

the honeymoon, school resourcing, mentors, and positioning for success.  

Launch the Honeymoon  

The portion of the induction program that participants from this school appreciated and 

described to me involved the first two weeks in the host country. When participants arrived in 

the host country, they were taken to a luxurious hotel in an area well-appointed with shopping 

and other amenities and also fairly accessible from the school community. Participants were 

treated to a two-week stay. During this time, newly arrived teachers recovered from jetlag and 

adapted to the tropical climate in comfort, and in the company of other newly hired teachers. 

This provided newly hired teachers with networking opportunities. Participants shared that they 

met and made new friendships during this time, and that some structured activities allowed them 

to meet new colleagues including school leaders in an off-site, informal setting. There were 

occasions to relax, swim in the pool, discover the cuisine of the area, and there were 

opportunities to meet with realtors, finalize accommodations plans, and set up bank accounts and 

other services.  

 Participants shared that this quasi holiday, quasi networking and setup time allowed them 

to feel fully prepared for their work once it began two weeks later. One participant mentioned 

that the two-week resort introduction to the host country “launched the honeymoon.” She added 

that being matched up with a helpful mentor to also help her induction. She shared, “I think I had 

a really positive transition” (Charlotte) to her sojourn in the host country and at the school. 

Participants who worked at this school shared some photovoice pictures that illustrated 

transitional moments, from exploring sights near home to acclimatizing to new routines of daily 

life overseas. 
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Photovoice images. Above left: Petronas Towers; Above right: Skating rink in shopping mall; 

Below left: Heavy monsoon rains; Below right: Outdoor food court near the school with big 

screen sports. [images cropped; faces blurred]  

  
 

Experiences such as Charlotte’s contrasted with those of participants at other schools who had 

arrived in the host country and had begun their work a few days later, despite needing to attend 

to finalizing the same number of personal arrangements. One participant who taught in another 
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international school but had heard about the 2-week program at this school shared that her set up 

process was embroiled with chaotic events, from issues with accommodations to having 

accessibility issues. She referenced this school and said a program like that would have helped at 

her school. She linked this type of program with leadership but added that her school had many 

gap areas in supporting teachers and that “professionally, we are a bit discombobulated that way 

as far as leadership.” Another participant shared that the onboarding supports in conjunction with 

the induction program “launched the honeymoon” referring to the first and most pleasant stage of 

culture shock theory. 

School Resourcing 

Participants working at this same school shared that for the most part, the school was well 

resourced and that instructional materials had been well developed, stored in shared cloud-based 

folders for ease of access, so they could focus their professional attention on shifting their 

pedagogy to one that would suit their students’ needs, rather than spending it on developing the 

class curricula. One participant said that because “everything's on Google Classroom, everybody 

has access to everybody's binder” is a leadership design. He shared that “because of attrition or 

people resigning and runners, you need [this design]. The new people coming in, they need that 

binder.” He also explained that because the school’s staff tended to cover one another when a 

teacher was ill, the system’s design was efficient. He chuckled when illustrating, “where's the 

binder? Open it up, everything's electronic and everything's there. The PowerPoint presentations, 

unit plans, lesson plans, rubrics. It's all there.” He found the accessibility of teaching materials 

facilitated consistency of instruction during sick days, reducing stress for both the teacher who is 

ill and the teacher covering the class. 
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Mentors 

The school that offered the onboarding document and the two-week induction geared for 

sojourners also had a practice of linking newly hired teachers with mentors. Many of the schools 

in this study had either formalized mentorship programs or they encouraged informal 

mentorships. One of the participants explained the selection process: 

We first ask the current staff or volunteers and then we select the volunteers based on 

their subject area. We try to pair someone that is teaching at least in the same department, 

so they can not only talk to them about personal things, but also about anything school 

related. Math teacher with a math teacher. They could hopefully help them with the 

content if they have questions about that as well. 

 

Those teachers who were assigned to a mentor had mixed experiences. One teacher found 

a great authentic connection between herself and her assigned mentor. Another participant did 

not authentically connect with her mentor but found an informal mentor with whom she 

connected. Participants sought guidance from teachers on their acculturation adventures as well 

as for professional guidance. Many participants sought multiple mentorship connections to help 

with specific areas. One participant summed up holistically the benefits that an informal 

mentorship connection gave specifically for acculturation,  

She took me under her wing and said, ‘Let's go. This is what we're going to do, this is 

how we do things.’ And I just followed her lead, which is much easier than if you don't 

have anyone and you may be a little lost. She helped me set up my place. She helped me 

blend in with everyone else and I fit in quickly. 

 

Given that acculturation experiences are personal and sometimes issues are difficult to share with 

a colleague, informal mentorships may show more promise given that these relationships are 

formed based upon mutually experienced connections, interests, and the organic development of 

trust. 
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Positioning for Success 

The participants who experienced receiving the onboarding document drew positive 

linkages between it and their acculturative experiences. They generally felt like they arrived 

more informed and more prepared to make important decisions that impacted their acculturation, 

such as the selection of accommodations, transportation modes, and other lifestyle choices. 

Participants had the ability to browse pictures of condominium and apartment rentals and apprise 

themselves of economic realities well in advance, which eased stress and provided a baseline of 

general knowledge that one participant felt increased confidence in being able to establish 

oneself upon arriving. Another participant said that this program reduced so much stress of the 

settling in that they were able to spend their energy jumping into the professional life at the 

school. Another participant believed that their energy in the first few weeks was higher due to 

not having to worry about making decisions because much of the deliberating had taken place 

prior to arrival.  

Informal Onboarding and Induction Supports: “Colleagues become Friends and Family” 

With the international school context, it seems that onboarding and induction processes 

blur into one another. Both processes were aimed at optimizing a new teacher’s chances of 

successful integration into the organizational culture. Bria and Harry both noted that overseas, 

colleagues become like family members, with strong interdependent links. Many participants 

shared that they had formed strong friendships with colleagues, also citing interdependency. 

Based upon the stories shared by the participants, onboarding and induction actions ranged from 

seemingly minimal acts to formalized plans that extended through the first year of the teacher’s 

arrival to the host country. One example that a participant shared was a networking system 

devised by teachers who were about to leave. They listed things that they would soon no longer 
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need. These included tangible items like furniture, kitchenware, and clothing, and agreements, 

like leases about to expire. Teachers about to leave contacted the participant, who was given 

contact information of landlords, images of furniture, and upon arrival, she was invited to peruse 

clothes from a repository created by teachers who had left. The clothing items were free. She 

appreciated the clothing since they included items that a newcomer might not know to get in 

Canada, transitioning from that climate to an equatorial one. Since this participant was now 

approaching the end of her tenure at the school, she was now adding clothing items to the 

repository.  

Another example of an informal onboarding action shared by one principal was to 

personally meet newly arrived teachers at the airport. This action was modelled for him when he 

was a new teacher in another country, and he found this support to be very significant to him, so 

he adopted it. He explained, 

I distinctly remember the principal going to the airport to meet us rather than just some 

random person from operations. Which is why I try and do that here at this school. And I 

also remember somebody that I worked with mentioning the exact same thing and I 

thought, well, she says it and I think it, then clearly it's made an impression on both of us. 

And they had someone in place to do a very good job helping us find places to live, 

getting us connected with landlords, showing us where to buy certain things rather than 

just dumping off at a hotel and saying, ‘see you the first day of classes.’ (Harry) 

 

The principal had expressed his personal ethic of care for teachers several times over the course 

of our two interviews and informal conversations. He told me that he had been raised to show 

genuine hospitality to guests and that as the leader of the school, he felt responsible for the well-

being and safety of his staff. After long flights that left newly sojourning teachers jetlagged and 

disoriented, he felt that having the safety net of someone who could get them safely from the 

airport to their shelter was a way to assure teachers from the beginning that they are not in this 

journey alone. 
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Story Three – Self-leadership:  The Most Constant of all Acculturation Supports 

There were eight questions in the first interview protocol. All eight questions elicited 

responses that gleaned insights about self-leadership strategies used while acculturating, but the 

two questions that elicited the most insights were questions 6 and 7: 6) What self-leadership 

processes do you engage in in order to achieve the direction and motivation necessary to thrive? 

and 7) As you think of those who are considering a teaching position overseas, what advice from 

your own experience for developing resilience and well-being might you offer them? It was 

interesting to note that while question 6 had embedded in it the definition of self-leadership 

provided by Houghton and colleagues (2003), participants repeatedly asked me to explain what 

self-leadership was. Once I began providing examples of self-leadership, participants recalled 

some of their own self-leadership strategies. Responses are organized in four sub-themes: goal-

setting; reflection buffers; the importance of relationships; and self-care for grounding. 

Goal-setting: “I’ve got Goals and I’m crushing them!”  

Many educators in this study set goals for themselves prior to moving overseas and 

continued to engage in goal setting and goal monitoring once in the host country. A few 

participants argued that it is important for educators to plan before leaving, and for one 

participant, this preparation must begin even before accepting a contract, because schools and 

countries offer very different lifestyles, and knowing what you want is the difference between a 

successful or unsuccessful sojourning experience. He warned of allowing idealized visions to 

dominate decision-making and shared,  

The grass is always greener on the other side. You need to figure out why do you want to 

move away. Is it adventure? […] you want to see more cultures and travel? […] you want 

to get away from the public school system that’s driving you crazy and try the private 

field? […] those are really important things to figure out before you make this really big 

decision to shift to a foreign country and to start a different system. I think if you know 
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that before you arrive, you may stay longer or you may know your plan from living here. 

(Pat) 

 

Pat suggested that teachers create an inventory of their top spots when pondering an overseas 

position, and then unpack those to figure out what priorities matter most and what ones are 

negotiable. Both Frédéric and Sean provided similar views, adding that running away from, as 

opposed to running to, is risky because the problems will travel overseas with sojourning 

teachers. Sean shared, “if you're not well in Canada […] you're not going to be any better [in a] 

foreign country, so you should really figure out yourself and understand and [develop] strategies. 

[…] Or else it's going to be really rough.” According to Charlotte, goal-setting buffers the 

impending alienation that sojourners will inevitably face. She advised sojourners to prepare for a 

lifestyle away from loved ones.  

Some participants believed that engaging in self-reflection and self-understanding are 

keys to goal-development. One participant wanted to increase her cultural competency and that 

of her students simultaneously, 

to be able to show my students that I understand some components of their culture and if 

I don’t understand, I’m curious about it and I ask questions and I try to reflect on how 

their culture and mine might not always agree, but how we can come to some sort of 

compromise with what we’re talking about in class. (Hayley) 

 

She decided prior to coming to develop herself introspectively by reading a minimum number of 

books. She beamed when she told me, “I absolutely crushed my goal and I readjusted to make it 

80.”  

For Sean, developing and articulating one’s goals translated to a commitment to being 

there. He explained that without that commitment, one might quickly decide to leave at the first 

sign of stress. This aligned with Pat’s views, who said that teachers should do their research and 

fully understand their motivations for moving overseas.  



 

 

 

 

123 

Jayna, a lifelong learner and international teacher, was methodical about her goal-setting, 

sharing “I try to be proactive with plans and strategies” which include conducting her own 

research on a school and its area prior to accepting a position, and she kept up her ongoing 

learning with online courses and attending conferences. She also belonged to several online 

leadership and educator groups, which she said were great for giving and receiving supports and 

addressing issues that arise suddenly.  

Early in my dissertation journey, I proposed that sojourners are culture travelers (Ward et 

al., 2005) who are interested in seeking meaning and truth. Rowan, who had three sojourning 

experiences prior to this one, identified with the moniker sojourner, adding “that's always my 

goal. When I get to a new place, I try to learn more about the people that live there and how they 

live and what life is like.” Rowan linked this goal with an acknowledgement of her sense of 

social responsibility in this regard, adding that “you become quite aware of the fact [of visible 

difference and] how you're moving […] so I tried to just make sure that I'm always being quite 

polite and presenting my best image.” 

On the other hand, there were participants who shared divergent opinions about goal-

setting. Joon-Ho, a leader, cautioned that goal-setting can become a spiral of vacant inertia 

without action. He shared,  

I've seen many people who are thinking and thinking and planning and, and nothing 

really gets done. For me, it is really important to be very adaptive in the process. Maybe 

you can spend that initial stage thinking and planning, but then you have to quickly get 

into the action part. (Joon-Ho) 

 

Additionally, it is possible that the propensity for one’s planning has linkages with personal 

identity components. One participant, who appeared by all counts to be thriving overseas, shared, 

“It's okay to have some spontaneity. It's okay to let things go organically” (Victoria). Victoria 

was not the only participant with a spontaneous approach, but her obvious passion for teaching 
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and for her overseas experience contrast with speculations of those participants who believed 

that goal-setting is critical for setting up acculturative success. 

Reflection for Improved Acculturation Outcomes: “Reflection, Planning and Action”  

Participants offered generous observations about their own experiences and their 

observations of others’ experiences that were introspective and reflective. An interesting cycle 

that involved reflection emerged from this data. On the one hand, participants shared numerous 

stories of coming into themselves more deeply over the course of their sojourn, suggesting that 

acculturation facilitates deeper reflections of self-awareness because it is an adaptive process that 

highlights contrasts of ways of living and thinking. On the other hand, Sean proposed that 

teachers ought to self-check prior to venturing overseas. This self-checking should be an ongoing 

activity. Claire believed that self-awareness is an important prerequisite that must be in place 

before going overseas. She shared, 

Honour yourself. I would say first and foremost, know yourself really well. You need and 

ensure that you're able to get that somehow before you commit to taking, to taking on 

something that has so many unknowns and so many possibilities [….] I would say 

number one would be know yourself as best you can before you go. (Claire) 

 

A few other participants suggested that self-awareness facilitates finding the right fit in a school 

and country. The irony of Claire’s observation, which another participant mused about, is that, 

“until you’ve worked in a foreign country, you don’t know yourself” (Frédéric). He explained 

that when sojourners live in places where people think and live differently, and then proceed to 

testing their own limits of thinking and living, only then do they come to fully realize who they 

are and how they want to live. Bria, Hayley, and Victoria had shared similar views.  

 The participants in this study engaged in reflective practices with great variation. Some 

used visual means, such as photovoice; others journaled. Two participants reflected about their 

acculturative experiences in their continuing education courses. Not all participants submitted 
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reflex journals to me. I observed in those who did a venue for expressing their hopes, joys, 

frustrations, fears, and other sundry emotional articulations of their experiences. Nonetheless, 

participants in this study who dedicated ongoing time to reflective practices were observed to be 

optimistic, energetic, and appreciative of their individual journeys. 

The Importance of Relationships: “It was so Much Easier Because of my Friend”  

Acculturation involves inevitable periods of alienation and sentiments of isolation. 

Participants speculated about personality traits that may be conducive to acculturative thriving, 

such as introversion-extroversion scales. No consensus was reached in this regard, but all 

participants spoke of the importance of relationships and of the need to avoid self-insulation. 

One of the reasons that many educators gave for having an easier time acculturating than did 

others was the presence of personal supports. For example, Hayley’s close friend was already 

working at her school, while Victoria and Claire both moved to the host country with their 

partners. Hayley’s friend convinced her to apply for a position, and when she was hired, her 

friend proceeded to help her with finding a place and professionally preparing her. Hayley 

shared, “it was so much easier because of my friend.”  

Charlotte met her partner while sojourning. Participants who had a close friend or a 

partner in the host country consistently reported gratitude for having this close support. They 

cited numerous reasons for this, including having immediate and ongoing personal support, 

having someone to enjoy their experiences with, having someone to figure things out with, 

dividing the labour of daily tasks (e.g., grocery shopping), and knowing that upon returning, they 

would have shared memories to reference with this friend. By contrast, participants who had 

come abroad alone and were still without a partner reported more isolation and loneliness. Solo 

sojourners were generally quick to develop friendships with other expatriates and with local 
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residents. Below, one participant shared a picture of a festival that she attended with her two 

closest friends, one who was also a sojourner, and one who was a local resident. She shared that 

she was able to learn more culturally because of her close friendship with this local resident. The 

other photovoice picture features a participant and her partner. She enjoyed experiencing her 

adventures with her partner.  

  

Photovoice images. Above left: participant learns about Deepavali (also called Festival of 

Lamps) [faces blurred]; Above right: participant with partner on a work holiday. 

 

Upon arriving, Rowan, Hayley, Jake, and Frédéric, who viewed cultural learning as 

important to their sojourning journey, developed friendships with the local people in their host 

countries. Most participants believed that socializing enhanced their well-being. As mentioned 

earlier, two participants had likened their kinships with colleagues to family members. One 

participant shared in one of her journals a reflection about the importance of two friends that she 

had made: 

Today, my partner (who is British and also teaching at my school) and I went to visit our 

good local friends. They are an older couple (in their sixties) and the wife is my partner’s 
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former colleague from his previous school here. Despite the fact that they could (literally) 

be our parents, they are our favourite friends we have made here in Malaysia and we get 

on like a house on fire. (participant’s reflex journal entry) 

 

Lily had kept in touch with many classmates and teachers since high school. She drew 

upon her own saved resources, but also reached out to her own network for resources. Both Lily 

and Rowan found themselves working in schools that were still establishing themselves, and 

both observed that they needed more resources and support structures than the schools provided. 

Lily reached out to her contacts virtually for support, while Rowan drew upon her leadership 

competencies and policy knowledge developed in Canada.  

On the other hand, the school leaders in this study had more complex responses. Harry 

viewed his current sojourning experience as “a soft landing,” shared that he arrived in this 

country as a teacher. He enjoyed numerous collegial relationships that extended beyond work to 

social functions. Once promoted to principal, he felt that some of his previously collegial 

relationships with teachers became more tentative. Harry worked hard to maintain strong 

relationships with his staff but found that he needed to develop new resilience strategies after his 

promotion. Both he and Pat, who had likewise been promoted to formal leadership, found that 

their strong organizational skills buffered stresses of moving into their leadership positions. 

Most of the educators interviewed would initiate support-seeking conversations with their 

leaders. Lily and Rowan both had a past habit of developing and nurturing collegial relationships 

with others, which supported them in their current positions. Bria, who had first been hired as a 

teacher and then was promoted to lead teacher, used humour in the classroom and with her 

colleagues and leaders. She used humour to diffuse tension and build relationships within a 

culture of lightness: 

I start off the first two minutes of every class. I want to make kids laugh. And that's how I 

start off every lesson. The hook is taking something that I pretend to miss here. It 



 

 

 

 

128 

becomes a little bit slapstick to, to be honest, but then it sets everybody in a good way. 

(Bria) 

 

Bria’s confidence as a leader was evident. As a teacher, if Bria perceived a solution to an 

enigma, she would quickly share her ideas with her leaders. These educators understood that 

their leaders had greatly influenced their acculturative experiences. Some educators felt well-

supported; others did not. Those unsupported educators exhibited great creativity in finding what 

they needed in the absence of supports, demonstrating resourcefulness and resilience. The range 

of self-supportive strategies varied greatly from participant to participant. Some strategies may 

seem contradictory, however, upon closer look, they illustrate the educators’ understanding of 

themselves and how to prioritize self-care. For example, while educators articulated in some 

fashion the imperative to be prosocial, which usually meant taking extra steps to socialize with 

colleagues, this could also involve retreating to integrate collaboratively later. Charlotte referred 

to “saying yes” to as many social invitations as possible, while Sean shared that he liked to work 

alone, and under stress, he retreated for a while, which helped. He described himself as being 

results-oriented, and so having a tangible accomplishment in a time of stress propelled him 

toward more fruitful collegial interactions. 

Self-care for Grounding: “Indulge a Little” 

Pat proposed that the decisions a teacher makes upon arriving and shortly thereafter likely 

affect their likelihood to stay or leave. From his observations of colleagues who have come and 

stayed or left, he observed a correlation: those who prioritized comfort for their well-being 

stayed; those who sacrificed comfort left early. Other participants had observed correlations 

between teachers’ actions and leaving. Several participants felt it was imperative for sojourning 

sustenance to connect oneself socially with other teachers. The experiences of acculturation, 

especially the culture shocks as described by the participants, left participants feeling unsettled 
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and at the time, functioned at counter purposes with participants’ sense of grounding. Yet, the 

participants discovered that attending to self-care and creating comfort served as effective 

antidotes to acculturative stress. The educators in this study were generally optimistic about their 

situations in the host countries. Many participants spoke of buffering their acculturative 

challenges by self-care and creating comfortable lifestyles for themselves. They did this in their 

choices of accommodations, adopting lifestyles that they described as sometimes decadent. 

Hayley shared the below photo of a rooftop pool at a hotel in downtown Kuala Lumpur to 

illustrate how she and her partner would indulge sometimes outside of working times. 

 

Photovoice image. Above: decadent swim overlooking skyline of Kuala Lumpur [image 

cropped] 

 

Jake shared that sometimes he would go down to the most exclusive area of the metro area to 

“indulge a little” with friends for fine dining, cultural events, and shopping. 

From referencing their generous salaries or benefits to discussions about how they felt 

respected and valued as teachers, many educators speculated that their working conditions and 
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lifestyles were superior to what would be available to them in Canada. This is not to say that 

adjusting to life away from everything that was familiar and from those family and friends who 

were dear to them was easy. In fact, two educators mentioned significant challenges with regards 

to loved ones back home who experienced life-threatening illnesses, which had made them 

homesick and even feeling guilty for being away. Nonetheless, educators did share some of their 

secrets to living the good life while away from home, which have to do with treating one’s 

temporary home like one’s real home, and to fold in indulgences for added comfort and 

buffering. 

Many participants mentioned how in some respects, technology had helped them to stay 

connected to those in Canada. Claire, Harry, Jake, Rowan and Victoria also spoke of engaging in 

activities that meant a lot to them back home. Some examples they cited were exercise and 

sports, playing music, meditating, writing, fine dining, and taking the time to find lifestyle 

opportunities that match their interests. For Jake, this meant buying some healthy foods that must 

be imported if they were not produced in the host culture. He also noted numerous travel options 

that were on his “bucket list” that he was able to go to. For Rowan, who was also a yoga and 

meditation instructor, it meant carrying on these important lifestyle aspects. Some educators also 

spoke of making their homes comfortable. Pat decided upon living alone in a luxurious condo 

that was accessible to other amenities. Rowan and Claire spoke of decorating their home so that 

they felt at home away from home. While some choices may have seemed decadent, Pat noted 

that those who made more austere choices also left early. 

Making oneself at home also included establishing healthy boundaries. For example, 

Claire prioritized good quality sleep and exercise. She prioritized self-care even if it meant 

saying no to extra work when asked. Charlotte also learned that after saying yes to everything 
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and becoming exhausted, that she needed to modify her goal to prevent burnout. Charlotte 

viewed knowing oneself as a precondition for establishing healthy boundaries. In many regards, 

the preliminary findings may be ecological, in that one strategy can feed or starve another 

strategy, and that by experience and reflection, sojourning educators learned how to self-lead 

toward a good quality way of life and to thrive in their personal and work life.  

Story Four – Policyscapes: Pesky Nature of Policyscapes and their Leadership Implications 

for Supporting Vulnerable Students 

It may seem curious that international schools, which are viewed as bastions of elitism, 

can have gaps in service accessibility. Teachers’ and school leaders’ strong professional 

identities situate them in the service of children via the educative roles that they play. In schools, 

there are sometimes students who fall through the cracks and for whom the advocacy of an 

educator who notices may make a critical difference to help students to flourish. This was the 

most prominent professional concern across participants in this study. 

Prior to data collection, I posited that international schools are policyscape-rich 

environments. I based this prediction upon my own experiences and upon the fact that 

international schools blend school policies from diverse cultural backgrounds and hire teachers 

from diverse training backgrounds. International schools are therefore work environments with 

organizational cultural diversity. I expected to find a few stories of policyscapes similar to my 

own coming to awareness of policyscapes—the illegal law lesson that I led toward the beginning 

of my first international teaching tenure where I invited my students to debate a topic that was 

embroiled within a censorship law—but what I found was perhaps one of the most analogous 

findings of this study, because of teachers raising this issue across all regions in the study 

without prompting on my part. Three policyscapes that emerged prominently in this study in 
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descending order of prevalence were special education, student mental health, and student 

protection. The majority of participants reported issues with one, two, or all of these 

policyscapes. These are policyscapes because the international schools in this study have been 

accredited by the government bodies in Western countries, and thus are mandated by those 

policies. However, they encounter strong regional cultural pushback on how special education 

and mental health are dealt with, due to contrasts with local school policies in the region. 

Because of their high prevalence in interviews with teachers, I invited the school leaders to 

explain their approaches, and found that their corresponding actions in response to these 

phenomena contrasted with those of the teachers. It should also be noted that a policyscape can 

manifest as a gap. For instance, Canadian-certified teachers may expect, in a Canadian-

accredited school, that school policies would approximate those in Canada, only to find an 

absence of policies. Two participants worked in relatively new international schools, which were 

still in the process of establishing themselves. One participant summed up her situation, which 

also had been similarly reflected by the other participant at a new school: 

We're lacking policies and procedures at this school. It's pretty much how we act in leaps 

of faith and we hope that our colleagues are doing the same, but there's no clear 

directions, no clear procedures, no clear policies at our school. (Rowan) 

 

Special Education: “We need these policies and procedures in place” 

The first policyscape which was mentioned by almost every participant has to do with 

how to support students with probable exceptionalities. Testing was ultimately the responsibility 

of the parents, and while some schools could facilitate testing and one school would bring in 

someone to run diagnostics, in other schools, options would be provided but not necessarily 

followed up on. Furthermore, testing for exceptionalities was not necessarily formally endorsed. 

Special education policies existed in some but not all schools. In some cases, teachers were 
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unclear about them, and even where they existed, they were perceived as soft and were often 

trumped by local cultural norms. One participant explained, 

The lack of policies and procedures leaves everybody feeling quite like that. If you have a 

discipline problem in your class, you don't know what to do about it. We have at the 

secondary level, we have special education students in the building but no special 

education support for them. They're in our classrooms. And we're against a culture that 

doesn't believe in special education diagnosis. Most of them are undiagnosed, there's no 

documentation. We have no idea how to differentiate instruction or how to meet their 

needs and we have no supports. So it's a continual round of trying to figure out the 

policies and procedures do not exist and we don't even know what to do about that and 

where to move. Since January I have been trying to continually have discussions with our 

leadership about ‘we need these policies and procedures in place’. (Rowan) 

 

Rowan further shared that because of her capacity in this area, she was unofficially assigned 

leadership, but that this assignment became an add-on to her current duties, and that she was 

approaching these additional duties in a climate of uncertainty including “no definition, there's 

no defined boundaries, there's no defined duties.” Added to this was the strong pushback from 

parents, resulting in little change. Rowan added, “my success rate as far as getting students 

assessed and diagnosed is pretty grim, but have I tried? Absolutely on many levels with many 

families.” When asked how she coped with such challenges, Rowan looked to her Canadian 

training, experiences, and framework: 

I continually fall back to my Canadian framework, my Canadian experiences, my 

Canadian definitions of professional pedagogy, what professionalism looks like in 

Canada, the expectations of my work in Canada, and I use those as my frame of reference 

really […] So I try to model for my coworkers, I guess this kind of mentality. I try to 

work with them as best I can. (Rowan) 

 

Following this policyscape through its cycle, teachers shared their anxieties about 

supporting students with special needs. There was variance in how supports for students were 

structured. Some schools had a resource teacher, some did not. Another complication had to do 

with translation services with parents since technical language doesn’t always translate 

accurately, as Lily pointed out. Many international schools used entrance assessments for making 
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admission decisions. Presumably this process helps schools to determine their capacity for 

supporting the student for flourishing, and presumably for schools that aim to admit top 

performing students, those students with significant exceptionalities may be redirected to schools 

that have stronger special education programs. While it was out of the scope of my study to 

determine long-range matriculation goals of students at the international schools where the 

participants in this study work, it would be fair to say that the schools were generally catering to 

a parent demographic that valued high competition, high academic rigour, and eventual 

matriculation to top higher education institutions in Anglo-Western countries. This broadly 

ambitious scope may lead to reduced intakes of students with substantial special needs; yet the 

presence of students with moderate to substantial needs was reported by educators in each 

school.  

One school leader shared the details of her school’s intake process, which involved both 

academic and social assessment protocols. She recollected a situation where one student had 

been assessed, and she had been present for part of one assessment component with a colleague 

who was not trained with special needs but had some prior experience in another country: 

we would look at the children and we would get the parents in and we would sensitively 

try and say, ‘look, we think that there could be something that's stopping [your child] 

from learning’, and it's so hard. In the UK you just say it, ‘we suspect that Johnny has got 

dyslexia’ and you can just come right out and say, and it's just so easy, but here 

everything has to be couched. And because often the parents don't speak English, you're 

relying on the parent liaison officer to translate what you're saying. And because we don't 

speak Thai, we're not a hundred percent sure what she's saying. (Jayna) 

 

Jayna went on to share about one student who presented as having significant issues that she 

knew were beyond the school’s capacity to support, but that both the process and the outcome 

were problematic from the perspective of child advocacy: 

Normally there's a one day trial. I asked for two extra day trials and they have to pay the 

equivalent of 250 pounds for a trial, which I think is ridiculous. He came back for day 
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two and he was slightly better. And then on day three had a complete meltdown and just 

threw things around the room and everything. (Jayna) 

 

Jayna then set up a meeting with the parents, but a guardian showed up instead, and there had 

been communication between the school owner and someone on the child’s behalf, either a 

parent or the guardian, and this communication had not been shared with Jayna. Jayna had 

thought this child would need more supports than the school had capacity for, but the owner 

overruled her, and the boy was admitted. It was a difficult process, with many outbursts and 

damage, and the threat of harm to other students. Later, Jayna found out that the child and his 

siblings had been abandoned by their father, and that the advocacy for this child lay with the 

guardian, who already knew that the child had Sotos syndrome with serious complications due to 

abnormal head formation, and including frequent violent outbursts, yet at the time of admission, 

the guardian had concealed this information in the triage period. 

 Adding to the complications was the issue of educator retention, educator succession, and 

program sustainability. Jayna shared that her school brief indicated modest capacity for students 

with special needs, “we cater for mild special needs, but actually we don't do anything. And now 

the special needs teacher is leaving. They're not going to replace her. So, anybody with special 

needs, it will be like it or lump it” (Jayna). From her current professional positionality, Jayna 

observed the challenges of supporting students with special needs at her school like the presence 

of a complicated juggernaut. On the one hand, her prior experience with students with special 

needs made her believe that transparency and disclosure facilitated finding the appropriate 

supports for the student. On the other hand, the ways of approaching the education of students 

with special needs was embedded in a culture of secrecy and complex intersectional nuances that 

were beyond her experience or understanding. Jayna noted that not only were students with 

learning challenges hidden, but that “they hide away the physical disabilities as well.” 



 

 

 

 

136 

My interview with Jayna led me to reflect upon an incident that I had experienced many 

years earlier that had unsettled me. When I was teaching in Hong Kong, when the vice principal 

went home to Canada for her summer holiday, I happened to be the lead teacher for the summer 

school program at the time, so she asked me to serve as VP while she was away. She had 

managed to get parental approval to test one boy in my English as a second language (ESL) 

class, and I took the boy across Hong Kong, from the mainland where the school was, to a 

beautiful condominium complex near Repulse Bay on the island, where the psychologist lived 

and worked. I had observed that the boy was different and behind the rest of the class; indeed, he 

was nearly mute and had avoided eye contact with all but one other boy in the class, but 

documentation of his academic struggles had begun long before my arrival. I can only imagine 

what he was thinking when a newcomer to the school took him across Hong Kong, with very 

little dialogue between us since he did not have many English words and I couldn’t speak his 

language. After the follow up from the testing, the boy was determined to be on the ASD 

spectrum and functioning around the 25th percentile. In consultation with the administration at 

the school, it was clear that we needed to develop an extensive individual education plan for this 

boy. In the end, though, his father, who was a high-ranking executive of a multinational 

company, wanted me to be stricter with his son, whom he said was lazy, and even directed me to 

strike his boy to get him to work harder. This notion of using corporal punishment in class arose 

in the interview process of this study. Sean had noted that the host culture viewed physical 

punishment as an appropriate means of maintaining classroom management, an approach that 

could lead to disciplinary action on the teacher in Canada. He said, “it's most parents' 

expectations that you will be a little bit more physical with kids.” Concerning the above story of 

the boy in Hong Kong, I completed my contract and left the school shortly thereafter, and so I 
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was not apprised of the follow up, but it was clear to me that while the diagnosis provides clarity 

to the educators in a school as to what steps could be taken to support a student, the writing of 

the individual education plan (IEP) can be a major hurdle, and implementing it even harder. 

Additionally, because of the nature of international schools and high teacher turnover, case 

management may involve more policy actors than in publicly funded schools, and every time a 

case gets transferred, there is the opportunity for communication and management breaks. 

Student Mental Health: “That’s the trickiness of my job” 

The second policyscape had to do with students with mental health concerns. This 

concern was reported by about half of the participants but across all regions in my study. The 

four participants who provided the most information were two teachers who also were guidance 

counselors, and two school principals. One guidance counselor told me about a student who had 

revealed to her that they heard voices and were perceiving things that they suspected weren’t 

real. Other reports of poor student mental health included depressed or anxious students, and a 

number of teachers were worried about how to support students who were thinking about self-

harm. Again, as with the special education policies, they didn’t exist uniformly and where they 

did exist, they were soft. Western mental health approaches were postulated to conflict culturally 

and involved high degrees of shame. One participant empathised with her struggling students, 

and shared challenges in communicating the significance of the observations of her own and her 

colleagues at the school, 

That's usually the trickiness [of] my job and talking with parents about having them 

understand what their children are going through and maybe that's also the Asian way of 

parenting. I've been through it and I have Asian parents. There's less tenderness and 

consideration at least from my experience. When it's something like mental health, that is 

definitely not something that is part of the ongoing care. Maybe they could acknowledge 

it's a temporary thing. Let's have the students see the psychologist a few times and then 

they'll think it's great and they move on. It's definitely trickier to convince the parents that 

the child needs the long-term care because our psychologist, obviously the kid is only 
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going to see her every few weeks. And then when there's holidays, they don't see her. So 

who knows what can happen over the holidays. A lot of parents don't realize that that may 

be something to consider. (Victoria) 

 

Another participant explained that following through on a student from observations to diagnosis 

to a supportive action plan is challenging, 

there's a big difference between the ones we have identified and their families as to the 

actual follow through. And again, we're in a culture where, same thing about mental 

health as it applies to special educational needs. Parents do not want a diagnosis. Parents 

do not want their child labelled. They will not. […] the father said, ‘well, the reason why 

he didn't go get that with support was because I wouldn't allow him to’ and I told him not 

to. So there you end up with the end result then. There's a huge culture issue when it 

comes to diagnosing, taking children for taking students for testing and family, family 

perception of shame around it. (Rowan) 

 

In my commonplace book, I had written notes after consulting with an Asian parent of a child 

with special needs. This parent had been drawn to and purposefully sought educational systems 

that would help the child overcome the obstacles ahead, but had indicated, regarding both 

children with cognitive challenges, as with children with mental health challenges, that some 

Asian parents might feel that these phenomena are manifestations of mental suffering and are 

indicative of past karmic trouble, therefore bringing these issues out in the open could represents 

a loss of face for the student and the parents. 

Student Protection: “If you tell my parents or the police […] you'll never see me again” 

The last policyscape reported had to do with student safety with regards to suspected 

neglect, abuse, or threat of imminent harm. This was reported by a few participants and those 

who did discuss these concerns were either in a full or partial leadership role. For context, 

Ontario’s Duty to Report law, which is found under Section 125 of the Child, Youth and Family 

Services Act (Child, Youth and Family Services Act, 2017), where educators who have 

reasonable grounds to suspect that physical, sexual abuse or neglect may be taking place, or at 

risk of taking place, whether they have concrete proof or not, they must still directly make a 
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report of their concerns to the Children’s Aid Society. Canadian-accredited schools overseas in 

theory should follow the policies of the province or state of accreditation. However, the 

appropriate response seemed elusive. Another participant, who had discovered that a student had 

been caned at home after being suspended from school, shared,  

we’re a private school [….] These are clients for us now. They pay for their kids to go 

here. Certain things we can’t even discuss with parents because while they’re paying to 

be here, it’s a very different dynamic with parents. 

 

The teacher felt that this episode was going to psychologically hurt the child. She explained that 

while teachers could report such events, there was no duty to report, and that furthermore, with 

international students of different nationalities, the government did not like to get involved. 

Pat cautioned that “you have to make sure that we're following Malaysian standards and 

rules” and noted that how things are approached in Malaysia are quite different from Canada, 

adding, “we don't want to say anything negative here that will come back to haunt you as well.” 

Precisely how to manage this was not clear, but what did become clear to me is that approaching 

a case of suspected neglect or abuse is complicated for many reasons. The first is that the 

definitions do not seem to align. The second is that reporting first, as is expected in Ontario 

comes with risks. For instance, one school principal noted that while the host country has a duty 

to report abuse or neglect law, it’s not as clear or as strong as the one in Canada. He explained 

that the official governmental follow up to a report might be to send a letter of concern to the 

parents, and so if a student’s safety is in issue, handling the issue in a self-righteous policy 

perspective could quickly lead to the parents responding to the letter of concern by withdrawing 

their child from the school and not giving the school information as to where the student is 

studying. Thus, the policy itself may backfire in its aim to protect children, and then how can the 

teachers and school leaders advocate for the child’s safety at that point? Two participants raised 
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more nuanced question about what exactly constitutes abuse and neglect? In the host culture, Pat 

shared that at first, he was shocked to learn of corporal punishment as a means of disciplining the 

child. Upon consultations with his principal, he learned that there are grey areas that may simply 

indicate a parent’s disciplinary style, and not clear-cut instances of abuse. In either case, he was 

directed to consult with his principal any time he observed a concern, and then the principal 

would help him to determine the best course of action. This contrasts with the Ontario law which 

leaves no doubt that the obligation is to report regardless of the severity of the evidence. Bria 

observed that in some cases, the parents of the children are so overworked, extra duties of care 

fall to the lead teachers at her school. She shared, 

I've got one kid I'm like, what's up with him? And then I say, Oh, the parent is away in 

China. The other parent who is here, is working until eight o'clock. No wonder he's 

miserable. And this kid is always squinting. Don't the parents see that he needs glasses? 

So you're constantly having to pick up all of those pieces. For the leads, they're picking 

up the pieces of students and they're having to pick up the pieces of educators, so you go 

home to your family because you don't want to be like that parent who doesn't spend time 

with their children. (Bria) 

 

In this case, the concept of in loco parentis becomes expanded as children at international 

schools are boarders or cared for by nannies, while one or both parents works long hours, 

sometimes in another country.  

Thinking about all three of these policyscapes and how they affected the educators in this 

study, there was an observable correlation between the roles that the participants played and the 

nature of their responses to the concerns about how to best support students with special needs. It 

seemed as if the teachers craved clear-cut policies that could give them tangible actionable 

responses, as well as leadership guidance to help them understand how to respond professionally, 

whereas the guidance counselors were interested in meeting the needs of the child from a holistic 
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approach that included student wellness, and the school leaders had the most confidence in terms 

of how to proceed with this policyscape. 

One school leader, Harry, had shared a perspective with me in our first interview that 

demonstrated his culturally responsive pedagogy. He had told me that when he comes across a 

policyscape, because he is living in Malaysia, he will attempt to find out perspectives that match 

those of the students and parents rather than look to Canadian policies. When I revisited this 

thread in our second interview I asked him, “how do you go about figuring it out from a 

Malaysian perspective since you're not Malaysian?” he responded, 

I've been here long enough that I think I'm quite in-tune with Malaysian expectations. 

And the other thing is, having somebody close that is Malaysian that I can always bounce 

ideas off or come to a perspective. And if there's ever a time where I'm uncertain, I'll ask 

that individual, I've got probably two or three close ones that come to mind that I would 

never hesitate to ask. And I know I can ask them. It’s funny you should talk about that 

because my boss, I just had my performance review two days ago, and every time every 

year we do this, she says, ‘you seem to understand the Malaysian culture more than any 

other foreigner that I've worked with.’ (Harry) 

 

One leader shared a cautionary tale illustrating the complexity of his leadership role as it 

intersected with child protection: 

there is a Child Protection Act here in [country], which on paper looks a lot like what we 

would have in Canada. However, there are 11 group home facilities within the entire 

country. If we are to escalate a situation to that level, I don't have a lot of confidence that 

within the [country] system that things will be dealt with properly. You know, I have had 

students tell me, ‘If you tell my parents or if you tell the police, my parents will talk their 

way out of it, bribe their way out of it and you'll never see me again’. 

 

Harry continued to suggest that the Golden Rule served as a great compass to guide him, adding 

that, “I make my discussions based on just the way my mom raised me as corny as that sounds, 

trying to be a nice person and respectful and things like that. I don't think that it's universal to 

Malaysia.”  
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Another leader referred to policyscapes as “red tapes” and viewed these as challenges to 

work on but advised not to get paralysed by them. He shared,  

I think red tapes are everywhere, but I've seen many instances where people just get so 

overwhelmed by dealing with red tapes and then these great endeavors don't get really 

realized. I think you can see these are one of the constraints, and these are one of the 

things that you would definitely have to work on. (Joon-Ho) 

 

That the teachers are craving policy or leadership guidance indicates a sensitivity to cultural 

difference. They do not want to say or do anything that would come back to haunt them, as Pat 

had indicated, but they were also tentative about what to say or do. Harry, Jayna, and Joon-Ho, 

all leaders, presented more confidence in being able to face the policyscapes challenges, and they 

responded with actions. In Jayna’s case, she found the school’s organizational culture “doesn't sit 

with our primary philosophy” referring to the philosophy held by Jayna and her partner, so she 

took the lead and made a plan, which she presented. What ensued was that she stopped being 

invited to the meetings, she believed because her confidence and her proposed directions were 

not desired by the higher leadership.  

Policyscapes appeared to be prevalent and furthermore, the stress emanated from a 

discomfort and difficulty in understanding how to bridge the cultural gaps that contribute to these 

policyscapes. Where the leaders, the guidance counselors, and the teachers all converged in 

approaches was in a shared view that service to the students was of paramount importance. By 

centering the needs of their students, they worked to find common focal point of value yet 

grasping a clear route to action continues to present with puzzling and ambiguous dilemmas.  

Story Five – Being a Leader: Opportunities, Demands, and the Alienating Effects of 

International School Leadership 

One of the first interview protocol questions asked participants to link leadership to their 

acculturation challenges and to the development of their well-being. Responses varied 
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considerably across participants. Overall, participants felt well supported by their leaders. One 

participant succinctly summed up, “I wouldn’t be considering taking on a second [term] if I 

didn’t have a solid leader to work under,” while another said,  

The leadership is great. [Principal] and [Vice principal] and [Office manager], they’re 

fantastic. Very important. The principal’s just a wonderful leader. Fair, strong […] back 

home you don’t always get that, and you’ve got a lot of politics in and there’s that sort of 

disparity between admin and teachers. 

 

While many participants shared similar sentiments, and indeed many of the participants in this 

study had extended their contracts, indicating general overall happiness with their sojourning 

experiences, a couple of participants had different experiences. One participant shared,  

Five of us started together and all five of us have had completely different conversations 

and experiences with current and past leadership [….] we are all quite clear that you hope 

that your principal or your vice or whoever’s above you has your back. 

 

This participant’s response indicates both the complexity of leadership in the context of 

sojourning and teaching, and the interconnectedness of sojourning educators and underpinning 

vulnerability that sojourners may feel, and their need for a leader that “has your back.” Drilling 

down on the complexity, I sought to follow each participant’s experiences with leadership, and 

discovered that most participants, even the teachers, were taking on leadership roles within the 

school. These roles did not necessarily reflect a formal title or additional pay, but the leadership 

responsibilities were there. Furthermore, the participants’ experiences made a strong case for 

teachers as leaders. One participant shared, “I got the most help from colleagues and maybe they 

are leaders in themselves.” A number of sub-themes emerged, which are organized in the 

following four sub-themes: opportunities for leadership, servant leaders, the demands of 

international school leadership, and school leadership can be alienating. 
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Opportunities for Leadership: “My Move [overseas] did Propel my Career Ahead” 

The participants in this study generally experienced ample opportunities to develop 

themselves professionally. A couple of participants shared that their decision to move overseas 

was purely motivated by career aspirations. One participant shared, 

The thing that brought me here was a job [….] I first started, they were one of the most 

lucrative opportunities for teachers at that time [….] within our schools, there have 

always been people who teach other people the technology or run professional 

development sessions. (Mandy) 

 

A number of participants appreciated overseas professional opportunities for rapid growth, 

including to take on formal leadership responsibilities. One participant, who had taught overseas 

and returned home to Canada shared, 

I decided if I had to go back to substituting, I would go back to Malaysia instead. It was 

career motivated. I said, if my LTO finishes in January, then I know I'm going to have to 

substitute right up until June. Then I have to go through the same process. There, no 

guarantee to getting a job. Do I want to substitute for another year? No, so I just decided 

to come back to it. [….] I'm in charge of the middle school. I do their schedules. I 

regulate the policies and whatever [admin] need us to [do] but I'm also a full-time 

teacher. So I did move back, [and it] did propel my career ahead. (Pat) 

 

Some participants felt aware of their school’s competitive element; the schools that all 

participants worked in were private, fee-paying schools. One new teacher found herself starting 

up a new extracurricular club at her school. Another teacher arrived in the host country without a 

contract and found work as an English tutor and a stand-up comedian before eventually working 

at an international school, first as a teacher and then as a lead teacher. Both principals had started 

their international school teaching careers as international teachers. One was promoted up the 

ranks to principal from the role of teacher at the same school; the other had moved up the 

administrative steps via previous international schools. 
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Servant Leaders: “I’m the Silent Person, Leading from Behind” 

The majority of participants who were working in some kind of formalized leadership 

role, including teachers who were leading special projects at their schools but teaching full time, 

articulated their leadership style in what can be summed up as servant leadership. Jake summed 

up what he, Jayna, and Rowan had all said about preferring to lead from behind, in order to give 

support without necessarily controlling the follower’s outcome: “I'm more of a kind of a 

campaigner, like behind the scenes. I'll just help here and help there. I don't take credit for it. I 

just do it. I’m the silent person, leading from behind” (Jake). In Jake’s case, his leadership 

referred to his work with students, although he also shared that he was unofficially consulted for 

brainstorming by the school’s administration, a professional connection that he enjoyed being 

involved in without shouldering the responsibility. In Jayna’s case, her leadership referred to her 

work with teachers and those in lower-level leadership positions. She wished for the teachers’ 

growth to be authentic and relevant to their experiences and pedagogies, so her leadership 

involved lots of listening and learning about the teachers she was responsible for. In Rowan’s 

case, this approach best matched her professional identity of guidance counselor, in which her 

role was to learn about the follower’s needs and devise plans to best support successful 

outcomes. One participant, who was in a hybrid teacher-leader role, demonstrated prioritizing his 

relationships with students. His photovoice images included several classroom scenes depicting 

the positive interactions that took place between him and his students. 
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Photovoice images. Above: Classroom celebrations with students. 

 

Pat and Harry both expressed an ethic of care for the teachers that they supported, which 

grounded their work, although their leadership styles might bet better described by more 

traditional leadership styles. 

The Demands of School Leadership: Be a Principal, a Parent, Plus So Much More 

This section provides analysis for the experiences of three participants, two whose work 

involved full time school leadership, and one teacher who had been taking on more and more 

formal leadership and at point of data collection was the head of the primary division at school. 

These individuals presented as upbeat, energetic, adventurous, optimistic, and bold. They were 

both enthusiastic about their work and this study, exhibiting curiosity in what the study might 

discover. The teacher-leader, who also presented as ambitious, had observed of leadership that 

the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and promoting well-being is,  

quite heavy. You have to be aware of what you’re doing to people. In a school like when 

you bring them over, knowing that they may or may not have any exposure to other 

cultures or countries or traveling abroad is huge. (Pat) 
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By the time of the second interview, the pandemic was well underway, and the leaders 

were exhausted. In the first interview, I discovered that the role of principal was more 

comprehensive than principalships in public school boards due to the sojourning dynamics of the 

lives of the teachers and many students as well. For instance, all three of these leaders 

understood that in addition to school leadership, they needed to be able to step in and provide a 

level of care that a caregiver or parent might do for a child. One principal noted that usually, 

teachers would turn to each other when needing moral support, but then when a big event 

happened, like the birth of a child or a motorcycle accident, then the teachers would reach out for 

help, and usually these events would require immediate attention and support and were not 

limited to school hours.  

During the course of this final interview, I learned that the leaders’ work responsibilities 

had expanded exponentially. First, there was leading the initiative to switch from in-person 

schooling to remote schooling. Then, there were the back-and-forth instances of re-opening 

schools using hybrid models and cohorts. There was strategic planning, using early pandemic 

data to plan for sustenance during and beyond the pandemic. Finally, there were a plethora of 

immediate non-education leadership obligations, that according to one principal, were on the list 

of responsibilities (e.g., cafeteria catering negotiations) but did not represent a significant 

workload until the pandemic hit (e.g., see section Acculturating during Pandemic), and then 

became a full-time workload in itself. 

School Leadership can be Alienating: “It’s Lonely at the Top” 

Following these same three participants, the interviews yielded numerous threads and 

narratives of isolation. Two of these three participants questioned whether they were happier 

now that they have experienced the work of school leadership. All of the participants at some 
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point felt socially excluded on account of their leadership role. One participant reported that she 

experienced gender-based discrimination both at the school where she worked and at 

professional conferences, where she said the female leaders and the male leaders would generally 

congregate separately and she cited different topics of conversation in both groups. These 

experiences led her to believe that in contrast to public school leadership, international school 

leadership was heavily male-dominated. At her school, she experienced being spoken over and 

sometimes not being included in high level meetings, and that some of her professional decisions 

had been overruled by the school’s owner.  

One example speaks to the policyscape about special education (e.g., see section on 

Pesky Policyscapes) in which her decision to not admit a student who presented as having 

exceptionalities was far beyond the school’s capacity to support the child. She had recommended 

that the child be registered in a school that could support those needs. The child had been 

admitted, and shortly afterward, much chaos ensued. The child ended up out of the school and 

the school had been sued and had had to reimburse the fees that they had collected. Furthermore, 

the incidents had created other complications, resulting in added workload and stress for the 

leader and the teachers, and that she was further alienated from the school. This leader had 

engaged in self-leadership strategies to mitigate her isolation, including taking online 

professional development courses. She also joined online groups with other leaders of 

international schools, in order to build a professional community, noting that international 

teachers become part of the professional community with great ease due to teachers’ needs and 

numbers, but not for leaders, because schools are in competition with one another and there is 

generally only one principal in an international school. This isolation contrasts with the 
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experiences of principals in public school boards, who mainly are the only leader at the top in 

their school but can confer regularly with other principals within the school district. 

Another leader shared that when he was a teacher at the school, he had enjoyed 

relationships with teachers that were both collegial and personal, not unlike what many other 

participants had shared. He noted that the tenor of these relationships cooled after he became 

principal. He shared, 

It's lonely at the top. I don't have nearly as many close relationships with people as I did 

when I was in the classroom. I don't bemoan that. It's just a reality of the position. So 

many of the teachers here only know me as the principal rather than the few that are left 

that know me from when I was in the classroom. And even though I try to be out and 

involved in the school, I'm consciously separating myself from the rest of the staff in a lot 

of ways just for professional separation. My life is completely different than when I sat in 

the staffroom, and I could chat with people. 

 

Later, when I asked him how his role as a principal in an international school was affecting his 

working life and sense of well-being, he shared that he had for the first time been perceived as 

intimidating rather than personable. He shared another story about collegial dynamics, ending 

with “I do find that I'm quite isolated from time to time and it is [laughs] a little lonely at the top. 

Like the previous leader, he created a professional community with former colleagues that he 

taught with in other countries who are now international school leaders. He did add wistfully that 

“I miss having one-on-one friendly relationships with the people that I work with because there's 

a lot of good people here at the school. And I miss having those relationships.”  

Story Six – Acculturating During the Covid-19 Pandemic 

I carried out the first phase of data collection from November to December, 2019. The 

second phase was being carried out individually by participants from December 2019 to 

February 2020, and the final phase was to take place from February to March, 2020. However, in 

late January, as coronavirus cases were rapidly increasing and were appearing in all areas where 
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I would be visiting, my home university directed me to postpone my trip. Participants sent me 

photovoice, reflex journals, and memory box artifact images digitally. Focus groups were 

cancelled. Follow-up interviews were scheduled and carried out virtually. Many participants 

required extra time to schedule interviews. One participant stopped communicating with me, and 

one participant indicated that he would wait until I was able to return in person to give me the 

second interview. While the global pandemic wasn’t declared until March, 2020, all regions in 

this study were affected earlier, requiring educators to respond with little warning. The data in 

this study make evident that the pandemic increased acculturative stress in participants – thus a 

significant theme to document and analyse. The five subthemes captured in this story include: 

rapid adaptive leadership responses to pandemic, mobility barriers, self-leadership soared, 

heightened acculturative stress, and, instances of precarity in jobs, roles, and schools. 

Rapid Adaptive Leadership Responses to Pandemic: “We’re Going to Take this Seriously” 

International schools utilize business models that recognize the influence of parent 

choice; if the parents do not trust the organization or have faith in the quality of education, they 

can and do move their children to other schools. International school leaders were cognizant of 

this, and when COVID-19 shutdown measures began in their regions, they initiated rapid 

transitions to online instruction with the goal of minimizing interruption to learning. Several 

participants believed that the host countries they lived had already implemented measures 

conducive to physical distancing. For example, one participant photographed a library vending 

machine, shown below, to illustrate how certain types of services have designed transactions that 

eliminate the need for human contact. 
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Photovoice image. Above: “Vending machine” automated library. 

 

One participant in mainland China felt that the school she worked at, and the community 

too, were well-poised for immediate action. She noted what they had learned from the SARS 

outbreak years earlier and gave the example that while everyone had to buy groceries online and 

for delivery once the mobility orders were in place, she hadn’t been in a grocery store since the 

August before, because it was convenient for her to order her groceries from her phone and enjoy 

door delivery of the goods. Of the school’s leadership, she said, 

I think I think they learned a lot from the first time around and the moment something 

looked wrong, they were like, 'Nope, we're, gung-ho, we're going to take this seriously. 

We're going to nip this in the bud'. And they've all been very good about it. And I think 

that's probably one big difference between maybe the Chinese culture and the Canadian 

culture that I've noticed is that the people here […] were going to follow every protocol, 

every measure, no complaints. (Mandy) 

 

Sean was likewise impressed by the rapid adaptive response, saying that “from February to 

April, China went from the most hazardous place to be to, ‘I'm not leaving.’ It's been a complete 

shift”. 
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Teachers and principals generally worked to facilitate the rapid turnover timeframe from 

in-person to virtual instruction. Many participants were required to work overtime to develop 

new pedagogical frameworks. For instance, some teachers were given 24 hours to upload two 

weeks of instructional material to a virtual format. One participant in Singapore shared, 

We found out that we weren't going back and then […] how do we handle this? We went 

to virtual […] there were so many Zoom meetings […] the lesson plans were fully 

loaded. I made sure that I had a video of me explaining […]  I'm basically now for the 

rest of my life, I have lesson plans. The one good thing that came out, I was just a 

machine creating so many lesson plans I think it actually now brought out the best 

teaching because I was forced in that situation. (Bria) 

 

Most teachers managed this time crunch, exhibiting stress but accepting the rationales 

that schools provided as unique, necessary, and due to chaotic circumstances beyond everyone’s 

control. Likewise, most educators appeared to make this rapid transition successfully. This may 

have been aided by the fact that most were working in schools that were already well developed 

for virtual technologies. Two schools housed all “course binders” online in a repository 

accessible to all educators within the school, which facilitated collaboration and development of 

material.  

One organization within an education hub that housed an international school developed 

short-term certificate programs that could be completed within one or two modules, to provide 

higher education students who could not return to be able to take a meaningful program in their 

home country. This workaround solution served to buffer financial precarity as well as to provide 

a community solution to educational barriers emerging in the pandemic. 

Mobility Barriers: “They Were all Stranded There” 

 The high levels of mobility that are required for international schools were made evident 

during the early months of shutdown. In the five regions in this study, shutdown measures were 

strict, such that most educators could not move from country to country, and some mobility 
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orders kept educators in their living communities. Early in 2020, anxieties about mobility 

surfaced. Educators had to cancel lavish international travel vacation plans. Reports of cancelled 

trips back to Canada, to New Zealand, Australia, Thailand, Indonesia, and other countries were 

reported by participants. Below, one participant’s reflex journal reveals an anxious anticipation 

for an upcoming trip before the extent or impact of the pandemic was known. At the point in 

writing, she was hoping that her trip would not have to be cancelled. 

 

Participant’s reflex journal: Hoping for a Thailand vacation. 

 

Some schools announced their initial shutdown during the Chinese New Year holiday in late 

January 2020. Many teachers and students left the country during this time, and so reports of 

students and teachers not being able to regain access to the host country where the international 

school was located emerged. Several similar stories emerged of educators with friends who were 

visiting their host country when the shutdowns began, and so they worked to help their stranded 



 

 

 

 

154 

sojourning friends who could not return to their host countries, much like the story that one 

participant shared,  

She had come here for Chinese New Year from China. And they had their break till the 

end of January or something. And then they started their new school year. And she's just 

been here in Malaysia for the last month staying with her friend because she can't get 

back. (Harry) 

 

One participant shared the story of a whole group of teachers that had taken a trip to the UK and 

when they tried to return, “Hong Kong banned incoming flights from the UK. So they were all 

stranded there” (Jayna). Another participant in this study was on vacation backpacking in another 

country and could not return to her host country. For a month, she would send in her lessons and 

support student remote learning via her smartphone. One principal reorganized schedules to 

accommodate both students and newly hired teachers who could not gain access to the country 

after shutdown measures began. One of these teachers was in transit to the host country and was 

turned away at a transfer point in Japan due to a stricter order that had just come into effect. The 

school had to start the term without three newly-hired teachers who could not gain access to the 

country. This might have left the school in the lurch for sufficient teachers except that 

international students had similar issues entering the country, dropping student enrolments 

suddenly, so the principal was able to revise both student and staff schedules in order to run 

programming with the actual numbers of students and staff on campus. 

Self-Leadership Soared: “I Started doing online Guitar Lessons” 

 Participants exhibited numerous self-leadership strategies, especially during the first few 

months of the pandemic. Data collected prior to the pandemic had revealed that most participants 

engaged in reflective practices, such as taking note of lessons that their sojourning experiences 

had taught them. Participants shared examples of noticing, and some of them explained how they 

built mindfulness into their daily professional lives. During the pandemic, reflective practices 
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augmented, albeit inconsistently, which can be explained by contextual factors. An interesting 

pattern developed. Many participants had been sojourners in another country prior to their 

current one. Many had experienced acculturative stress that could be classified as traumatic. 

Most held little resentment for those experiences, but rather viewed them as lessons that 

informed them in their current situations. Reflection was viewed by many participants as an aid 

that guided them toward agentic courses of action. 

A noteworthy contextual factor both allowing for and interrupting reflective time is that 

participants underwent periods of time when they needed to work incessantly, followed by times 

of lower than usual workloads. Educators reported that the rapid transition to online instruction 

was stressful. Most abided without resentment. Two felt exploited by these events. Numerous 

educators found that quiet periods of lower workload that were characterized by diminished 

online activity and much committee and extra-curricular work on hold was alienating. Many 

lived alone or with one other person. The isolation of living overseas during strict shutdowns led 

to radical shifts in practice, and sometimes no directives from host country governing bodies, 

creating an imbalanced chaos at work. One leader summed up that after working frenetically for 

three weeks to shift the school to online instruction, he met a wall of nothing: “I don't have 

anything to do. There's nothing, and that went on for almost a full week where I literally had 

nothing [to do].” Other participants who shared their newfound freedom of time made them feel 

lonely and as if they were awaiting an impending doom in solitude. 

Another self-leadership strategy popular with participants was sojourner-specific goal 

setting. One participant explained that goal setting buffered impending alienation that sojourners 

faced. Many participants had been initially motivated to take their position as an international 

educator by opportunities for travel and adventure. The pandemic terminated those dreams, 
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leaving some participants questioning how to maintain wellness during this period. Sojourning-

specific goals were either halted or revisited. A few chose to develop a hobby during this time. 

One participant shared “I started doing online guitar lessons” (Harry), while a few others 

embarked on self-directed professional learning, such as taking online courses. Others chose to 

propel their careers forward by applying for new teaching positions. One teacher accepted an 

offer to teach at another international school and another teacher became a school principal. One 

of the educators in this study decided to suddenly leave the host country, enacting a midnight 

run, a term referring to expatriates breaking contracts without notice and secretly leaving the 

host country. This educator cited organizational leadership as the catalyst for the decision and 

enacted the midnight run during the pandemic. Immediately upon returning to Canada, this 

teacher was hired as a school principal. 

Heightened Acculturative Stress: “Work-wise was a Bit Overwhelming” 

Early in the first shutdown period, participants appeared to be adapting well to the crisis, 

exhibiting growth mindsets to the shifts in organizational directions. Over time though, despite 

the general ethos of goodwill expressed by teachers and leaders alike, many participants reported 

that the crisis itself, as well as the rapid transition, exacerbated acculturative stress. One 

participant summed up what many had shared with more detail, that “work-wise was a bit 

overwhelming.” Another participant shared, 

What is it like going through a crisis? I would say the stress and the fear. Even though I 

do feel comfortable here, this is my home right now, I think the stress and the fear, and I 

must bottle it up in a really weird way. I've lost chunks of hair, would just fall out in the 

last [while]. I guess my physical response to the stress was pretty intense. 

 

Some educators were anxious about host country laws and protocols for the pandemic, including 

how to attend to medical needs. One teacher ended up in the hospital during this time and found 

the hospital experience in a foreign country to be both reassuring because of a high standard of 
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care but also terrifying because of language and cultural barriers. A few participants spoke about 

their enjoyment of the practice of giving gifts at Chinese New Year inside of little red envelopes 

that are called hóngbāo (pronounced ung pow by participant) by some. Often the givers will slip 

some money into the envelopes. One participant shared that in 2020, she received numerous of 

these envelopes, but instead of money inside, there were masks. 

   

Photovoice images. Left: hóngbāo envelope; Right: contents of hóngbāo include a protective 

mask [images cropped] 

 

Reports from both teachers and leaders indicate that newly hired teachers did not have the time 

to create social networks after arrival and navigated the pandemic in utter isolation. As 

mentioned earlier, one educator in this study became a midnight runner. Two participants put 

their contributions to this study on hold. Some participants found their ability to support elderly 

relatives in their home country restricted.  

Some of the regions in this study saw the implementation of new arrival and departure 

laws, resulting in anxiety about ‘what if’ scenarios that could prevent an emergency departure 
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from the host country. Some participants found that they could not even take wellness jogs 

around their apartment complex or leave unless to get groceries or medical assistance. Most of 

the participants felt that certain stresses which are acculturative in nature were exacerbated. One 

participant decided to seek administrative support, sharing, 

Infrequently, I will contact [Principal] and I'll say, you should probably address anxiety 

levels with your staff. And he's like, ‘I don't understand why. I've been as transparent as 

possible.’ What's beautiful about [Principal] is he doesn't micromanage. But he doesn't 

have the emotional intelligence either. 

 

Across the five regions, educators shared stories of anxiety, fatigue, and confusion. A number of 

educators felt anxious about their organization’s business model, questioning where the priorities 

of the wellness of the students and teachers figured into this. Examples include a loss of patience 

at cultural misunderstandings, questioning levels of trust for one another, how the schools, 

regions, and countries were managing the strict shutdown measures. One participant shared, 

Did I trust that I would get a paycheck from [organization name]? No. About two months 

passed and I kept saying to [my partner], we need to be prepared for the possibility that 

[organization name] will not pay us. Just because they seem so callous. 

 

The prevalence of increased anxiety and fear was evident in participants’ reflex journals, 

photovoice, and interviews that were given during this period. However, two participants who 

lived and worked in mainland China expressed gratitude because the virus had been quickly 

controlled, and home grocery deliveries were already in place, thereby easing the transition to 

isolated living. In these two regions, at the time of writing, the pandemic has been less prolonged 

than in the other regions in the study. 

Instances of Precarity in Jobs, Roles, and Schools: “I Don't Have a lot of Power”  

One participant summed up the general malaise he associated with acculturative stress by 

sharing that “I feel like I don't have a lot of power” (Sean). This statement would be a 

compelling proposition across all participants for a way to describe acculturative stress. During 
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the pandemic, participants shared numerous examples illustrating how their sense of 

powerlessness among had increased.  

Based upon the data collected, most of the schools appeared to be stable enough to 

project enduring the economic distress to the organization that the pandemic imposed. One 

teacher in this study stopped being paid and was told that since the shutdown had reduced 

services, the school could not afford to pay its teachers. Mentioned earlier were issues of newly 

hired teachers being refused admittance to the country, but a mutual delayed employment 

commencement was able to be negotiated with the affected parties. Many students at some of 

these international schools come from abroad and were not able to return to their host country. 

Additionally, a significant number of local parents chose to keep their children home and save 

funds during the pandemic. Other reports of isolated precarity emerged. For instance, one school 

leader found himself negotiating new contracts with food caterers who could not keep their own 

businesses afloat with new social distancing measures, which left school cafeterias empty on 

some days and at partial capacity on other days. Reports emerged from educators in roles of 

teachers, counsellors, and school leaders indicating that educators were now required to fulfil 

roles outside of their job descriptions, often without additional recompense, in order to help the 

schools adapt to the chaotic and unpredictable environment in pandemic mode. 

Story Seven – Following the U-Curve:  Participants’ Experiences 

While this study was not specifically designed to test Oberg’s culture shock theory, one 

question in the first interview protocol did elicit stories of the second phase—culture shock. That 

question asked, “is there a significant story or an event/series of events that made you realize that 

you are experiencing any type of culture shock?” Additionally, a lexicon was shared with 

participants that included terms such as acculturation, sojourner, and adjustment. Not 
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surprisingly, many stories of acculturative shocks emerged. Following the participants’ stories as 

they pertain to culture shock theory, five significant thematic propositions are revealed. These 

are: sojourning includes a variety of acculturative experiences, participants’ experiences do not 

reflect the linear U-curve of culture shock, malleability of culture shock, culture shocks are 

ongoing but lessen in impact, and acculturative processes benefitted participants. 

Sojourning Includes a Variety of Acculturative Experiences: More Terms Needed 

Participants occasionally troubled the words used, noting that culture shock resonated but 

did not quite accurately describe their experience. For example, in her first interview, one 

participant said her experiences were not as much shocks as frustrations, musing that “maybe the 

frustration part is where just learning about the different thinking I guess or mentality that is here 

that I'm not used to” (Victoria). In her second interview, she unpacked the concept further: 

I feel they [various terms] all have their purpose to describe the different levels or 

experiences that come with the whole thing. I think I have experienced culture shock. I'm 

just trying to think, maybe when I first went to India, because I think it was just so 

overwhelming and so was literally kind of shocking. I'm okay with that phrase for that 

experience, because for me it was a shock because I'd never been to Asia and India was 

the first place I went to. I'd be okay with that term to describe what I went through. But I 

do understand it does have a negative connotation and it's not right for everything. And 

then the other ones, like the acculturation and I do like adjustment, cause it's a simple 

word that explains it clearly to me, so I like that. I think if I were to pick between the two 

to me adjustment is easier to identify and understand. Whereas for me, I never knew the 

word acculturation before I talked with you. I think it has less significance to me. So 

that's my take. (Victoria) 

 

Victoria’s acculturative experiences were diverse, as were many of the participants. Throughout 

the transcripts, participants described being delighted, shocked, curious, amused, annoyed, 

frustrated, and exhausted, and that over time, their experiences led to new understandings about 

themselves and the people with whom they interacted.  
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Participants’ Experiences Did Not Reflect the Linear U-Curve of Culture Shock:  

Throughout the interviews and in the journals and photovoice data, honeymoon stories 

emerged, as did stories of adaptation. The stories shared create a compelling case for the 

presence of the first three stages: euphorie (honeymoon), regression (shock), and anpassung 

(adjustment). The fourth stage is problematic to follow in this study because it relies upon a 

deficit perspective, which was not the orientation of the study’s inquiry. It will be discussed 

further in the next chapter.  

The biggest obvious divergence from culture shock theory was that participants’ 

experiences did not match the linear trajectory of the U-curve. While there were more euphoric 

experiences reported early in one’s sojourn, these reappeared throughout the sojourning 

experiences. The same was true with the experiences of shocks. An interesting finding regarding 

the shocks was that most participants in this study had had previous sojourning experiences, and 

almost all of them had experienced their worst shocks during their first sojourn. The one 

exception was a participant whose worst shock experiences occurred several sojourns later. In 

this case, they happened the first time that the participant sojourned in a country where English 

wasn’t the mother tongue of the host country, suggesting that the first few experiences resonated 

with Harry’s proposition of the “soft landing.” As for the third phase of adjusting, participants’ 

mindsets were broader than Oberg’s theory framed. All participants believed that they would and 

could adjust to their host country’s culture. There was no anxiety reported by any participant that 

their experience carried a risk of being too much to handle. Other common experiences that 

represent a gap in the theory pertain to the emergence of organizational culture shocks that some 

participants experienced seemed to come as a surprise, but overall, participants did not view their 
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shocks as leading to total breakdown as the theory suggests is possible. This is not to say that 

such an outcome is not possible, but it had not been the experience of any of the participants.  

Malleability of Culture Shock? Purposeful Onboarding to Optimize Honeymoon  

As previously noted (e.g., see launch the honeymoon), participants from one school 

referenced a set of practices at their school that front-loaded their acculturative experiences with 

pampering, information, and networking, all which positioned them for success. This, in itself, 

was noteworthy, indicating that the international school that utilized this set of onboarding and 

induction strategies is using an effective practice that might be replicated elsewhere for similar 

positive effects. Following the participants from this particular school, lasting effects of this 

program were also observed. These participants generally spoke favourably about their school’s 

leadership, the cohesiveness of the staff, and the organizational dynamics of their employer. One 

exception to this would be the finding of the policyscapes, but these were found across all 

regions. 

If one measure of organizational prosperity and of successful acculturation is teacher 

retention, the length of tenure of the participants at this school suggests organizational and 

acculturative triumph. Over 80% of the educators from this school signed contract extensions in 

comparison with the remaining participants, of which approximately 30% extended their 

contracts. Another affirming correlation in the findings relates to the expressed trust in upper 

school leadership that educators shared when the pandemic broke out. All educators in the study 

shared examples of how their acculturative stress had risen during this period. At the same time, 

participants at this one school shared with me sentiments of trust in their organization, leaders, 

and colleagues. While their workload stress seemed insurmountable at times, one participant 

appreciated how well-situated the school was organizationally before the pandemic which 
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benefitted the transition to remote quickly. This group of participants also shared stories of them 

believing in the cohesive collegiality of their school.  

Looking at these trends in combination with one another, the proposition emerges that 

schools that purposefully attend to onboarding and induction that includes acculturation supports 

may optimize the experience of the honeymoon phase, which can include extending it. Further to 

this proposition is evidence suggesting that these initial supports may buffer the effects of critical 

incidents later on, such as the pandemic. 

Culture Shocks are Ongoing, but May Lessen in Impact: “The First Time [was the 

Hardest]” 

When participants reflected upon their worst experiences of culture shock, it was the 

intensity of their acculturative stress that led participants to deem those experiences in a negative 

way. The more intense shocks frequently included elements of partial or total communication 

breakdown, concerns about how to navigate a particular system and a worry that navigation 

might not happen and were linked with larger concerns such as sustainability in a particular 

accommodation or in a particular place of employment. In mapping the countries and the 

sequences of the participants’ experiences, in rare instances, there were overlaps of countries that 

different participants had been to but in a different chronology. Ron recalled his first sojourning 

experience to be incompatible with his reality from both accommodations and employment 

perspectives. Shocks of lesser intensity included communication breakdowns with a service 

provider, or tourism misunderstandings. What was interesting to note is that two participants 

reported their most negative experience to be in two countries where another participant had 

reported their best acculturative experiences to have taken place. This speaks to the complexity 
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of the experience, and of the multiple factors that led participants to rate their experiences the 

way that they had. 

Of the seventeen participants in this study, just over one third had no previous sojourning 

experience as a teacher, and of those who had no prior experience as a teacher, one of these 

participants had vacationed in Southeast Asia as a child and another had childhood sojourning 

experience in another Southeast Asian country by virtue of parental choices to sojourn abroad. 

The majority of the participants had prior sojourning experience as a teacher, and seven of these 

had prior sojourning experiences in more than one country prior to their current sojourn. As 

mentioned above, almost all participants had shared that their worst culture shock experiences 

had been during their first sojourn. One participant shared his worst experience: 

It was the first time I landed in [Country]. The food, I'd gone down 30 pounds […] You 

could step out of my building, it was just a row of buildings, right, maybe six to eight 

storeys tall for the most part. And there was no English. And you could literally get lost 

crossing the street, which I did. (Ron) 

 

Another participant referred to his first sojourning experience as “a hardship position” because of 

experiencing language barriers and the school’s remote location. He shared,  

The language was always the biggest barrier in [Country]. Because of my lack of 

[Language], I felt that it was always very difficult to get outside the sphere of teachers 

that were the primary English speakers [….] is quite undeveloped, quite poor and very 

unique in terms of its haves and have-nots. And I think because of that, it was a unique 

situation where you can't just assume, ‘I'm going to a big city and it's going to have all the 

things that a big city does.’ It didn't at all. It had very much a small town feeling in a lot 

of ways. (Harry) 

 

Several of the participants viewed themselves as career international educators. The majority of 

these educators had future plans that either included extending their stays further in their current 

host country or sojourning again in another country. One participant summed up what other 

participants expressed, that there was a difference between initial shocks, which included 

extreme reactions, and ongoing shocks, which were minimal, comprising minor annoyances. 
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Mandy shared, “I haven't felt shocked in a while, just because of how long I've been here [six 

years]. I think I've gotten over most major shocks.” It became clear that culture shock was not a 

sojourning deterrent for the participants in this study. Even the one participant who enacted a 

midnight run and returned to Canada shared that she planned to teach abroad some day.  

Despite the wide variation in experiences and stories, trends in how participants viewed 

their experiences were nonetheless observed. For instance, some of the photovoice artifacts 

reflected not only a reduction in shock, but a shift from shock to noticing, which allowed for 

contemplation of how far a participant was willing to adjust their habits to those observed in the 

host country. For instance, one participant made an entire photovoice exhibit entitled 

“Supermarket finds,” sharing images that provoked her ways of thinking about food. Some of the 

images have been included in the below collage. The participant shared these images to show 

contrasts between her eating habits and the options in supermarkets. 

 

Photovoice collage: “Supermarket finds” illustrates food options that contrast with the 

participant’s ways of thinking about food choices and marketing. [images cropped and arranged 

by researcher] 
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Perhaps the most obvious trend in viewing one’s experiences is that culture shocks 

appeared to occur throughout the sojourning experience. Participants who had been living abroad 

for years still experienced cultural dissonance and frustration. The frequency and intensity 

appeared to correlate with early stages of sojourning in a host country. Two of the participants 

mapped their experience in an inverted W-shaped curve, rising first into honeymoon and then 

dipping first into shock, rising again into adaptation, and then dipping into a stage of fatigue, at 

which point, they questioned whether their current sojourn had run its course. Both of these 

participants were long-term sojourners who had renewed their contracts in order to stay at the 

school and in the host country longer. One of these participants was able to track their attitudes 

about sojourning in terms of school years. Yet most of the participants experienced shocks rather 

randomly throughout their sojourns, indicating surprise critical incidents that jolted, confused, 

annoyed, or tired them for a period of time. 

Acculturative Processes Benefitted Participants: “There’s far more that connects us” 

A number of participants believed that the challenges and stresses that they had faced 

bestowed upon them new understandings that benefitted them both personally and 

professionally. For personal benefits, participants developed interstitial identity behaviours (e.g., 

see Interstitial Identities). This involved exploring ways of thinking and doing in the host 

countries and adapting some of these ways, while retaining some ways from the home countries. 

It was interesting to see in the photovoice data that several participants had shared images of the 

ways that Christmas was displayed in the host countries. This suggests that participants, while 

they were considering different ways of thinking, an area of cultural common ground, they were 

noticing how elements from their home cultures were being represented. 
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Photovoice Images: Above: Christmas displays in Southeast Asia [images cropped] 

 

Participants also spoke of connections with one another and with their students as 

nourishment for their sustenance. Almost all of the participants found extensive travel 

opportunities to provide immediate benefits, injecting joyous moments throughout their school 

year, and that these joyous moments also provided rich cultural learning, which was important to 

many participants in this study. The photovoice data included a vast assortment of images of 

participants’ travels to numerous countries, which affirmed the interview data that such trips 

served to bolster their wellness. 
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Photovoice images. Left: Bhakatpur, Nepal; Right: Vientiane, Laos;  

Below: Mother Temple, Bali [images cropped; face blurred] 

 

Participants in this study referred to their positionality within the school community as 

being highly interdependent. Many viewed their teaching colleagues in ways that can be summed 

up as one’s alternative family. Some participants lived with other sojourning teachers. Many 
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participants socialized outside of school and went on vacations with other sojourning teachers. 

These bonds, when they were established, served as buffers to acculturative stress at all stages of 

the sojourn, but one participant noted that they need to be purposefully sought and nurtured early 

in the sojourn. Participants also developed bonds with their students, many of whom were also 

sojourners, that exemplified the concept of in loco parentis. The significance of these bonds was 

evident in some of the photovoice pictures of classroom and extracurricular events, and in the 

memory box artifacts, which often involved images of gifts and caring notes that students had 

given to their teachers. 

  

Memory box images. Above and below: Notes of appreciation from students [images cropped] 
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For professional benefits, learning how to notice different organizational values, and 

behaviours and adapt provided initial stress but later a sense of confidence and gained capacity. 

For example, Harry’s first sojourn, which was a difficult one for several reasons, was the 

experience that motivated him to pursue school leadership, and during that sojourn, he had 

observed a number of leadership actions that his school principal engaged in that he respected 

and believed were effective practices. Some organizational examples noted by educators that 

differed from their experiences in Canadian organizations, but that helped to raise their 

awareness about differing perspectives were how time was valued, what details in a project were 

prioritized, and how groups collaborated with one another. 

Participants noted personal benefits and priorities they have developed during their 

sojourners. One participant shared, 

I've enjoyed staying at Airbnbs as opposed to a hotel, I like to meet the host, I want to 

find out about the culture and about the local way of thinking as much as I can, just kind 

of integrate and take in the beauty that is offered. (Claire) 
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Claire went on to explain how her understanding of certain constructions have been challenged: 

 

I view borders as political and cultural. They have nothing to do with being human. We 

all have the same basic needs, and I would go so far to suggest the same desires. We are 

human. There’s far more that connects us. What is a border? It is a political or 

geographical construct, so there’s a wall. And culture. And I think that’s why I travel, 

because I enjoy exploring the culture, and so we’re very lucky in that we can move 

beyond the walls and the culture. (Claire) 

 

Another participant, who had started and completed a graduate program while abroad, used her 

personal and professional experiences to inform her master’s project. She chronicled the 

development of her cultural competencies so that she could learn more about how her 

acculturative experiences could serve her in her profession, and in particular with how to better 

connect with and teach her students back in Canada who did not identify with the mainstream 

Canadian culture. 

Summary 

The stories shared by the 17 sojourning educators provided numerous insights into what 

their experiences entailed for them, both professionally and personally, and both individually and 

collectively. Reviewing the seven thematic stories that emerged collectively from the data 

analysis, several key points were evident in relation to educator acculturation overseas.  

Data analysis showed that personal and professional identities of sojourning educators are 

not static but responsive to experiences; these affect daily life and the quality of teaching. 

Reflective processes that participants engaged in throughout—and in some cases before—this 

study helped educators to recognize and unpack their identities in motion. It was also evident 

that the international school’s onboarding and induction plans that included elements for 

successful acculturation were beneficial for educators. The proactive approach that began 

onboarding prior to arrival was reported to alleviate stress since it allowed for earlier 
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information-gathering and decision-making, thus allowing educators to better focus upon their 

work after arrival. Analysis of the onboarding processes reveal that recognition of successful 

personal acculturation can support wellness and professional acculturation alike. The three 

policyscapes identified suggest that the participants were concerned about how policyscapes 

affected student flourishing and safety. Participants’ experiences with policyscapes warrant a 

better process for identifying, understanding, and responding to policyscapes, especially when 

vulnerable students are concerned. The contrast between teachers’ and school leaders’ 

perceptions of actionable responses provides clues as to how to manage these and other 

policyscapes that may arise.  

Educators in this study were situated across the spectrum of experience, from new teacher 

to near retirement, and their stories elucidated ample and rich professional and personal 

opportunities awaiting educators who wish to sojourn abroad. These opportunities motivated 

many educators to move or stay overseas, and participants found that their professional capacity 

grew substantially. This growth may have long-term benefits, such as greater professional 

confidence and self-leadership capacity. Self-leadership may have manifested more naturally to 

some, but overall included a variety of skills vital for acculturation and flourishing. This finding 

is significant given that mentors and school leaders are not always accessible for help. Self-

leadership skills were generally manifestations of agentic responses to immediate concerns, and 

the participants who utilized self-leadership more readily also presented as happier with their 

overall acculturation experience.  

School leadership was shown to include complex cultural and organizational demands. 

Participants in formal and informal leadership roles perceived ample opportunities for 

professional learning and career advancement, which they appreciated. They tended to view their 
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leadership in terms of service to the students. Those in formal leadership positions found their 

positions to be often excessively demanding. Coupled with intermittent lack of organizational 

transparency, leaders were left with a sense of having a peripheral existence. The leaders shared 

their bittersweet contemplations. On the one hand, they enjoyed and felt confident leading, but 

on the other hand, they often felt greater alienation than they had experienced when they were 

international teachers.  

Culture shock was described by most participants as being the most intense and stressful 

in their initial experiences. Many linked the intensity of their stress with a loss of control and 

stress resulting from language barriers. Culture shocks were perceived differently from 

acculturation in that the shocks were finite in their duration, while acculturation was like a 

background program running all the time. Participants also noted acculturative stress manifesting 

in fatigue and uncertainty. Shocks and other stresses occurred throughout the sojourn, but 

appeared to diminish in intensity. Certain host country conditions (e.g., languages spoken) and 

organizational conditions (e.g., proactive onboarding and induction programming) improved 

participants’ transition to the host country, and that in doing so, the honeymoon phenomenon 

was lengthened, which positively impacted the overall acculturation experience.  

Since the data collection occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, educators shared that 

their stress levels rose. Some experienced new culture shocks associated with the pandemic, and 

participants noted existential and acculturative anxieties. These experiences demonstrated how 

acculturation and school leadership can be affected in an instant by critical incidents that create 

chaos, wreak havoc, and affect organizational culture and stakeholders in various unexpected 

ways. 
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Finally, a finding that does not align with any one of the themes but is interesting to 

ponder holistically across themes has to do with the longevity of tenure of the participants, which 

seems notable given the consistency with which I hear anecdotally from school leaders and 

recruiters that a sizable number of international teaching contract life cycles are two to three 

years. During the course of this study, 15 participants fulfilled or were fulfilling their contracts 

with no intention of breaking their contracts. Of these 15, 11 had extended their contracts for at 

least one additional term. A few of these participants had renewed their contract multiple times. 

Ron, Pat, Harry, Joon Ho, and May had all been with the same employer for at least five years. It 

is possible that my call for participants motivated a more passionate group of sojourning 

educators. Based upon the number of career international teachers, this is a plausible possibility. 

Of these 11 who extended contracts, seven participants had extended contracts and were 

planning to stay in the host country either for an additional term or indefinitely, while four 

completed their extended terms and moved on. Of these four, two returned to teach in Canada, 

one pursued higher education, and one moved to another country and took up an international 

teaching position there. Of the two participants who did not fulfil their contracts, ne participant, 

who had felt at odds with the organizational culture but who enjoyed international teaching, 

negotiated an early termination, agreeing to fulfil the first of a two-year contract, and left the 

school on good terms for another international teaching position. One participant became a 

midnight runner.  

The decision to sojourn varied widely from participant to participant, as did many 

ensuing experiences and understandings. However, a sense of agency among all participants was 

palpable. Participants were aware that their decision to sojourn would entail adventures that they 

could both anticipate and not anticipate. The sense of occasional powerlessness accompanied by 
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a lack of clarity and prevalent uncertainty is one that all participants experienced, and this is 

perhaps the most succinct way to define acculturative stress within the data collected.  

None of the findings can be deemed strictly generalizable, but the numerous trends 

observed are good indications that patterns could be predicted, and thus establish an argument 

for transferability of the findings from this study to contexts involving international schools both 

within the five regions of this study and in other studies. For example, both self-leadership 

actions on the part of all educators wishing to sojourn as well as school leadership actions can be 

developed to improve the experiences and outcomes of teaching abroad ought to be considered. 

Furthermore, the effective practices found at one school can serve as a model that could be used 

and modified accordingly at many international schools in many countries. These practices 

included preparing teachers for their arrival, personal and professional onboarding supports, the 

honeymoon reception, the induction program, and the cloud-based library of accessible teaching 

resources.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

176 

Chapter Five 

Discussion and Implications 

This chapter summarises the research study and provides analysis of its findings as they 

pertain to the research questions. Next, I offer a list of future pathways in light of what has been 

discovered. I then identify some limitations of the study and discuss implications for theory, for 

practice, for policy, for methodology, and for further research. I conclude with some personal 

reflections on the research journey.  

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of educators, who were 

employed in international schools abroad, with educator acculturation and its impact on their 

well-being. My own experiences as a former sojourning educator and my subsequent inquiry led 

me to believe that acculturation brings significant challenges and growth opportunities to 

teachers and leaders who live and work overseas. Noting that the global demand for teachers 

remains high, I continue to advocate for teachers to consider sojourning experiences. This choice 

is not for everyone and can involve stressful phases. My personal experience with both culture 

shock and policyscapes motivated me to explore the embodied phenomena of educator 

acculturation. Acculturation processes are complex. Acculturation scholarship, which is vast in 

some areas but not in education, has yet to reconcile its perennial debates about definitions, 

experiences, forecasting, propositions such as fit, cultural competencies, training for 

acculturation success, and what ‘success’ in acculturation means.  

I made some propositions prior to engaging in this research. These were: 
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• Educator acculturation as a phenomenon warrants space in educational research 

conversations. 

• International schools are likely to be policyscape-rich environments. 

• Midnight runs are likely to be associated with policyscape and/or acculturation 

hurdles. 

• ‘Successful’ acculturation influences educators’ wellness, sense of self-efficacy, and 

teacher retention.  

• Capacity for teacher acculturation might be expandable. 

• The study of acculturation needs to include asset orientations to uncover 

understandings that previous acculturation research has not yet revealed. 

I thus developed my broad research question, and parsed it out into five focused research 

questions as follows:  

• What are the acculturation experiences of educators who work overseas, and how do 

these experiences affect educators’ sense of well-being and thriving?  

 

1. How do educators who work overseas understand, experience, and manage 

acculturation? 

2. How do educators link their identities with their acculturative experiences? 

3. How does acculturation affect educators’ working lives, their personal lives, and 

their senses of well-being? 

4. What is the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and 

promoting well-being? 

5. What self-leadership processes do sojourning educators engage in so as to achieve 

the direction and motivation necessary to thrive? 

 

To capture data that would unpack the lived experiences of sojourning educators, I 

designed a qualitative study to delve deeply into a small group of participants. The study 

captured embodied experiences that may be manifested in various ways of knowing and 

understanding. These ways of knowing were referred to as direct storying, reflective storying, 

symbolic storying, and interactive storying. I adapted a narrative inquiry framework and 
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designed instruments capable of divulging multiple dimensions of personal being and 

understanding. These instruments included: researcher’s commonplace book, researcher’s field 

log, semi-structured interviews, participant reflex journals, memory box, photovoice, and 

discussion interviews.  

Data analysis was informed by naturalistic inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1982) which 

facilitated interpretivist analysis of embodied experiences. For instance, naturalistic inquiry 

promised a good “fit to the phenomena into” the inquiry, based upon study alignment with all 

five of the axiomatic naturalistic paradigms of “reality, inquirer/respondent relationship, nature 

of truth statements, attribution/explanation of action, [and] relation of values to inquiry” (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1982, p. 237). I analysed the data using a phronetic approach (Tracy, 2020), which 

included both emic and etic analyses iterative with one another. I developed a coding manual 

adapted from Saldaña (2013) and undertook thematic analysis of the different groups of data. I 

grounded the majority of the analysis around the two sets of interview data, which involved 

direct conversations, whereas other data which manifested reflective and symbolic ways of 

knowing were used to expand upon the above. Analysis of interactive storying was not 

undertaken as focus groups were cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Key takeaways from 

the study are discussed in the next section followed by the study’s implications for theory, 

practice, policy, methodology, and future research. 

I created an illustration of how these findings map on to the framework of the 

international school as an atoll. I have simplified this framework, eliminating the theoretical 

constructs from the original framework in Chapter Two. Educator acculturation is the central 

topic of investigation. The blue circle represents the atoll in which the school and the sojourners 

are situated. Added within this atoll are four quadrants. The sun represents the optimism, joy, 
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and well-being that participants described. The cloud with lightning and raindrops represents 

acculturative stress and policyscapes. The sun and the cloud exist in reciprocal relationship with 

one another. An adaptation of Oberg’s U-curve sits in the bottom left quadrant in order to show 

some significant contrasts in the findings of this study with the premises of culture shock theory. 

The bottom right quadrant is where findings suggest avenues for future theorizing. The seven 

themes are listed by number and below each theme the subthemes are listed. The arrows indicate 

linkages between the findings. As can be seen in this illustration (Figure 8), the third theme (self-

leadership) makes connections with all other themes. 

Figure 8 

 

Findings: Themes, subthemes, and linkages between themes mapped on to atoll metaphor. 
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Revisiting the Research Questions 

The seven themes presented in Chapter Four and organized in Figure 8 above represent 

the most prominent findings from the study’s design and methodology. Some of these findings 

directly link with the a priori acculturation themes identified from the literature review, and some 

findings emerged freely. In this section, I synthesise the findings as they align with the five key 

research questions in the study. These research questions pertain to: linking experiences with 

acculturation, identity and acculturation, well-being and acculturation, the role of leadership, and 

self-leadership strategies.  

Research Question #1: How do Educators who Work Overseas Understand, Experience 

and Manage Acculturation? 

 This was the most open-ended of the research questions; it allowed participants to 

determine how they understood their acculturative processes. As such, data responding to this 

question intersect with the other research questions. Because the data were collected before and 

during the pandemic, the effects of the pandemic upon the participants’ acculturative experiences 

were captured.  In this section, I discuss the data findings within the following subsections: 

acculturation is like a program that runs in the background, and alignments and contrasts with 

culture shock theory, and acculturation theory alignments and contrasts.  

Acculturation is Like a Program that Runs in the Background  

 Two challenges of researching acculturation are that “consensus about its meaning and 

operationalization within the social and behavioral sciences remains elusive” (Berry & Sam, 

2016, p. 11). The seventeen participants had chosen sojourning as a way of life, some more 

purposefully and explicitly than others. For most participants, sojourning held exciting promises 

that naturally came with some acculturative challenges, joys, and surprises, while for two 
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participants, sojourning was a side-effect of another professional choice that had been made. In 

aggregating the data on participants’ experiences, one proposition is that acculturation works like 

a background program on both personal and professional experiences. Based upon the 

participants’ accounts of their experiences, acculturation has the potential to invoke many 

responses including but not limited to a capacity to fascinate, educate, frustrate, challenge, 

inspire, confuse, exhaust, and develop one’s ways of thinking and being. The participants’ 

unique acculturation stories support the proposition of Berry and Sam (2016, p. 14) that one can 

expect variations of manifestations and rates of change from one individual to the next, due to 

various factors including attitudes, behaviour, and the differences between individual and group 

acculturation processes. 

Given these unique acculturation trajectories, the aggregated stories suggest that at high 

intensity moments, a greater awareness of acculturation was felt. Because of this, sojourners who 

were living in host countries that Harry referred to as a “soft landing,” other participants affirmed 

by referencing comforts available to them in the host country. Accessibility of mechanisms for 

maintaining contact with loved ones in the home countries and availability of lifestyle options 

that approximate the home country all buffered the stresses of acculturation. Conversely, 

participants like Claire were drawn to sojourning precisely because of the potential of 

acculturative challenges, and of the perceived personal growth that they experienced as a result 

of navigating such challenges. The blended and sometimes contradictory experiences of 

participants that led them to appreciate their advantages and then to experience dissonance 

echoes a finding from Tarc’s (2013) study, which found that participants experienced a sense of 

wealth and privilege, positive experiences that could be understood to be transformational, 

combined with alienation and dissonance. 
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 In communicating their experiences to me, the participants were generally friendly and 

open, happy to share their stories, and generally optimistic about their lives. I had encountered 

potential participants while overseas collecting data, and had heard stories from other sojourners 

not a part of this study, but this study is not about those stories. The pandemic inserted itself into 

this study, uninvited as it was, and affected lived experiences and thus the data collected. The 

second round of interviews was conducted during this time. Participants’ stories reflected their 

heightened work and acculturative stresses. The workload increased for many participants, and 

two participants drifted away from this study; one stopped keeping in contact and the other 

informed me that he would await my in-person return to the host country. At the time of data 

collection, I was collecting stories of the participants’ experiences without drawing upon 

theories, such as leadership in times of crisis, or how critical events may influence acculturation. 

These are areas of scholarship that require development, as the Covid-19 pandemic is not the 

first nor will it be the last moment of crisis affecting organizations, or personal and professional 

experiences. 

Alignment and Contrasts with Culture Shock Theory 

Perhaps one of the biggest benefits of drawing from Oberg’s culture shock theory (1960) 

was that all participants were familiar the term culture shock, and they understood the general 

concepts of the theory such as the initial honeymoon phase, the shock phase, and the adjustment 

phase (Oberg, 1960). The recovery phase did not resonate with participants at all. They would 

draw from their understandings to share their own experiences. Figure 9 below illustrates the 

four stages of culture shock according to Oberg, mapped on to a U-curve. I do not address the 

fifth stage, reverse culture shock, that was later added by other theorists because this study did 

not explore the participants’ experiences with repatriation to one’s home country. 
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Figure 9  

 

The four stages of culture shock following the U-Curve 

 

Note: Adapted from Oberg (1960). 

Contrast #1: Episodes, not Phases, yet First Experience Usually the Worst. Broadly, 

this study’s data contrast with Oberg’s (1960) theory in several ways, yet there were also 

nuanced resonances. First, culture shock, the second of Oberg’s four phases, did not manifest as 

a phase that ended. Rather, culture shocks continued to occur, therefore they cannot be viewed as 

a second phase of the U-curve progression. All participants had multiple stories of culture shocks 

from their sojourning experiences. Because participants generally did not experience one shock 

or one phase of shocks as Oberg had theorized, I pluralize the term shock.  

Culture shocks were widely reported by participants as a phenomenon of acculturation. 

They often followed a honeymoon phase, in which participants’ early experiences in the host 

country as found in the data did approximate Oberg’s first phase (see Figure 9 above). However, 

these shocks continued to emerge in random and ongoing patterns throughout each sojourning 

experience. Thus, it seems that culture shocks do not constitute a phase with a beginning and an 

end, but rather a series of events that lessen in impact as they occur, presumably because the 

participants gained capacity to manage their shocking experiences. Their lessening in impact 
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aligns with the proposition brought forth by Wilson and colleagues (2013) that acculturation 

skills—such as cultural competence—augmented with experience, and as such, it is plausible 

that such skills may be purposefully developed.  

For most of the participants, the shocks were the worst in their early sojourning 

experiences, and continued throughout different sojourning experiences, lessening in impact. 

This provides some alignment with Oberg’s theorizing because the shocks in his theory are 

experienced early on the U-Curve, while the ongoing nature of shocks contrasts with Oberg’s 

theory, but other theorists who have either extended or critiqued Oberg’s work provide insights 

regarding this contrast. For instance, Pederson (1995) theorized that acculturation processes 

began with culture shock, which served as inciting incidents leading to self-reflection, which in 

turn leads to personal growth. Sam (2006a, p. 14) argued that the duration of sojourn was less 

significant than “the resulting change following the contact.” Considering the above two 

propositions by Pederson and Sam, and recognizing that most participants having shared that 

their first experiences with culture shock were their worst ones, a conclusion drawn is that 

participants learned from their initial shocks and were able to respond in ways that resulted in 

less acculturation impact in subsequent experiences. If this is the case, then one might be able to 

develop acculturation skills and practices to optimize acculturation success moving forward.  

Negative Case Example. There was one participant whose pattern contrasted with the 

others in terms of the first experience being the worst. Jayna had initially experienced a few 

sojourns in English-speaking countries and then experienced stronger shocks later on as she 

moved to areas where she experienced language barriers. Jayna’s experiences reverberate 

Black’s study (1988) that found language barriers to be an indicator of expatriate failure, and 

even Oberg proposed that learning the local language would allow an individual to “get to know 
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people of the host country” (1960, p. 182), which he offered as one strategy for recovery from 

culture shock. Interestingly, another participant, Mandy noted that today, language barriers are 

easier to manage because of supportive mechanisms, such as translation phone apps, which she 

used when grocery shopping, which suggests that there may be more tools available for 

sojourners to help them successfully acculturate.  

 Contrast #2: Culture Shock is not a Disease nor is it Passively Experienced. The 

second contrast is that culture shocks were not generally described by participants as passive 

experiences. It was associated with a sense of lack of power and agency, leading participants to 

experience sentiments of helplessness. This sense of lack of power had been noted by Stewart 

and Leggat (1998, p. 84) as one of six aspects of culture shock: “feelings of impotence due to not 

being able to cope in the alien situation.” Different stories exemplified types of acculturation 

influences as proposed by Furnham (2005). For instance, Pat’s adoption of using the spoon rather 

than the knife is an example of his home culture’s losing salience, while the host culture’s norms 

became salient. Claire’s anger at being given a plastic straw is an example of rejection, or what 

Furnham (2005, p. 703) called a “chauvinistic” influence. Most participants provided an example 

of “synthesiz[ing] both cultures” with their behaviours, which I had referred to as the 

development of interstitial identities.  

Contrast #3: Disempowerment gives way to Agency Amidst the Shocks. Theorists 

since Oberg have affirmed his position that can be summed up as culture shock involving 

disempowerment resulting from cultural confusion. Participants’ stories of shocks revealed a 

lack of agency, which was accompanied by experiences of confusion, communication barriers, 

things not being what they had initially seemed, which coalesced to create the shocking feeling 

of dissonance. These phenomena are included in the framework (see Figure 3 in Chapter 2) by 
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Berry and Sam (2016). However, other than Ron’s initial sojourning experience and the 

participant who enacted a midnight run, participants did not believe or act as if they were not 

able to cope.  

Participants soon discovered creative solutions to their shocks, and so they did not 

experience crippling effects to their well-being by their shocks, nor did they experience the most 

extreme outcome that Oberg described, which was complete personal breakdown requiring 

repatriation to one’s home country. Even the participant who enacted the midnight run viewed 

her choice as an agentic one, providing her the best possible outcome to suboptimal conditions. 

However, she was neither broken upon arriving at home, as evidenced by her rapid transition 

into a leadership position with a school, nor was she deterred from future sojourning experiences, 

as she explained in her second interview. Rather, she viewed her professionalism to be 

incompatible with the organizational culture, and how the organization led the initial pandemic 

response was “the last straw” for her in the host country. Her actions fit Worline and Quinn’s 

(2003) concept of courageous principled action. The irony here is that the midnight runner was 

trying to uphold the highest values embedded within the organization; yet her choice to also 

protect herself resulted in “adverse consequences for the actor” (Harbour & Kisfalvi, 2014, p. 

493), which Worline and Quinn warned as a possible outcome of courageous principled action. 

Furthermore, her act of midnight running can hardly be viewed as an expatriate failure, as it is 

framed in the literature. From the perspective of this participant as a teacher/leader in the 

organization, she was not able to properly serve her students, which included the policyscapes 

mentioned of student mental health and student protection. She had attempted on multiple 

occasions to engage the higher leadership in discussions to address these policyscapes. This 

commitment to ethics in her service to her students demonstrated leadership courage (Harbour & 
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Kisfalvi, 2014; Worline & Quinn, 2003), yet the organization did not work with her to develop 

protocols to advocate for and protect students, so her staying would be a tacit acceptance of what 

she viewed as dangerous guidance work in the school. 

  Contrast #4: Honeymoons may Repeat! Another contrast with mild alignment is that 

the honeymoon phase was generally a state that appeared more frequently at the beginning of a 

sojourn and involved a composite of optimistic thought projections of the host country brought 

on by idealized notions that participants formed of the host country, resonating with Oberg’s 

(1960) theory. However, while not as recurrent as the shocks, it is plausible that participants are 

revisited by honeymoon experiences later in their sojourns. Two participants who had enjoyed 

their sojourns long enough to renew contracts and stay in one host country with the same 

employer for a longer term, shared that they experienced waves. These included a re-fascination 

(honeymoon) with the host culture, ongoing shocks, and waffling experiences between wishing 

to continue to adapt and stay along with feeling pulled back to their home countries. These re-

fascination episodes were not reported to accompany self-denigration of one’s own identity or 

culture. This contrasts with Furnham’s (2005, p. 702) suggestion that they occur with the 

“passing” phase that involves an “embrace [of the] second culture.” Rather, these re-fascination 

episodes served to rejuvenate, inspire, and re-affirm the participants’ decisions to sojourn in the 

first place. Not all participants reported re-fascination, so the data offer at best opportunities for 

further inquiry, yet the possibility of re-fascination, if it can be replicated, offers practical 

opportunities as well, such as how school leaders and the organizational culture can serve to re-

engage their staff, thus improving retention of international staff. Because honeymoon 

phenomena included idealized understandings, one could expect the intensity of this sensation to 
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lessen over time, as sojourners construe their understandings based upon actual events rather 

than idealized notions. 

 Contrast #5: Adjustment and Adaptation occur Throughout Acculturation. The 

third and fourth phases of Oberg’s theory, adjustment and recovery, which are similar and 

therefore perhaps somewhat conflated in the theory, were experienced throughout the sojourns, 

but for those who began their adjustment and adaptation (more accurate than recovery, yet nearly 

synonymous with adjustment) early, especially those who were able to approach these 

proactively thanks to the onboarding document, had the easiest time with adaptation, suggesting 

that school leadership may play a positive role (Darling-Hammond, 2003) in adaptation, which is 

not surprising, since adjustment and adaptation are implicated with thriving and well-being.  

Finally, one participant, Claire, was specifically motivated to sojourn for cultural 

learning, to learn how to “‘survive and thrive’ in a new cultural milieu” (Wilson et al., 2013, p. 

900), which she viewed as inextricable from difficult challenges and even emotionally painful 

ones. She viewed the benefits of the cultural learning to outweigh the pains necessary to get 

there.  

 Some of the ways in which the data depart from culture shock theory have already been 

noted by scholars in their critiques of the theory for being too prescriptive (e.g., Church, 1982). 

The data confirm the existence of elements of Oberg’s theory (e.g., honeymoon, shocks, 

adjustments), but also contrast with the theory. The stages that Oberg proposed manifest in linear 

fashion and are better understood as elements within the broader embodied experience which is 

best collectively represented with the term acculturation. Clear departures from Oberg’s deficit-

oriented theory are the presence of data positioning acculturation as a balanced complement of 

challenges and growth. The former phenomena are well documented in acculturation literature 
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(e.g., acculturative stress), while the latter phenomena provide insights for further studies in 

acculturation, such as how cultural learning takes place, personality or other contextual factors 

that may interplay with this cultural learning, and how impactful this growth is personally and 

professionally.  

Acculturation Theory: Alignments and Contrasts 

 My study departs from past studies on acculturation in a few notable ways. First, many 

acculturation studies have been quantitative ones that have tested theoretical particularities, such 

as personality factors and cultural fit (e.g., Ward & Chang, 1997). Second, past acculturation 

studies have been mostly conducted in the context of outsiders who become insiders by virtue of 

their longer term or permanent stays. For instance, many acculturation studies have focussed on 

immigrants (e.g., Berry, 2006a; Sam, 2006; Ward, 2013), students in higher education who are 

children of immigrants (e.g., Ward et al., 2021), and international students (e.g., Searle & Ward, 

1990). By contrast, almost all international school educators viewed their stays in host countries 

as temporary, and thus they are “between-society culture travellers” (Ward et al., 2005, p. 6). 

Third, because of the temporary nature, interstitial culture living is a more accurate goal for 

international teachers than assimilative culture living. An analysis of assimilation as an 

acculturative objective is out of the scope of this study, as assimilating was never a goal for the 

participants in this study, but Sam (2006a) had noted that in the literature, the terms acculturation 

and assimilation are often conflated. For temporary visitors in a host country, being able to live 

in and respect the norms of the host country—what Berry (2001) framed as integration—was 

viewed by the participants as important for successful adjustment to life in the host country. 

Finally, this study captured data beyond the acculturative challenges that sojourners faced, which 

has been the overall focus of past acculturation studies. This study includes much data about 
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acculturative challenges, but it also captures strategies used by sojourners for flourishing, from 

both personal and organizational perspectives. 

Summary and Thematic Intersections  

 Because this study has at its core inquiry educator acculturation, this section intersects 

with all themes. This study provides scholarship on acculturation from a transitory positionality, 

from the perspective of sojourners who are educators, a perspective still absent from 

acculturation literature, providing insights about how sojourners managed to integrate 

themselves in the host culture while living and working abroad, but also how they were able to 

honour their own identities and cultural needs in order to flourish while living and working 

overseas. These data suggest that elements of Oberg’s seminal theory resonate, but that the 

experiences do not follow a U-curve, and may not be linear at all due to ongoing experiences, 

and that the experiences that sojourners encountered included acculturative stress—as evidenced 

by the occasional shocks, fatigue, and frustrations—but that they also included positive growth 

elements, which sojourners appreciated both professionally and personally. These positive 

elements include the development of confidence in navigating acculturative stress and culture 

shocks, professional capacity to deal with organizational cultures that differ from those which the 

participants were used to or preferred, the development of self-leadership skills which 

participants can use moving forward, and the development of cultural competencies by virtue of 

having experiences teaching and connecting with students of vastly different cultures and 

mindsets. These positive attributes suggest that acculturation as a phenomenon, is more complex, 

nuanced, and balanced than deficit perspectives portray acculturation to be.  
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Research Question #2: How do Educators Link their Identities with their Acculturative 

Experiences? 

In reviewing the identity findings holistically, I concluded that the participants’ 

experiences led them to ponder different aspects of their identities, and that participants were 

open to growth and change regarding their identities. This affirms a proposition by Marín and 

Gamba (2003, p. 84) that “culture is maintained and possibly changed as individuals interact and 

communicate.” The participants’ understandings of their identities were diverse and personally 

nuanced. The seventeen participants’ experiences included common and divergent factors too 

diverse and complex for specific identity features to be mapped to a framework. In this section, I 

discuss the data findings within the following subsections: notable specific identity linkages, 

professional identity, minority identity, and identity as influencer of acculturative experiences. 

Notable Specific Identity Linkages 

 The data revealed that the personal and professional identities of the participants are not 

static but responsive to experiences (Phinney, 2003). In some cases, observations of interstitial 

identity formations occur, which is framed as a competency that TCKs develop while living 

abroad (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009), and which is observed with participants who engage 

rigorously in the reflective practices, either by their own volition and design (e.g., self-

determined ongoing learning) or via components of the study (e.g., the reflex journals).  

During the coding of the identity subset of data, several broad categories emerged and are 

listed in Figure 10 below: 
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Figure 10 

 

Key Elements of Identity in Iterative Motion  

 

 

Note: These were the most prevalent identity categories in the data. 

Insofar as specific categories of identities relate to the research question, below I discuss the 

categories of professional identity, referred to as teacher identity in the literature review, and of 

minority identity.  

Professional Identity 

The data corroborates prior studies that conclude that the teacher identity is both a highly 

influential one with educators (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009), and that this professional identity 

is conjoined with educators’ personal identities (Bukor, 2011). The participants felt proud of 

their teacher identities. This was particularly evidenced in the frequency with which their 

photovoice artifacts reflected their teacher identities. The leaders also showed strong professional 

identities, which included both teacher and servant leader identities (Greenleaf, 1977; Nsiah & 

Walker, 2013), as evidenced by how much they circled around their ethics of care for the 



 

 

 

 

193 

students and the teachers at their schools. The story of a school principal, Harry, meeting a 

teacher in distress at the supermarket in order to provide moral support during the pandemic is an 

example of servant leadership, and also an example of “generous interpretation of suffering” 

(Worline & Dutton, 2017, p. 46), which Worline and Dutton argued is one way of bringing 

compassion into the organizational culture.  

Participants collectively evidenced manifestations of efficacy, flexibility, consciousness, 

craftsmanship, and interdependence, the five pathways to Powell’s (2007) notion of holonomy, 

and yet in terms of fulfilling the vision of the community, findings fall short of illustrating 

holonomy, since the communities in question and the visions of the organizational cultures of the 

schools were never clearly defined. Participants shared how they felt strongly connected with 

their students, and believed that for the most part, the schools where they were teaching provided 

ample opportunities for their own professional self-fulfillment, with less emphasis on self-

direction.   

Minority Identity 

 Participants’ experiences with race provide insights both into their lived experiences 

while sojourning, with their students, and into their positionality as a first-time visible minority 

or as a first time with being racialized. These new experiences appear to reverse past experiences 

of racial neutrality, a term that Jackson (2006) argued is illusory due to systemic power 

structures that favour whiteness. Indeed, some of the experiences of white educators included 

even more heightened benefits accorded to them, which some linked with the host country’s 

postcolonial state, which might support Jackson’s argument. Some participants experienced 

pivotal and even shocking ‘aha’ moments pertaining to their whiteness, such as the participant 

who experienced receiving quasi-celebrity treatment when visiting tourist sites. This noticing is 
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in itself a benefit, because it allows one to critically examine one’s positionality (Jackson, 2006) 

and it offers an opportunity to make professional choices that will benefit students by building 

“relational authenticity” (Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2010, p. 27), which in turn 

leads to developing trust and leads to individual flourishing within the organization.  

Identity as Influencer of Acculturative Experiences 

All educators brought different identity composites with them to their host country, and 

both school and regional cultures within a country were observed. A cause-effect relationship 

between sojourner identity and acculturative experience was not tested or observed, and direct 

linkages were not made due to these multiple variables. Participants spoke about their 

experiences in relationship to who they understood themselves to be. The findings suggest that 

identity impacts a sojourner’s daily life, and that the quality of teaching can be proposed as an 

influencer of understanding experience and likewise that experience as influencer upon identity 

formation. This last proposition has already been offered by Sam (2006a, p. 21), who wrote, 

For many individuals and groups, prior to acculturation, they may not have a very clear 

sense of their ethnicity as this is taken for granted. However, when the individual or 

group comes into contact with another group that is culturally different, they may be 

forced to define a sense of identity in line with their ethnicity. 

There was one example of identity as influencer pertaining to three participants 

intersecting their identities as agentic, professional women with their acculturation. This 

involved manifestations of sexism in their acculturative experiences and linked their 

understanding of the host culture as implicated, but these experiences did not lead any of the 

participants to draw conclusions that their acculturative experiences were damaged by these 

manifestations. Rather, all three women responded with resilience to the barriers that they faced. 
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Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003, p. 98) listed resilience as “an essential virtue, an embodiment of 

flourishing.” They defined resilience as “the maintenance of positive adjustment under 

challenging conditions” (p. 95) and further argued that resilience is an essential virtue of 

flourishing. Jayna’s finding alternate avenues of support via social media and leadership groups 

as well as learning new leadership strategies via professional learning are examples of her 

resilience in action. These actions buffered the stress while simultaneously providing her with 

proactive tools to use to highlight her professionalism. Cameron and colleagues (2011) credited 

buffering as providing resilience. Their experiences influenced how the participants engaged 

with people in the host countries such that they were able to thrive personally and professionally. 

The data from this research question intersect with questions regarding self-leadership, 

leadership, and wellness, because participants drew upon self-leadership strategies and through 

these processes, the participants felt agentic. 

Identity Summary and Thematic Intersections  

Identity provided a great anchor for launching this inquiry as it invites educators to 

pinpoint their own positionality vis-à-vis their acculturation experiences. Figure 8 in the previous 

section illustrated how each of the subcodes of identity can inform identity understandings. A 

limitation of this finding is that there are diverse permutations of identity experiences, and so 

there is not one sequential relationship but rather diverse episodes connecting the participants’ 

experiences and identities.  

Research Question #3: How does Acculturation Affect Educators’ Working Life, their 

Personal Life, their Sense of Well-being? 

 How the data illuminate this research question is likewise complex. Seeking acculturation 

experiences motivated some of the participants in the study to sojourn abroad in the first place. 
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Claire, Frédéric, Jayna, and Rowan, all mid-career educators, believed that sojourning 

invigorated them. These participants were repeat sojourners as were other participants in the 

study. This section discusses mainly acculturation effects rather than strategies for well-being. 

Regarding the latter, participants shared strategies which are discussed in section covering 

research question #5. Many of the participants shared appreciation for their acculturative 

experiences. Even one participant, Mandy, whose motivation for sojourning abroad was solely 

for professional and financial reasons, suggested that acculturation benefits outweighed the 

obstacles.  

Contrasting with the above findings, all educators in the study acknowledged effects of 

acculturation upon their stress levels. Notwithstanding that the data suggests that the effects of 

the pandemic spiked acculturative stress, all participants were aware of their own experiences of 

acculturative stress. One of the participants became a midnight runner. This participant had 

expressed organizational and acculturative frustrations at our first interview, and these continued 

to exacerbate the participant until she decided to leave. As mentioned earlier, the pandemic 

became the catalyst for enacting the midnight run, with the causes linked to the policyscapes of 

special education and student mental health. The participant viewed these policyscapes as a 

shortcoming of the organizational culture of the school, which the participant described as 

unsafe, inconsistent, and toxic. The subsequent subsections include: pesky policyscapes, 

effective onboarding and induction practices, extending the honeymoon, and conclude with a 

well-being summary and thematic intersections.  

Pesky Policyscapes  

The most notable challenges of organizational acculturation upon participants pertain to 

policyscapes, with special education being the most prevalent one. Similar policyscapes were 
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found across all five regions of this study. These policyscapes included a lack of clarity 

regarding how to support students with special needs or with mental health concerns, and how to 

advocate for student safety. Policyscapes can be viewed as organic outcomes of a tendency 

toward the homogenization of policy within the globalized context of international education, 

and yet a perennial circular problem arises as we ponder “how are we to work with locality and 

the situated history, politics, and culture of distinct places while acknowledging the ways in 

which these phenomena are themselves products of international dynamics” (Carney, 2009, p. 

63). The policyscapes in this study illustrated problems with the homogenization of policy in the 

transnational space that international schools occupy, because this homogeneity of policy 

framing is anchored in values that are culturally-laden. To adopt and execute policies from 

Anglo-Western orientations in host cultures that do not reflect this orientation is to deny the 

values of communities that comprise a sizeable portion of student bodies. The two leaders who 

enacted transformative leadership had the confidence in their own professional judgment coupled 

with an awareness and respect for the communities’ values, yet the teachers who looked to policy 

for professional guidance would not necessarily be privy to these cultural complexities 

surrounding policy. 

These policyscapes present sensitive leadership issues in international schools overseas 

for a variety of reasons. Accreditation measures require some level of policy fidelity, and the 

integrity of programming also relies upon policy fidelity, yet stakeholder needs are diverse in 

international schools, as cultural backgrounds of students are diverse, and so how a particular 

school responds to stakeholder influence upon policies that are largely western-centric is 

distilled, influenced, and manifested differently by different organizational cultures. Policy 

actors across national borders can and do influence policymaking (Risse, 2007); yet as Mettler 
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(2016, p. 369) noted, “policies often develop over time in ways that could not have been foreseen 

by their creators, due to dynamics they themselves generate, including design effects, unintended 

consequences, and lateral effects” and the degree to which the special education policies have 

been developed overseas contrasts with those used in Canada, according to the participants. 

Carney (2009, p. 63) had proposed that “educational phenomena in one country case must thus 

be understood in ongoing relation to other such cases” but the divergence in how special 

education is understood and therefore approached stems from deep cultural divergences that are 

not likely to be amenable to facile solutions. Carney recognized that his proposition was 

encumbered by problematic challenges, one of which was how to harmonize locality and culture. 

The presence of these policyscapes calls into question the value neutrality of international 

education, which is reminiscent of some of the ideological tensions, such as the critical question 

posed by scholars Tarc and Mishra Tarc (2015) about who gets to choose the labels, definitions 

and orientations of international mindedness. While these three policyscapes can exemplify the 

complexity of ideological tensions in international education,  how these are manifested and the 

effects of these may not be easily predicted, nor can equitable and just solutions be easy to 

devise. Interestingly, three leaders: Harry, Jayna, and Joon-Ho, exhibited greater confidence in 

navigating what Joon-Ho called “red tapes” because each of these leaders understood their roles 

as flexible to the needs in question. Both Harry and Jayna demonstrated transformative 

leadership, exemplifying culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2000) by going beyond the policy 

and looking to serve the best interests of the student with long-term success in mind. Their 

responses to these policyscapes contrasted sharply with those of the teachers, who felt more or 

less bound to policy fidelity, indicating a potential perceived threat of professional reprisal.   
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Student advocacy is challenging for the same reason as is special education, because of 

the strong cultural tensions regarding these topics, but it should also be noted that stigma about 

special education, mental health, and human rights has been reported in many parts of the world, 

including in Canada (e.g., French Immersion). Bradley (2000) reminded us of the need for 

international schools to serve students more inclusively in terms of special needs. Unfortunately, 

this reminder is needed once again.  

Effective Onboarding and Induction Practices 

One notable positive effect of acculturation came from the data of those participants who 

experienced the effective onboarding and induction program that their school used. Generally, 

participants from this school reported more positive attitudes about their work lives, and since all 

participants spoke about how work lives affected their personal lives, the implications of this 

onboarding and induction program deserve further examination. The onboarding supports 

received by participants created positive conditions for effective induction. Combined, these 

supports seemed to mitigate acculturative hurdles early on, setting the stage for smoother 

transitions. Coupled with the two-week hotel vacation, which launched the honeymoon, 

participants described numerous “positive subjective experiences (happiness, pleasure, 

gratification, fulfillment, wellbeing)” (Park & Peterson, 2003, p. 45) that materialized from this 

organizational feature that induced the honeymoon experience and buffered (Cameron, 2003), 

against arrival stress. This buffering led to amplifying (Cameron, 2003). According to Cameron, 

amplifying is associated with three possible outcomes: “positive emotions, social capital, and 

prosocial behavior” (2003, p. 59). Since participants spoke of making new friends and finding 

roommate matches during this time, of their falling in love with the host country, and feeling 

ready to focus on work when it began, all three of these outcomes were observed.  
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Extending the Honeymoon  

In addition to this onboarding and induction program’s benefitting select participants who 

worked at this school, the finding of extending the honeymoon may offer long-term acculturative 

effects upon sojourning educators. The extension of the honeymoon was observed to correlate 

with an overall positive experience holistically, which includes both professional and personal 

experiences. This extension aligns with Cameron’s (2003) construct of positive deviance, since 

participants at this school reported higher positive subjective experiences, suggesting that this 

induction program activated “positive spirals of flourishing” among newly hired educators 

(Cameron et al., 2003, p. 3). Furthermore, participants at the school with the program 

demonstrated a greater dedication to their work, and habitually signed contract extensions, 

indicating higher satisfaction and teacher retention. This suggests that the school itself adheres to 

certain positive organizational scholarship by recognizing the importance of supportive social 

interactions (Ybarra et al, 2012) and virtues such as appreciation and meaningfulness (Cameron 

et al., 2003). Whether or not the extension of the honeymoon experience can be credited with 

strong teacher retention can only be speculated, but the pattern does at the very least deserve 

further inquiry. 

Well-Being Summary and Thematic Intersections  

The findings that link with this research question intersect with the identity and self-

leadership themes. For example, the term “soft landing” that Harry associated with sojourning as 

a native English speaker in a cosmopolitan city in a country where English served as lingua 

franca demonstrates how positionality intersects with acculturation experiences. Wilson and 

colleagues (2013, p. 903) argued that “language proficiency is the first step in gaining entrance 

to and learning skills in a new cultural environment”, and so those participants who were living 
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in areas where English was prevalent bypassed this initial acculturation hurdle. Combined with 

cosmopolitan living, these comforts buffered acculturative stress for all of the participants, with 

the exception of one participant, Claire, who had been looking for a cultural challenge that 

included linguistic ones when she decided to sojourn again, this time in Malaysia. 

Research Question #4: What is the Role of Leadership in Mitigating Acculturative 

Challenges and Promoting Well-Being? 

 As I learned while collecting data during the pandemic, the findings linked with this 

research question intersect with all other research questions. Data collected from the first phase 

took place prior to the pandemic, but data collected during the second and third phases were 

collected during the pandemic, and thus this study’s data reflects mixed wellness reports from 

high optimism to precarity. The pandemic can be understood as a critical incident (Ward et al., 

2005) that provides unique understandings of acculturation since generalized stress was added to 

the acculturation mix. The majority of participants were in teaching roles, including some of the 

leaders, who had blended teaching and leadership roles, and so the stories shared came generally 

from a teacher-centric perspective. This section is organized into sections entitled: before the 

Covid-19 pandemic, educators were pretty happy; during the Covid-19 pandemic, things 

changed a lot; staying, leaving, negotiating, and running. 

Before the Covid-19 Pandemic, Educators were pretty Happy 

Teachers felt well supported across all five regions. Reports of high well-being and of 

being well-supported by the school leaders affirms findings from a recent study that educators 

experience high levels of well-being while living and working in international schools abroad 

(Higgins & Wigford, 2018). All but two participants spoke appreciatively of the supports 

received from school leaders. Good supports and relationships have been found to help new 
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teachers with their development (Walker et al., 2017). Participants exhibited high self-efficacy, 

which had been proposed with questionable support to be one indicator of adjustment (Von 

Kirchenheim & Richardson, 2005). Most participants had been offered various leadership 

supports, including induction mentoring after arriving at the school. Participants were generally 

more appreciative of the informal mentors with whom they had connected than by those to 

whom they had been assigned, and all participants knew how to find supports for themselves 

when needed. The value of informal mentors has been shown to be effective for professional 

growth in a pan-Canadian study of new teachers (Kutsyuruba et al., 2018). Minor frustrations 

with leadership were evident across participants; this did not give the impression of unsupported 

teachers. In the cases of the two participants who felt unsupported, one participant fulfilled the 

contract and accepted a position in an international school in another host country. The other 

participant became a midnight runner, and is briefly discussed in the next subsection. 

The effective onboarding and induction program correlated with those teachers who 

experienced it as appreciating their sojourning experiences overall since it pertains to leadership. 

Leadership in international schools is necessarily diverse because of the huge range of structures, 

policies, and practices (Blandford, 2001). In the school where the program is practiced, the 

initiative was begun not by school leaders but by a team of teachers who received leadership 

support for initiating the onboarding program. This initiative was built and maintained as a result 

of adaptive team leadership (DeRue, 2011). Upon noticing its benefits, the school leader 

prioritized its continuation and so it has been developed and extended over a period of years by 

now. The emergence of this distributed leadership allowed for a “re-conceptualisation of 

leadership as practice” (Harris, 2013, p. 545). This initiative distributed leadership among 

teachers, empowering them to help the newly hired teachers at the school with their 
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acculturation. Because this initiative was distributed among staff, it made possible timely updates 

and extensions to the original program. It also provided participating teachers with leadership 

experience that drew from their own lived experiences. Day (2009) noted that when staff 

participate in a process, their organizational commitment increases, which is also capacity 

building. Sonenshein and colleagues (2013, p. 552) referred to “achieving, learning, and helping” 

as “growth self-construals.” 

An examination of the onboarding document reveals that acculturative hurdles as 

experienced by prior sojourners were identified and supports for managing them were offered 

proactively. Reflecting upon the reported acculturative hurdles, and my own memories of them, 

led me to conclude that this is a highly effective practice that can serve to prevent or diminish 

acculturative stress, and that such a practice could be taken up by any international school. There 

may be areas pertaining to acculturation that could be further optimized, such as addressing 

policyscapes, and facilitating culture-specific professional learning. Induction and mentorship 

programs that aim to support teachers at all stages of their careers is recommended.  

From the stories collected by those educators in leadership positions, it is clear that 

international school leaders need supports too. It is already known that school principals work in 

contexts of work overload coupled with isolation (Howard & Mallory, 2008). Leaders of 

international schools work in greater isolation than do school leaders in public school boards in 

Canada, due to the isolation of the international school created both by the unique offerings of 

said school and the fact that international schools operate in competition with one another.  

During the Covid-19 Pandemic, Things Changed a Lot 

School leaders shouldered the burden of mandates to make a rapid transition to remote, 

online instruction and hybrid models of instruction thereafter. At the same time, they took 
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seriously their duty of care for students and teachers alike, sometimes even going beyond the call 

of duty to ensure that the teachers were managing their well-being during the pandemic. This 

illustrated their propensity for resilience in times of turmoil (Cooperrider & Fry, 2020). For 

instance, one leader realised that a newly hired teacher who arrived just prior to the pandemic 

and whom the leader knew to be having emotional difficulties, was someone that the leader felt 

the need to support, and this leader took extra measures to ensure that this teacher had emotional 

support, evidencing “the assumption of people’s common humanity” (Worline & Dutton, 2017, 

p. 176). This story reflects a duty of care that another school leader had shared with me about 

how he took on the role of surrogate father to teachers at his school, a role reported anecdotally 

by other international school leaders. One participant, Claire, expressed great trust in her 

principal, whom she said did not micromanage and who trusted her as a professional, which 

ingratiated her to the principal. The dynamics described by Claire reflect scholarly findings that 

trust in the principal is vital to educator self-efficacy (Tschannen-Moran, 2009). At the same 

time, Claire expressed a distrust for the broader organization, which is to say the leaders above 

the principal, whom she viewed as operating solely from a profit motive, highlighting the fragile 

yet essential position that trust occupies in the workplace (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). This 

tension manifested in mixed feelings about her position and her own safety during the pandemic. 

Staying, Leaving, Negotiating, and Running 

Mapping the journeys of the participants in terms of how long they stayed with the same 

international school supports previous studies that happy teachers stay.  

Staying. Revisiting the section that mapped the participants’ professional journeys (see 

section The Sojourners’ Professional Journeys: Where did they go? in Chapter 4) there was a 

clear trend for staying at the one school with the strong induction program. Of the seven 
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participants who worked at this school, six participants extended their contracts, which 

represents the majority of the “stayers” in this study, while one participant completed her 

contract then left for an open-ended adventure.  

Leaving. It is normal in the international circuit to see frequent leaving from one’s 

position from an international school. Tracking of teachers beyond their school or school board 

is difficult in Canada due to privacy issues and varying school boards’ policies on what 

constitutes moving and attrition. In the international circuit, this information is even more 

elusive. Based upon personal conversations that I had with international school leaders not in the 

study and recruiting professionals, the teacher retention rates observed with these 17 participants 

is longer than usual, but this relies upon purely anecdotal information. 

Early Leavers. Two participants left early. Both participants had cited leadership and 

organizational culture concerns. Their experiences support existing literature that links teacher 

attrition with leadership, school policies, and organizational culture (Borman & Dowling, 2008; 

Kutsyuruba et al., 2018). Frédéric was impressed with sojourning in the host country but was left 

frequently disenchanted with the organizational culture, which led him to inform the school 

leaders that he would start seeking a new position. This led to a mutual agreement whereby he 

would teach until the end of the term and he parted on good terms with the school and its 

leadership team. Rowan had indicated numerous organizational culture issues with her school at 

our first interview. She left the host country before our second interview, during the pandemic, 

without consulting the school. Upon arriving in Canada, she offered to teach remotely but by this 

point, the relationship with the school had run its course. She was soon hired into a leadership 

position in Canada, and gave a rich account of her midnight run and the conditions that preceded 

it. These included a school leadership in tumult within the context of a fairly new school that was 
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still establishing itself. The thematic analysis for this running story provides interesting insights 

into the phenomenon of running, and some broad propositions are captured within my study, but 

the details of this data are unique to the overall data set and so the deep analysis of this event 

shall be explored in a separate manuscript. Her decision to leave corroborates extant literature 

that has linked premature leaving or desire to leave with insufficient school leadership supports 

(Walker et al., 2017). Finally, the Google drives that one school used, which was in part to 

mitigate the effects of runners validates the impacts of runners upon teaching and learning at 

international schools. The mechanisms in place facilitated onboarding, the sharing of resources, 

and thus teacher mobility within and between hiring. This practice exemplifies how 

organizations create safety nets in the event that a teacher suddenly departs. 

Research Question #5: What Self-leadership Processes do Sojourning Educators Engage in 

to Achieve the Direction and Motivation Necessary to Thrive? 

Of all the research questions, the findings that align with this research question proved to 

be the most pleasant to analyse. This is perhaps because the breadth of self-leadership processes 

shared by participants imbued a sense of optimism. Indeed, the participants demonstrated 

throughout the data processes that illustrated that they had what Seligman (2011, p. 193) referred 

to as ikigai, a Japanese term indicating a trait that Seligman associated with flourishing and that 

he summed up as “having something worth living for.” The findings for this research question 

correlated strongly with flourishing and provided insights into how sojourners can improve their 

acculturation experiences. Participants shared stories that were “not just fixing what is broken 

[… but also about] nurturing what is best” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014, p. 284). This 

section is divided into the following sub-themes: acculturation theorizing needs positive lenses, 
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participants were using self-leadership both consciously and subconsciously, and an asset-framed 

acculturation proposition. 

Acculturation Theorizing Needs Positive Lenses 

This data pertaining to this research question, when compared with the extant literature 

on acculturation lead to the conclusion that distinguishing self-leadership for thriving and self-

leadership for the mitigation of acculturative stress are distinct from one another. This distinction 

is needed because data linked with this research question broadly departs from studies on 

acculturation, other than ones that look at the fit proposition (e.g., Ward & Chang, 1997; Ward & 

Searle, 1991; Ward et al., 2004).  

Culture shock (Oberg, 1960), acculturative stress (Berry, 2006c), culture fatigue (Guthrie, 

1966), and cultural discontinuity (Ramsey, 2004) all examine the negative phenomena associated 

with acculturation. These theoretical perspectives can inform how to mitigate distress. On the 

other hand, a small number of studies shed light on the positive phenomena associated with 

acculturation. For instance, Hanvey (1982) theorized that developing cross-cultural awareness 

can serve to optimize acculturation experiences. The work conducted by Neck and Houghton 

(2006) was not in the context of acculturation or sojourning, yet these strategies have been found 

to correlate with those participants who reported more positive acculturation experiences. One 

reason that the distinction is necessary is that,  

the skills of enjoying positive emotion, being engaged with the people you care about, 

having meaning in life, achieving your work goals, and maintaining good relationships 

are entirely different from the skills of not being depressed, not being anxious, and not 

being angry. (Seligman, 2011, p. 182) 
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To date, theorizing has helped to respond to the latter of the skills referenced by Seligman, which 

are represented in acculturation more in terms of conditions, which are important to understand, 

because the prevalence of stress or anxiety is high according to some studies (e.g., Deveney, 

2007; Roskell, 2013, Sunder, 2013). Yet the former skills or conditions referenced by Seligman 

may not be developed or served with deficit orientations. We know that international schools 

seek to hire teachers who possess “adaptability to living and working in a foreign setting, 

cultural-sensitivity, and, especially, pedagogical flexibility” (Budrow & Tarc, 2018, p. 860), 

which Ward and Searle (1991, p. 210) distilled as “social skills, the ability to ‘fit in’ or negotiate 

aspects of the host culture” and yet past studies on fit have yielded inconsistent (e.g., von 

Kirchenheim & Richardson, 2005) or insignificant results (e.g., Ward et al., 2004). It seems clear 

that studies seeking positive deviance (Cameron, 2003) insofar as strategies for thriving are 

needed in the acculturation arena. This study sought both negative and positive data regarding 

acculturation and provides baseline information on acculturative thriving, but cannot produce 

far-reaching conclusions at this point because the study did not solely focus on the POS lens nor 

was it intended to be more than exploratory. 

Participants were using Self-leadership both Consciously and Subconsciously 

Most participants did not have an initial concept of self-leadership (Neck & Houghton, 

2006) but once its definition had been provided with a few examples, numerous stories emerged. 

Participants amply drew upon self-leadership strategies that sojourning educators used while 

living and working overseas. Participants generally viewed themselves as having high “capacity 

for positive adaptation” (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014, p. 47), a metric for thriving. Looking at the 

complete data set, this research question yielded many effective practices used by participants for 

self-supporting themselves through their acculturation. These strategies proved to be invaluable, 
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especially during times when external supports were unavailable. The data indicate numerous 

connections between self-leadership, acculturation, and wellness. Episodes of growth self-

construals (Sonenshein et al., 2013) are an example of this connection. A number of the self-

leadership strategies are documented in the literature. For instance, goal-setting has been 

associated as a practice supporting well-being (Cherkowski & Walker, 2016; Roffey, 2012). 

Reflective practices help teachers to track their professional and personal well-being (Caza & 

Caza; Walker et al., 2017) and were listed as one of the top components of an effective teacher 

induction program (Wood & Stanulis, 2009). Seeking supports is a purposeful action that has 

been found effective (Walker et al., 2017). Mindful practices such as appreciation (Cooperrider 

& Srivasta, 1987), and mindsets such as optimism (Seligman, 2011) and flexibility (Dweck, 

2008) were also found to be prevalent subjective positive experiences (Park & Peterson, 2003) 

with the participants. Finally, self-leadership may come naturally to some, but includes a variety 

of skills vital for acculturation and flourishing; further inquiry could lead to an asset-based 

acculturation model that prepares sojourning educators for flourishing. For instance, the finding 

of a need for reflection, planning, and action, is supported in the literature (e.g., Crawford, 2009; 

Walker et al., 2017), and has implications for improved adaptability, replenishment, and stress 

reduction (Fraser, 2017).  

An Asset-framed Acculturation Proposition 

Literature is currently abounding with new discoveries about the importance of self-care 

for personal and professional resiliency on the one hand, and the negative effects of overlooking 

such care on the other hand (e.g., Katz et al., 2018), to which this data serves to confirm. These 

effective strategies for flourishing while overseas provide preliminary data which suggest that 

acculturation phenomena provide growth opportunities.  
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Flourishing can be linked with acculturation. The participants who set goals for 

themselves felt proud when they accomplished them, and served to reinforce their sense of 

belonging (Roffey, 2012) as sojourners. Similarly, those participants who engaged more deeply 

in reflective processes had tangible ways of tracking their experiences, and these participants 

presented as happier, more optimistic, and more aware. Achieving their self-imposed goals 

provide evidence of extraordinary performance, which Cameron (2003) noted is often 

overlooked in studies. Finally, participants who indulged in self-care and luxury comforts found 

that these indulgences buffered stress and amplified positive emotions, which has been 

associated with positive upward spirals (Cameron, 2012). The data thus confirm a variety of 

propositions from POS scholars and as such, warrant more scholarship on acculturation, 

approached phenomenologically from asset orientations, is needed to further explore the 

opportunities available and the growth experienced by sojourning educators. 

 Analysis of data linked to this research question reveals that a positive focus on 

acculturation can uncover phenomena not yet identified (Oerlemans & Bakker, 2015). In this 

case, the phenomenon of the positive aspects of acculturation deserves greater scrutiny and holds 

the promise of uncovering effective practices (Cameron, 2010; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014) for acculturating educators.  

Limitations 

 This study provides seventeen journeys as experienced by seventeen sojourning 

educators, all passionate about education and curious enough to venture outside of the borders of 

their home countries in order to explore life in another culture, and all educated and trained in 

Anglo-Western higher education institutions. These stories were compiled into seven themes for 

the purpose of this manuscript, and these thematic stories inform the field of acculturation from 
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an educational perspective, laying the groundwork for future studies that can continue this 

inquiry and scholarship. The stories shared by the participants represent small fractions of their 

total lived experiences as sojourners. These are not complete stories nor are they devoid of 

important contextual factors. These small fractions serve as a portal into the phenomena known 

as acculturation and have affirmed, contrasted with, and extended understandings from the extant 

literature. The demographic makeup of the participants limits the findings in two significant 

ways. First, I was hoping that more ECTs would join this study, and the fact that so many 

seasoned sojourners who were already deeply enamoured with sojourning life has affected the 

stories of acculturation. There were a couple of ECTs in this study, but they comprised the 

minority of educators. This study is therefore limited in terms of findings from early career 

teachers. Second, while some of the participants belonged a to non-Anglo-Western cultural 

heritage and having a language other than English as their mother tongue, all participants held 

higher education degrees from Anglo-Western universities, and as such, they represent those 

educators who are most sought out and therefore may experience the greatest teaching 

opportunities abroad. Studies are needed on the experiences of ECTs overseas as well as on the 

experiences of educators who were raised, educated, and trained in non-Anglo-Western contexts.  

This study was exploratory. It did not seek to capture any generalizable results, but rather 

to explore a perceived set of phenomena broadly known as acculturation. Still, the findings do 

lead me to question extensions beyond this study. For instance, the effective practices presented 

as promising and could be adapted for other international school contexts. Similarly, I question 

how prevalent the policyscapes found are globally? While the results are not generalizable, they 

provide many insights into how acculturation experiences have affected the educators within the 

study, and propositions for future studies may be developed from these findings. 
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The stories collected over a period of time were interrupted and the methodology revised 

due to the pandemic. This led to findings of acculturative stresses that may not be representative 

of “normal” times. Chaos is embedded in everyday life and this pandemic is not the first chaotic 

event to affect international educators. A friend of mine was evacuated from Haiti only one week 

after arriving in the host country, and Rowan had experienced a natural disaster shortly after 

arriving at a host country in a sojourn prior to the one she was at while in this study. My brother, 

an international teacher, spent three days listening to what sounded like a vacuum cleaner over 

his head at his townhouse in Grand Bahama Island, where he was teaching when Hurricane 

Dorian hit. I was diagnosed with a tumour while teaching in Malaysia and this event led me to 

change my mind about extending my teaching contract, due to fear of undergoing treatment in a 

foreign country. Rowan, my friend, and my brother, all shared stories of severely exacerbated 

acculturative stress as a result of these experiences. These anecdotal stories serve to remind us 

that teaching internationally will never include a guarantee that no chaos will insert itself. Later 

data collection and analyses were conducted in this larger context of the global chaos imposed by 

the pandemic. There may also be data that speak more to the effects of the pandemic than is 

indicated in acculturation. Yet the pandemic has placed a filter upon this study which has both 

provided rich and interesting data and served as a limitation of the study. 

Implications 

The outcomes of data collection led to a scaffolded means of collecting stories of 

teachers’ embodied experiences abroad that were expressed directly in interviews, reflectively in 

journals, symbolically in photovoice and memory box, and revisited again to discuss all types of 

expressions directly in interviews, the textures of these acculturation stories has become rich. 

These stories describe both personal and professional factors of teacher acculturation overseas. 



 

 

 

 

213 

By moving back and forth between the conceptual and temporal spaces occupied by teachers and 

by looking deeply into the challenges of the teachers, a greater understanding of acculturation 

processes and needs has been achieved. In the following sections I discuss implications for 

theory, implications for practice, implications for policy, implications for methodology, and 

implications for research. 

Implications for Theory 

The voluminous work of Berry has advanced understandings of acculturation 

substantially over the decades. His influence is evident throughout the literature, as many 

scholars cite Berry’s work from his “framework for understanding psychology of immigration, 

linking acculturation and intergroup relations research to background context variables and 

outcomes” (2001, p. 617), along with many of Berry’s propositions and findings about 

acculturation. The following sections are entitled: asset orientations needed, educator specific 

theorizing needed, and revisiting teacher acculturation theoretical framework. 

Asset Orientations Needed  

To date, acculturation has been studied in a number of contexts, most which have sought 

solutions to problems and that have favoured an assimilationist perspective in which the 

individual adopts some ways of life of the host culture and does not necessarily distinguish 

acculturation from enculturation. This process of adaptation involves a binary that situates 

assimilation and separation in opposition to one another (e.g., Berry, 1984), thus precluding non-

assimilationist outcomes that may also be positive experiences for the individuals. Positive 

experiences are not denied; Adler (1975, p. 14) proposed decades ago that as “culture shock is 

most often associated with negative consequences, it can be an important aspect of cultural 

learning, self-development, and personal growth.”  
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Berry’s later work provided a third option beyond the deficit-oriented lens and beyond 

the above binary, which is integration (Berry, 2001), whereby an individual may craft a hybrid 

drawing from both host and home cultures. Yet scholarship has continued to focus on the ill 

effects such as stress and alienation rather than the positive events linked with participants’ 

acculturation that have been discovered, suggesting that asset-oriented inquiry of the 

phenomenon of acculturation is needed.  

Educator Specific Theorizing Needed  

 The experiences of education workers in international schools have been shown to differ 

from some other population groups studied. Three compelling reasons include: 

1) their transitory nature; sojourning educators stay in a host country temporarily and many 

of them will move to another international school in another host country; therefore their 

successful acculturation is important and ought to be studied; 

2) education workers shoulder the additional duty of care for students while they are 

themselves acculturating; 

3) the internationalization of education continues to grow at an exponential rate and 

warrants a greater understanding of the phenomena as they pertain to the field of 

education. 

Revisiting Educator Acculturation Theoretical Framework 

An educator-specific framework would benefit future theorizing of acculturation. As 

argued earlier in this dissertation, educators carry a dual burden of acculturation because they are 

simultaneously responsible for their own acculturation and for supporting the acculturation of 

students while they work in international schools. This duty of care toward the students requires 

that teachers are personally “at the top of their game” and yet acculturation can make this 
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difficult at times. Revisiting the Teacher Acculturation Theoretical Framework which I had 

developed after conducting the literature review (see Figure 3 in Chapter Two), I have made 

some conceptual revisions to the framework and have also visualised it by extending Allen’s 

(2004) metaphor of the international school as an atoll.  

Figure 11 

 

Extended metaphor adapted from Allen (2004) of the international school as an atoll. 

 

Note: Artwork created by Shaela Stasel. Used with permission. 



 

 

 

 

216 

The framework that I created identifies leadership and personal identity as intersectional 

factors affecting acculturation and well-being. Discovering the impact of policyscapes indicates 

that exploration of how organizational culture impacts acculturation has become evident as a 

future research agenda. The drawing above of the extended metaphor visualizes conceptually the 

isolated nature of international schools as individual organisms within the broader framework of 

international schooling. The pink circle represents the atoll, inside which the international school 

exists. It is pink because it is made of coral, and the health of the coral is fragile, susceptible to 

outside influences that can strengthen or weaken the health within the atoll. The school is at the 

centre of the atoll, and each tree around the school represents an educator. In the distance, the 

green on the horizon represents ecosystems outside of the atoll. Other international schools can 

be found beyond, and their influences can drift to this atoll via the sea. The dark cloud in the 

upper right-hand corner is a storm cloud and represents a policyscape. The cloud may burst, and 

the atoll can handle momentary moderate rains from time to time. At the same time, a storm 

cloud may be indicative of significant damage to come, and as such, it represents potential 

threats that need strategizing to ensure that the atoll stays healthy. 

Implications for Practice 

Several recommendations for practice emerge, mostly for uptake in international schools, 

but also for teaching training and professional learning practices and education practices more 

broadly. The implications for practice include international school onboarding, induction 

programs, and higher education. 

International School Onboarding  

Onboarding expatriate staff who are relocating from their home to host countries requires 

careful attention to the contextual particulars of any given organization and host country. The 
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findings have yielded effective strategies that can be explored and developed for optimal 

onboarding. International schools can and should attend to proactive onboarding measures that 

ensure smooth onboarding transitions and proactively reduce acculturative stresses later on. 

Onboarding can begin prior to relocation and can include both personal and professional areas of 

support for new sojourning staff. Onboarding practices can be planned alongside induction 

practices. Both onboarding and induction are important, but onboarding supports may optimize 

the induction and as such, these practices can begin from the moment of hire or even before the 

moment of hire, in terms of the marketing and messaging that an international school sends out, 

which can influence how it attracts and onboards teachers and leaders. 

Induction Programs  

 International schools have induction programs already. Only one of the schools had the 

robust onboarding and induction programs described as an effective practice, which stood out as 

positively deviant (Cameron, 2003). Teacher induction programs include professional learning 

for the new teachers that help them to learn about policies and procedures, and these programs 

also often include some level of mentorship. New teachers may be assigned to mentors at the 

school. It is difficult to know in advance how mentoring pairings will fit. International schools 

could build their mentoring programs to include group and more informal mentorship 

opportunities. As with onboarding, mentoring pairings can begin prior to relocation. Induction 

programs in international schools should include acculturation supports, including facilitating the 

exploration and discussion of acculturation processes with new and current staff.  

Higher Education 

 Some faculties of education have programs designed to help prepare teacher candidates 

for taking overseas positions. Some faculties of education also provide overseas placement 
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opportunities. Higher education can play a role by bridging practice and theory, and it can serve 

as intermediary not just for students within its programs but can develop reciprocal relationships 

with international schools that are mutually beneficial in the interest of supporting quality 

international education. Rather than assume that acculturation is a non-issue or something 

beyond the scope of the institution, teacher training organizations as arms of research, can 

engage in acculturation dialogues, facilitating better understandings and transitions for teachers 

and supports for students, teachers, and school leaders. 

Implications for Policy 

There are several implications for policy that can address the challenges uncovered in this 

study (e.g., the policyscapes) as well as for amplifying the opportunities and effective practices 

used in some areas. These include: policyscape challenges, and policy opportunities and effective 

practices. 

Policyscape Challenges 

Policyscapes are not avoidable. No faculty of education nor international school can 

possibly prepare teachers for every single policy intersection. From the perspective of faculties 

of education, responsibilities are to prepare new teachers to become policy proficient in the 

province of their accreditation. There are so many policy variations outside the scope of the 

province that comprehensive coverage would be unattainable. Likewise, from the perspective of 

the international school, teachers are hired from numerous countries and so school leaders could 

not know or calculate in advance the areas of overlap and discrepancy. This study revealed 

ongoing tensions requiring attention, such as how schools might develop and articulate policies 

that can dismantle stigma and lead to actions to improve in areas regarding student advocacy, 
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support, and protection. Unfortunately, with rising rates of mental illness globally (Bekerman, & 

Geisen, 2012), policyscapes like those discovered merit focused policy attention. 

International schools can ameliorate policy proficiency by including ongoing policy 

training as part of the induction process, via a series of professional learning sessions or 

modules. Given the cleavage in understanding and responses to policyscapes between the leaders 

and the teachers, consideration to lateralisation of leadership in certain areas could render 

challenge areas like policyscapes more manageable. There are several implications that arise 

here. From a public policy perspective, insofar as offshore schools that are accredited by and 

align their schools with a public policy structure from a particular provincial jurisdiction, 

flexibility in terms of utilizing policy in the interests of the students is called for. For instance, 

the vision to change—transformative leadership that Harry and Jayna utilized in order to 

creatively problem-solve the policyscapes of special education behooves rethinking: when is 

policy fidelity required and what can be done with policies that may not support the interests of 

the local culture?  

As a practical response to the policyscapes found in this study, hybrid teacher-leaders at 

international schools have been living and working in the host country for enough time to have 

been exposed to the policyscapes discovered as well as other policy (mis)alignments between 

host and home countries. School leaders could work with these teacher-leaders to monitor issues 

pertaining to policy at the intersection of professional practice and teacher induction, who could 

then work with new teachers. There could be other ways of organizing the dealing of policy 

(mis)alignments, but the main point here is that since these three policyscapes were found in all 

five regions and these policyscapes can involve high stakes for the students and teachers, 

attention to these needs to be addressed in some way. Formalizing this mid-level leadership for 
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hybrid teacher-leaders could ensure better tracking and quality of policy development and 

implementation and would also help to prevent overloading a few generous teachers for their 

willingness to help.  

Faculties of education can ameliorate policy agency by exploring strategies for 

encountering policyscapes and engaging teacher candidates in professional learning about self-

leadership strategies. Fostering connections between schools and faculties of education that send 

their graduates overseas could lead to robust policy interchanges that could strengthen policy 

management in international schools while also rendering the pre-service programs more 

relevant. There might be action research opportunities to facilitate such interchanges. For 

instance, since policyscapes present leadership challenges and since they can be expected to 

appear, establishing networks between schools that utilize the same accreditation origin could be 

used to enable efficient creative problem solving. Documenting learning through these networks 

would optimize knowledge mobilization of the learning that would emerge. 

Policy Opportunities and Effective Practices 

 The one international school that began the distributed leadership initiative that created 

and maintained the onboarding document has discovered an effective practice. Thanks to the 

open-mindedness of the school leader and the innovative teachers who proposed the initiative, 

the program has been developing for some years. A policy recommendation that arises from this 

finding is that international schools review their onboarding and induction policies. A good 

starting point would be to review programs in relation to onboarding as well as induction and 

revise them to include acculturation challenges and opportunities in both programs. 

Acculturation support was not mentioned by participants outside of the one school with the 

program; rather, induction supports were viewed primarily as supporting successful instruction. 
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While this remains the primary goal, adding induction elements that speak to acculturation could 

prevent or buffer acculturative stress, thus resulting in a better teaching experience and better 

learning for students. While revising such policies to include acculturation, since self-leadership 

strategies are found to be high yielding practices, raising awareness about these and including 

self-leadership in the onboarding and induction promises to optimize self-leadership early in the 

newly sojourning educator’s life overseas. 

 Given the competitive and thus protective nature over materials used from one 

international school to another, schools may be disinclined to share effective practices or 

materials developed. This perspective needs to be challenged. Could the benefits of sharing 

resources and ideas bring new rewards to schools, and could such sharing improve the quality of 

teaching and learning?  

 As with the above recommendation for increased interchanges between international 

schools and faculties of education, increasing interchanges to explore policy opportunities via 

action research and internships could be explored. Action research would allow educators from 

different international schools and across different regions to exchange ideas about effective 

onboarding and induction practices. Other intersections between teaching, leading, and 

acculturation may also be discovered through such exchanges of ideas.  

Implications for Methodology 

 I began with a narrative inquiry because Clandinin’s (2013) work has long compelled me 

to think deeply about teaching and learning. Stories weave together and make sense of 

experiences. In approaching this narrative study, I opted to use instruments to help draw out 

emotional and symbolic understandings of participants. Reflecting upon the use of certain arts-

infused ways and their role in supporting a narrative study, I have come to appreciate the various 
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textures that each set of instruments has brought to the stories of these 17 educators. For 

example, the interview data is rich in verbal description, while the photos are evocative, and the 

journals, written in isolation, bring out frustrations that participants may have been reticent to 

share in a conversation. By using different instruments of the photographs, the memory box 

artifacts, and the reflex journals, served to triangulate the analysis. None of the instruments 

contradicted stories that emerged elsewhere. Rather, each acted as a sort of puzzle piece, that 

when blended together, provided a richer understanding of the thematic stories than any of these 

stories could have been told with just one instrument, like the interview data. 

What I discovered in the analysis of these different data is that bringing these different 

data to coalesce involves experimentation for understanding. I had experimented with writing up 

the findings as a series of journals written by composite characters. This proved time consuming 

and since the onboarding was but one theme, the method proved unsustainable for the time frame 

that I had. I had written my master’s thesis as a full length play and envisioned the present data 

as telling a story in the format of a screen play. I began writing the screen play first as a data-

informed fiction, which I based on Leavy’s fiction-based research (2015) and then veered toward 

documentary. This proved unsustainable, as I would need time to learn first about viable 

methodologies. In the end, I abandoned such approaches in favour of returning to methods that I 

had already proven myself skilled in, recognizing that the purpose of this study was not to forge 

ahead with methodology but to explore the phenomena of acculturation. Yet these rabbit holes 

that I went down also convinced me that arts-informed methodologies are important to develop, 

especially when the topics of inquiry involve so much embodiment and emotional and personal 

responses to the phenomenon.  
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 My doctoral journey has convinced me that space for asset-oriented methodologies and 

space for arts-informed and arts-based methodologies must be made accessible to emergent and 

experienced researchers. For complex, embodied experiences that include ways of understanding 

the emotional realm of knowing, LeBaron’s proposition provides a compelling rationale for arts-

based methodologies: 

Arts-based approaches encompass a constellation of enacted, somatic tools that foster 

creative expression, from visual and theater arts to music, dance, and poetry. These 

approaches come from the humanities, fine and performative arts, and expressive arts, 

providing fruitful vehicles for imagination and intuition in the midst of conflict. They 

welcome sensing and feeling—dimensions so often “managed” or sidelined in 

conventional approaches—as embodied experiences essential for truly transforming 

conflict. This makes sense because emotions can be powerful motivators toward 

transformation, just as they are central drivers in conflict escalation (LeBaron, 2015, p. 

498). 

 

Novel ways of approaching and understanding phenomena will emerge with experimentation and 

methodology development. To be accessible and inclusive, they must be feasible. This is an area 

where institutions that train emergent researchers could further develop. 

Implications for Further Research 

This exploratory study had intended to provide a balanced orientation including both 

deficit- and asset-orientations. Both orientations have yielded findings that ought to be probed 

further and more broadly. The deficit-orientation has uncovered challenges, or problems to be 

solved, which have theoretical but also practical implications for international school leadership, 

and for teaching and learning. Conversely, the asset-orientation has uncovered effective practices 

that ought to be probed further and more broadly. Furthermore, the effective practices found 

could be extended in other schools and areas and examined. Finally, the findings have 

illuminated pathways for inquiry in other formats. For instance, action research, working groups, 

and program evaluations could be conducted to optimize stakeholder engagement and to drive 
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programmatic change. I discuss three important areas of further inquiry, entitled probing 

acculturation challenges, probing acculturation opportunities, and exploratory studies extended 

to other groups and contexts. 

Probing Acculturation Challenges 

Findings of the acculturative stresses experienced have confirmed prior studies as to the 

existence of these stresses linked with acculturation. Findings have also both illustrated departure 

points of theory (e.g., shocks are not a phase but ongoing) and extended theoretical propositions 

(e.g., how acculturation is experienced in certain contexts or in combination with positionality). 

Shifting one’s career overseas requires adaptivity, self-leadership, supports, and a willingness to 

live amid chaos, uncertainty, and to be able to persevere. On the other hand, some of these 

stresses are able to be mitigated, as was found with the one school with the effective onboarding 

and induction program. Future studies that go beyond exploration could include a closer 

examination of acculturation challenges at international schools. These studies could broaden the 

geographical areas and could also be broadened by following educators over a period of time, in 

order to better understand connections between identity, self-leadership, leadership, and 

organizational acculturation. Studies could also broaden the investigation in order to gather 

comparative data by geographical areas and school type. For instance, a comparative study that 

examines the experiences of educators in nationalized international schools and foreign-

accredited international schools, and further examining other barriers that were found in this 

study, such as language barriers.  

The findings of three policyscapes prevalent across all five areas ought to be deemed of 

high importance because of the stakes involved with student access and student support. The 

policyscapes of special education, student mental health, and student protection warrant 
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examinations of policyscapes, including comparative policy analyses at schools that bridge more 

than one policy world, as most international schools do. In addition to conducting research on 

policyscapes, which could be conducted as action research in order to engage stakeholders 

directly affected, working groups or program evaluation may serve to address the policyscape 

finding. 

Related to the above policyscapes but also meriting inquiry in its own right would be a 

comparative exploration of organizational cultures, leadership styles, and strategic planning in 

international schools. This could involve school leaders in working groups or action research 

projects. This would benefit the daily lives of all stakeholders, but would have discernable short- 

and long-term benefits for career international school leaders who move from one global region 

to another. 

Probing Acculturation Opportunities 

The findings from this study have given some preliminary indications of asset 

orientations of acculturation (e.g., acculturation provides personal and professional growth 

points), and discovered some effective practices. Culture shock may be stressful and include 

negative physiological responses such as fatigue and anxiety, but it is far from a malady. 

Acculturation also provides capacity-building opportunities and effective practices were found to 

improve sojourners’ acculturation experiences, which was correlated with happier educators who 

extended their tenure at their school. Further studies could seek to test the effective practices in 

other schools and regions, and could continue to probe for more effective practices and to better 

understand acculturation benefits. One such area could follow educators over time; participant 

groups could be parsed out in a variety of ways, but one example would be to explore educators 

who have returned to their home country to work, those who move to another country, or choose 
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to become career international educators, and those who choose to become ‘lifers’ in the host 

country. An important area of further research would be to conduct a broad mixed methods study 

of ECTs who have launched their careers overseas, and how their early teaching years were 

influenced by their sojourning. I was hoping to learn more about but could not because of the 

demographic trend of the participant group in my study being largely experienced teachers with 

prior sojourning experience, it was not possible. 

Exploratory Studies Extended to Other Groups and Contexts 

Further to the above areas of further research, explorations of acculturation strategies 

used by corollary stakeholder groups can be comparatively undertaken as part of a broader 

educator acculturation research agenda. This could extend findings to other stakeholder groups 

or that bring in other complex factors into the investigation. For example, studies exploring the 

intersections of acculturation with the experiences of third culture kids, and the study of reverse 

culture shock could be undertaken. Another area important to examine would be the 

acculturation experiences of international students at Canadian universities. There is some 

scholarship that has already begun in this area; findings from this study could inform targeted 

areas of inquiry, and findings from this scholarship could improve conditions for students who 

come to Canada to live and learn. Another area would be to study acculturation in the context of 

chaos and turbulence. The pandemic has revealed findings about the impact of unplanned 

turbulence on sojourners. Other global chaotic events that I have heard of anecdotally from 

international educators pertain to natural disasters, like hurricanes and earthquakes, and civil 

war. Studies with sojourning educators who are navigating or have navigated such challenges 

would help better understand how to lead (oneself and others) adaptively for better outcomes.  
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Research Journey Reflections 

 As I am concluding this dissertation, I reflected upon my own journey as a sojourning 

educator, and what I have learned about educator acculturation from engaging in ongoing 

discussions with the seventeen participants, all who were generous in sharing their sojourning 

stories with me. I recorded my personal reflections along with research ones throughout this 

entire study. The personal reflections helped me to discern what embodied thoughts I was 

experiencing while exploring those of the participants in this study. When I went overseas to 

begin data collection, I visited some of the areas where I was once familiar with, noting how 

some things appeared to have remained constant, while others have changed. I revisited one of 

the schools where I had taught many years ago, and observed dramatically changed, yet found 

resonances with a participant, who worked in a different international school and in a different 

time yet sharing experiences. I thought about the conceptual framework that utilises the extended 

metaphor of the international school as an atoll, because while all atolls are unique, they have 

many shared ways of life too. Engaging in conversation and sharing stories about sojourning has 

proven insightful.  

My first sojourning experience as a teacher took me beyond constructed borders—

physical and imagined—and this has resulted in many subsequent rich learning experiences. I am 

grateful to have been able to make the research trip because this helped the stories, as they were 

shared, to foment understandings about the embodied experiences. It rendered my own inquiry 

experiential, and see great value for conducting research in situ, because the personal 

connections that I was able to make while overseas helped to establish trust and the rest of the 

study went more smoothly. I am grateful to have received SSHRC funding, which enabled this 

research plan to unfold, and to all of the scholarly mentors who have helped to guide my inquiry. 
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I also have found myself many times wondering about one participant or another, especially 

since the pandemic has changed many things, and wonder how each participant is doing. I 

continue to be impressed by how many dedicated educators are working in schools and having 

been able to immerse myself into the lived experiences of these educators, I feel hopeful. This 

study provided many rich and complex answers to my questions. Sometimes these answers 

raised even more questions, and so, as the sun sets upon this research journey, I continue to 

reflect and look forward to following another path ahead.   
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Appendix A: Sampling of Visualised Reflections from Commonplace Book 
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Appendix B: Sampling of Field Log Entries 
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Appendix C: Sampling of Researcher Reflex Journal Entries 
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Appendix D: Interview Guide and Interview #1 Protocol 

Study Title:  Factors affecting teacher thriving overseas in international schools: An 

acculturation study in the context of sojourning teachers 

Name of Principal Investigator: Rebecca Stroud Stasel, PhD candidate, Faculty of Education, 

Queen’s University 

Name of Supervisor: Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, Associate professor, Queen’s University Faculty 

of Education, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

 
Dear international teacher, 
 
I am inviting current teachers at [name of school], whose teacher training has been completed 
in Canada, and who do not identify as belonging to the host culture of this country, to take part 
in my SSHRC-sponsored research study. The purpose of this study is to explore teacher 
acculturation while working overseas. There are four components that you are being invited to 
participate in, and the relevant dates are indicated below: 
 
1) To take place in November, 2019: A one-on-one interview to discuss theoretical 

acculturation themes, approximately 45 minutes long, at which point I will ask you 8 
questions about your acculturation experiences. 

2) To take place between November, 2019 – February/March, 2020: A weekly reflex journal 
to chronicle your reflective practices.  I will provide you with a journal at the first interview 
in November, and which will be collected when I return in February/March, 2020. You are 
asked to write one journal entry per week. Journal prompts will be provided, but you are 
welcome to write according to your own frames of reference, if you prefer, or a 
combination of both. 

3) To take place between November, 2019 – February/March, 2020: A memory box & 
photovoice assignment, to capture your expressions of acculturation in a symbolic way. I 
will provide you with a box at our first interview in November. You are asked to put items 
into the memory box once per week, and to take pictures (photovoice). The items and 
pictures would be expressions of your acculturation experiences. In order to respect the 
privacy of others, photographs involving people should be taken in public areas, which are 
deemed low-risk. If you wish to photograph people in a more controlled environment, I will 
provide you with permission forms, so that your ‘subjects’ may give you informed consent. 
You will be given access to a secure OneDrive cloud folder to upload pictures and informed 
consent forms, if applicable. You are asked to upload a minimum of one picture per week 
to the OneDrive folder. The memory box and items that you have made/collected will be 
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photographed by me at our second interview, which will take a discussion format and will 
last approximately 45 minutes. During this time, you will tell me the stories of your 
artifacts/pictures, explaining their significance to your acculturating experiences. You will 
keep your own artifacts and the memory box will be yours to keep. 

4) To take place in March, 2020: A one 1-hour focus group to further probe theoretical 
acculturation themes, which will involve a roundtable discussion between you, some of the 
other participants, who will be teachers at your school, and me, in March, 2020.   

I will interview you for approximately 45 minutes each time at a public location of your choice, 
on or near the campus of [name of school] where you currently work. The focus group will take 
an hour and be held in a room that I will book in advance, on or near the campus of [name of 
school] where you currently work. The total time commitment in interviews/focus group shall 
be 2.5 hours. The time for journals and artifacts will vary among participants. The interviews 
and focus group will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. The journals will be scanned 
electronically. There are no direct benefits to you as a participant, other than enhancing 
understandings of acculturation. There are no known risks of participation in the study. Study 
results will add to the advancement of knowledge on teacher acculturation. You will not be paid 
for taking part in this study. 

Participation is voluntary. You don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to. You can 
stop participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw from the study up until 
March 15, 2020, by emailing me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may request to have your 
data withdrawn from the study up until March 15, 2020, by emailing me at 
rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. 

Your confidentiality will be protected, to the extent permitted by applicable laws. I will do this 
by replacing your name with a pseudonym in all publications and a study ID number in all study 
records. However, as a researcher, while I will undertake to safeguard the confidentiality of the 
focus group, I cannot guarantee that other members of the group will do so. Should you 
participate, you are asked to respect the confidentiality of the other members of the group by 
not disclosing the contents of this discussion or identity of others outside the group, and to be 
aware that others may not respect your confidentiality. The study data will be stored on a 
secure cloud-based account hosted by Queen’s University. The code file that links real names 
with pseudonyms and study ID numbers will be stored securely and separately from the data on 
an encrypted USB key. I will keep your data securely for at least five years per Queen’s 
University Policy, after which the de-identified data will be stored securely in the Queen's 
University Institutional Repository. The code file identifying your pseudonym and study ID 
number will be destroyed five years after study closure. The Principal Investigator and study 
team shall be the only individuals who will have access to participants’ data.  The Queen’s 
University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) may see your study data for quality assurance 
purposes.  

I plan to publish the results of this study in academic journals, book chapters, and present them 
at conferences.  I will include quotes from some of the interviews when presenting my findings. 
I will never include any real names with quotes. I will do my best to make sure quotes do not 

mailto:rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca
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identify participants. During the interview, please let me know if you say anything you do not 
want me to quote. 

If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-
844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if 
outside North America. If non-English speaking participants wish to contact the Chair for ethics 
concerns, translation assistance may be necessary, as the REB Chair communicates in English 
only. 

If you have any questions about the research, please contact me at 
rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may contact my supervisor, Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, at 
ben.kutsyuruba@queensu.ca or 1-613-533-3049. 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  
All your questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to 
participate in this research study. Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records 
and return one copy to the Researcher, Rebecca Stroud Stasel. You have not waived any legal 
rights by consenting to participate in this study. 

If you agree to participate, please sign the below consent for the first interview, and email me 
at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca to set up a time to meet for this interview. I will provide you 
with two additional consent forms: one form for components 2 & 3 when we meet for the first 
interview; and one form for component 4 when we meet for the second interview. I will not be 
sharing any identifying information of any participants to anyone at your place of employment. 
Your principal will have no knowledge of who does and who does not participate, and you do 
not need to inform your principal or anyone else about your participation in this study.  

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my 
questions have been answered.  

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #1 (circle action if 
only 1 option is permissible) 

☐    No, you do not have my permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #1 (circle 
action if only 1 option is NOT permissible) 
 
 

_________________________ _______________________       _____________________ 

Signature of Participant PRINTED NAME Date 

 

____________________________ _______________________       _____________________ 

Signature of person conducting  PRINTED NAME Date 

consent discussion        

mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
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Interview #1 Questions 

 

1. As you think back over your experiences of the first months living here as a sojourning 

teacher, what can you tell me about your experiences of acculturation? 

2. How do you link your identity(ies) with your acculturative experiences? 

3. Is there a significant story or an event/series of events that made you realize that you are 

experiencing any type of “culture shock”? 

4. How does acculturation affect your working life, your personal life, and your sense of 

well-being? 

5. What is the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and promoting well-

being? 

6. What self-leadership processes do you engage in in order to achieve the direction and 

motivation necessary to thrive? 

7. As you think of those who are considering a teaching position overseas, what advice 

from your own experience for developing resilience and well-being might you offer 

them? 

8. Are there any other comments that you would like to share to highlight or characterize 

aspects of your early years of teaching experience? 

 

Interview #1 Protocol 

[Interview #1 script] 

Thank you for investing this time to talk to me today. Your insights as a sojourning 

teacher in an international school are invaluable to understanding of the role of teacher 

acculturation while living and working overseas.  

I appreciate you and respect your time. This interview is expected to last approximately 

45 minutes.  I will share with you some common understandings about acculturation, and then I 

will ask you 8 research questions, and then some demographic questions. You may decline to 

answer any question or ask me for clarification at any point. I would like to record and 

transcribe this interview. All proper names and identifiers will be changed to pseudonyms (e.g., 

your name, schools, teachers, students, etc.) and none of your personal information will be 

included in my records or writings.  Are you willing to have this interview recorded and 

transcribed? 

First, let’s review some understandings about acculturation that appear in the research. 

Feel free to jump in at any time if you have questions or comments about these definitions: 
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Sojourner: Someone who travels for an extended period of time, seeking meaning and truth. 

Or, someone who is a “between-society culture traveler” (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2005, p. 

6). 

Acculturation: processes that one navigates, which become embedded and embodied 

experiences that are personal as well as professional. It involves adjustment processes after 

moving to a new place, and working in a new environment. 

Culture Shock: Oberg (1960) defined culture shock as an occupational malady that involved 

four phases:  

1) euphorie, (euphoria, or honeymoon phase; I love this place!);  

2) regression (rejection phase; Sometimes I can’t stand this place!);  

3) anpassung (adjustment phase; I am learning to manage!);  

4) erholung (recovery phase: I am thriving here!).  

Acculturative Stress: Stress that one feels as a direct result of living and working abroad. This 

may include a mixture of conflicting feelings, some positive, some negative, as well as feelings 

of fatigue or confusion, as a result of the energy that it takes to figure out how to fit in to the 

new living and working environment. 

Policyscape: A landscape of policies that have originated from different theoretical, practical, 

and pedagogical foundations. International schools may draw upon policies from a variety of 

countries, and the practical implications for teachers may be confusing, especially when 

teachers are unfamiliar with policies in their host country. 

Thriving: An optimal state of being, that includes feelings of confidence, resilience, well-

being, flow, self-efficacy, and a sense that ‘I’m doing really well, despite the obstacles that 

come my way.’ 

Now, I’d like to ask you the Interview Questions: 

1. As you think back over your experiences of the first months living here as a sojourning 

teacher, what can you tell me about your experiences of acculturation? 

(Prompt: how do you understand, experience and manage living and working here?) 

2. How do you link your identity(ies) with your acculturative experiences? 

(Prompt: In what ways and how do you identify yourself as? How does this relate to your 

fitting in/not fitting in with living and working here? 
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3. Is there a significant story or an event/series of events that made you realize that you are 

experiencing any type of “culture shock”? 

(Prompt: Have you felt like you were in a honeymoon phase, like this is the best thing 

you’ve ever done, or the worst thing, have you felt any strong feelings, positive or negative, 

upon arriving here? Have you felt tired, overwhelmed, confused? Have you experienced 

feelings of grief or loss after arriving?) 

4. How does acculturation affect your working life, your personal life, and your sense of well-

being? 

(Prompt: What extra things do you need to consider or to do just because you are living 

here?) 

5. What is the role of leadership in mitigating acculturative challenges and promoting well-

being? 

(Prompt: As you reflect on the roles of school leaders, colleagues, mentors here or even 

back “home,” what behaviors, relationships or supports were most beneficial for you to 

adapt and thrive)?  

6. What self-leadership processes do you engage in in order to achieve the direction and 

motivation necessary to thrive? 

(Prompt: While you are living here, how do you self-motivate, to self-support, and to pick 

yourself up in order to thrive?) 

7. As you think of those who are considering a teaching position overseas, what advice from 

your own experience for developing resilience and well-being might you offer them? 

(Prompt: If you were to write a letter of “Top 5 Must-Do behaviours for new teachers 

abroad, what would you say?) 

8. Are there any other comments that you would like to share to highlight or characterize 

aspects of your early years of teaching experience? 

[post interview script] 

Finally, would you kindly answer the following Demographic Questions: 

1. How long have you been teaching? Include all of your experience, in your home country 

and any other countries? 

a) No teaching experience before this (practice teaching rounds excluded) 

b) Less than 2 years of teaching experience 

c) Between 2-5 years of teaching experience 
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d) Between 5-10 years of teaching experience 

e) Between 10-20 years of teaching experience 

f) Over 20 years of teaching experience 

g) Prefer not to say 

2. Have you ever taught overseas before? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

c) Prefer not to say 

3. While living here, are you currently married, or living with your partner? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

c) Prefer not to say 

4. Do you have any dependent children who are here living with you? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

c) Prefer not to say 

5. Do you speak the local language (not English)? 

a) Fluently 

b) A little bit 

c) Not at all 

6. What gender do you identify with? 

a) Male 

b) Female 

c) I do not identify with the gender binary 

d) Prefer not to say 

[instructions for reflex journal] 

I will now go over the reflex journal. This is a generic journal, and it is yours to keep. Research 

suggests that teachers who engage in reflection augment their learning and growth. I ask that 

over the next 2-3 months, until we meet for the second interview, that you to reflect upon the 

various experiences you have as an acculturating teacher. Because acculturation is seen as an 

embodied experience (e.g., both professional and personal), you are invited to write about any 
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thoughts, feelings, and experiences, regardless of whether they occur in relation to your work or 

not. You are asked to make one journal entry per week during the 2-3-month period. You may 

make more if you wish. You may write about whatever you wish, and I will also provide a list 

of possible writing prompts for your consideration. When I return, I will scan or photograph 

your journal entries. You do not need to share any information that you find objectionable or 

that makes you uncomfortable. Here is a handout of the reflex journal instructions for you. 

[hand participant the reflex journal instructions]  

[instructions for memory box/photovoice] 

I will now go over the memory box/photovoice assignment. Many people find it helpful to 

express complex emotions symbolically. For example, some people like to paint, compose 

music, or write poetry. Additionally, some people like to save mementos of significant 

moments, and that observing these mementos can help one to process one’s understanding of 

experiences. Here is a box. It is yours to keep. Over the next 2-3 months, I ask that you place 

symbolic artifacts in this box. If an item is too large for the box, you may place it beside the 

box. You may put mementos that you have acquired here, mementos that you have brought 

from home, or that people have sent to you, and you may put in artifacts that you have created, 

such as art work. You are also encouraged to take pictures to put in this box. Here is a USB 

stick that you may store your pictures on, and keep the USB stick in your box. If you prefer to 

put printed pictures in here, please do so. You may include pictures that come from home, that 

you use to soothe yourself at times. When I return, I will photograph the items and physical 

pictures, and collect the USB stick of your photos taken. I will ask you to tell me about the 

items that you have put in your memory box. This discussion will form the basis of our second 

interview. I will not take any physical items, but instead shall use the pictures of the items as 

data in this study. You do not need to share any information that you find objectionable or that 

makes you uncomfortable. Here is a handout of the memory box/photovoice instructions for 

you.   

[hand participant the memory box/photovoice instructions] 

[closing remarks] 

I appreciate you making time for this study and wish you all the best. I look forward to seeing 

you in approximately three months. 

[Interview #2 protocols are listed in Appendix IV: Symbolic Artifacts Guide] 
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Interview #2 protocol (see Appendix IV: Symbolic Artifacts Guide for more details) 

[Script] It’s nice to see you again [greetings]. Today we are going to discuss the artifacts and 

the photographs you’ve made and/or collected. 

a) Discussion of artifacts [script] 

Let’s take a look at your artifacts. Would you please walk me through your memory box items, 

telling me what each item is, why you put it in or with the box, and how this represents 

acculturation on your part? Please take your time. I will photograph the memory box and then 

each item separately, and may ask for clarifications during this process. You are welcome to 

decide the order in which you will discuss each artifact. I expect this process to take us 

approximately 45 minutes, depending upon how many items you’ve placed in the box, and how 

much you have to say about each. I’d like you to think about each item in here as a story about 

a part of your experience. If the artifact could speak about this experience, what would it say? 

What would you say? You do not need to discuss any item that you don’t feel comfortable 

discussing. Do you have any questions before we begin? [clarify, if needed, then participant 

begins. At conclusion,] 

Thank you very much. These are really interesting stories, and I appreciate you taking the time 

to speak with me about them.  

b) Discussion of photographs [script] 

Now, let’s take a look at your pictures. We will put the USB drive into my laptop, and look at 

your pictures. Similarly with the memory box, you will go through your pictures, and tell me 

what is in the pictures, why you included the picture, indicate whether you have taken the 

picture or someone else did, and tell me about its significance to your acculturation experiences. 

You do not need to discuss any photograph that you don’t feel comfortable telling me about. I 

may ask for clarifying questions during the process. Do you have any questions before we 

begin? [clarify, if needed, then participant begins. At conclusion,] 

Thank you very much. I really appreciate how your pictures and stories demonstrate your 

acculturation processes. I will keep the USB drive now, and will transfer these images onto my 

password-protected cloud-based storage account, and then I will wipe the USB drive. I will 

similarly transfer the digital images of your memory box and items into this same cloud-based 

account, and then will wipe these pictures from my camera. The memory box is yours to keep. 
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Appendix E: Interview #2 Sample Discussion Agenda  

Interview #2 Questions for P #8 

Thank you very much for agreeing to meet with me virtually today. Regarding the Letter of 

information & consent, which was revised to conduct a virtual interview rather than in-person. 

By responding verbally, you are verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of 
my questions have been answered. 

☐ [Yes] Do I have your permission to use images from my memory box/images from my 
photovoice (circle action if only 1 option is permissible) 

☐ [No], you do not have my permission to use images from my memory box/images from my 
photovoice (circle 
action if only 1 option is NOT permissible) 

☐ [Yes], Do I have your permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #2 (circle action 
if only 1 option is permissible) 

☐ [No], you do not have my permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #2 (circle 
action if only 1 option is NOT permissible) 

☐ [Yes], Do you give me permission to use quotes from your reflex journal (may or may not 
send one in) 

☐ [No], you do not have my permission to use quotes from my reflex journal 

1. How are things? Can you bring me up to speed on what your world has been like since we last 

met? 

 

2. You spoke of many ways you managed well-being when we met, despite the lack of 

organizational cohesion or support. Since then, Covid has turned the world all around. Can you 

tell me about the past few months? What have been your experiences and your insights from 

these experiences? 

 

3. Last time, we spoke, you shared so many stories, including at least 3 policyscapes at the school: 

spec ed. students in crisis, & accreditation. Would you be willing to revisit these to help me 

better understand? 

 

4. When we met in November, you mentioned “I go on these adventures to help keep the spark 

alive for me as a professional” – what sparks have your recent experiences given you, and were 

there any fires? 

 

5. I’ve read and re-read your transcript. It really awes me just how much you’ve been through. 

The new school development coupled with impending [bureaucratic process] and you 

mentioned so much more. Can we talk a little bit about leadership? 

a. You mentioned helicopter management –  

i. please elaborate on this 

ii. how did this affect the more immediate leadership at your school? 
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b. Your ‘local leadership’ was in transition. People leaving and coming, people quitting, 

being fired, a lot of turnover.  

i. Can you situate yourself in all of this? 

ii. Have these events affected you at all? 

c. So many moving pieces—how did the leadership support you in your multifaceted role 

as teacher, guidance, spec ed and the other hats you wore? 

 

6. You told me a little bit about the isolation at your school. Physically, the school had isolating 

factors within the building. Geographically, your school was removed from the nearest 

cosmopolitan centre. And conceptually, you mentioned that the school was sort of like a blank 

slate in that policies and procedures. You mentioned having felt more connected in your 

previous overseas positions. If you could go back and wave your magic wand to address the 

issues you encountered, what would you change, why, and how? 

 

7. You described yourself as an adventure seeker? Do you have any stories to share about that? 

 

8. I asked you about self-leadership last time and you mentioned your experience with Canadian 

policies and procedures. Reading through your transcript, it appears that you have been active 

in calling upon your self-leadership skills. And you are a very mindful and self-aware teacher. 

How did your self-leadership skills serve you since we last met? 

 

9. If you were to write a book about your latest experience, what title would you give it and what 

themes would you explore? 

 

10. Would you like to share anything else about your experiences? 
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Appendix F: Coding Protocol Template 

Living on an Atoll Codebook for Dissertation 
 

Category Code Notes 

Identity Who Am I? Cdn vs previous soj. country 

 Teacher identity & Sojourn history  

 Demographic: (e.g., Gender/Single 
vs. w/ Partner/Parent/etc.) 

 

 Home Culture/ Family History/ 
Ethnicity/Race/Unique Customs 

 

 Sojourner vs Expat  

 Cultural Curiosity Repeat sojourn experience 

 Fit  

Leadership What is a Leader  

 Leadership Role  

 Lp Supports  

 Informal Supports (Lp w/o Lp role) Learning from colleagues 

 Relationships  

 Trust/Safety  

 Policyscapes  

Self-Leadership Motivation  

 External Networks (Seek 
Supportive Networks) 

 

 Reflective Practice  

 Self-Support  

 Extraversion vs Introversion  

 Goal Setting and Tracking  

   

Thriving Emotional self-regulation  

 Resilience  

 Perseverance   

 Confidence & Self-Efficacy  

 Personal Life  

 Work Life  

 Cultivate Optimism  

 What is Home?  

Living on Atoll Fascination/Wonder/Fantasy Enjoys experience 

 Adventure/Learning  

 Cultural Interest/Descriptors  

 Alienation/Dissonance/Confusion  

 Phases of CS/Acculturative Stress  Doesn’t perceive as stressful 
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Sample coding (Participant #1)  
 
I didn't experience a whole lot of culture shock because I had already been living abroad before 
I moved to Malaysia. So I had been living in [another country] for two years, which might sound 
like Canadian culture versus [country] culture is not that different, but actually there are a lot of 
differences. And the biggest one that I could think of when I was living there was understanding 
their sense of humor, which is quite crass at some points. And actually [some people named], 
learning from my colleagues. So I think because I had already been living abroad, moving 
abroad to a new place was not as challenging and I didn't experience as much culture shock in 
some aspects. (p. 1) 
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Appendix G: Infographic Visual of 1 Theme 

 



 

 

 

 

276 

 



 

 

 

 

277 

Appendix H: GREB Approval 
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Appendix I: GREB Amendment Approval
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Appendix J: Demographic Form 

Post Interview #1 – Please answer the following Demographic Questions: 

 

1. How long have you been teaching? Include all of your experience, in your home country 

and any other countries. 

h) No teaching experience before this (practice teaching rounds excluded) 

i) Less than 2 years of teaching experience 

j) Between 2-5 years of teaching experience 

k) Between 5-10 years of teaching experience 

l) Between 10-20 years of teaching experience 

m) Over 20 years of teaching experience 

n) Prefer not to say 

2. Have you ever taught overseas before? 

d) Yes 

e) No 

f) Prefer not to say 

3. While living here, are you currently married, or living with your partner? 

d) Yes 

e) No 

f) Prefer not to say 

4. Do you have any dependent children who are here living with you? 

d) Yes 

e) No 

f) Prefer not to say 

5. Do you speak the local language (not English)? 

d) Fluently 

e) A little bit 

f) Not at all 

6. What gender do you identify with? 

e) Male 

f) Female 

g) I do not identify with the gender binary 

h) Prefer not to say 
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Appendix K: Additional Letters of Consent 

 

Study Title:  Factors affecting teacher thriving overseas in international schools: An acculturation study 
in the context of sojourning teachers 
Name of Principal Investigator: Rebecca Stroud Stasel, PhD candidate, Faculty of Education, Queen’s 
University 

Name of Supervisor: Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, Associate professor, Queen’s University Faculty 
of Education, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
 
Re: Reflex Journal 
 

Dear international educator, 
 
Thank you for your interest in my SSHRC-sponsored study entitled Factors affecting teacher 
thriving overseas in international schools: An acculturation study in the context of sojourning 
teachers. This letter provides information about the 2nd component of this study that you have 
been invited to participate in: Reflex Journal. 
 
Reflex Journal [Nov. 2019-Mar. 2020]: You are being offered a reflex journal in which you can 
record your thoughts and reflections about your acculturation experiences while you are living 
in your host country. You are asked to write one journal entry per week. Journal prompts will 
be provided, but you are welcome to write according to your own frames of reference, if you 
prefer, or a combination of both. I will collect your reflex journal in February or March, 2020, at 
a time that is mutually convenient for both of us. 
 
If you would like for this journal to be returned to you by mail, after the data analysis is 
complete, please sign your name below, and an email contact that will be valid for the next 9 
months from now: 
 
______________________________________   _____________________________________ 
Signature                                                                                    Email 
 

There are no direct benefits to you as a participant, other than enhancing understandings of 
acculturation. There are no known risks of participation in the study. Study results will add to 
the advancement of knowledge on teacher acculturation. You will not be paid for taking part in 
this study. 

Participation is voluntary. You don’t have to respond to any prompts that you don’t want to. 
You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw from the study up 
until March 15, 2020, by emailing me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may request to have 

mailto:rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca
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your data withdrawn from the study up until March 15, 2020, for the remaining data, by 
emailing me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. 

Your confidentiality will be protected, to the extent permitted by applicable laws. I will do this 
by replacing your name with a pseudonym in all publications and a study ID number in all study 
records. The study data will be stored on a secure cloud-based account hosted by Queen’s 
University. The code file that links real names with pseudonyms and study ID numbers will be 
stored securely and separately from the data on an encrypted USB key. I will keep your data 
securely for at least five years per Queen’s University Policy, after which the de-identified data 
will be stored securely in the Queen's University Institutional Repository. The code file identifying 
your pseudonym and study ID number will be destroyed five years after study closure. The 
Principal Investigator and study team shall be the only individuals who will have access to 
participants’ data.  The Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) may see your 
study data for quality assurance purposes.  

I plan to publish the results of this study in academic journals, book chapters, and present them 
at conferences.  I will include quotes from journals when presenting my findings. I will never 
include any real names with quotes. I will do my best to make sure quotes do not identify 
participants. During the interview, please let me know if you say anything you do not want me 
to quote. 

If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-
2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North 
America. If non-English speaking participants wish to contact the Chair for ethics concerns, translation 
assistance may be necessary, as the REB Chair communicates in English only. 

If you have any questions about the research, please contact me at 
rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may contact my supervisor, Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, at 
ben.kutsyuruba@queensu.ca or 1-613-533-3049. 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  
All your questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to 
participate in this research study component. Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for 
your records and return one copy to the Researcher, Rebecca Stroud Stasel. You have not 
waived any legal rights by consenting to participate in this study. 

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my 
questions have been answered.  
 

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use quotes from my reflex journal  

☐    No, you do not have my permission to use quotes from my reflex journal  
 
__________________________ ____________________________   __________________ 
Signature of Participant PRINTED NAME Date 
 
__________________________ ____________________________ __________________ 
Signature of person conducting  PRINTED NAME Date 
consent discussion        

mailto:rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
mailto:rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca
mailto:ben.kutsyuruba@queensu.ca
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Study Title:  Factors affecting teacher thriving overseas in international schools: An acculturation 
study in the context of sojourning teachers 
Name of Principal Investigator: Rebecca Stroud Stasel, PhD candidate, Faculty of Education, 
Queen’s University 
Name of Supervisor: Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, Associate professor, Queen’s University Faculty of 
Education, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
 

Re: Memory Box, Photovoice, & Interview #2 
 

Dear international educator, 
 

Thank you for your interest in my SSHRC-sponsored study entitled Factors affecting teacher thriving overseas in 

international schools: An acculturation study in the context of sojourning teachers. This letter provides 
information about the 3rd component of this study that you have been invited to participate in: Memory Box, 
Photovoice, and Interview #2. Memory box & photovoice are qualitative research techniques that seek to 
explore phenomena in a symbolic way. They are often used by researchers who wish to understand events 
that are unique and personal to those experiencing a phenomenon, such as acculturation. 
Memory Box [Nov. 2019-Feb/Mar. 2020]: You are being given a memory box. You are asked to put items 
into the memory box once per week. The items would be expressions of your acculturation experiences. 
Examples of items you might put in the box could be tickets/programs for events, souvenirs, a restaurant 
menu, items from a pastime or social engagement, etc. The memory box and items that you have 
made/collected will be photographed by me at Interview #2, in February or March, 2020. You will keep your 
artifacts and the memory box will be yours to keep. 
Photovoice [Nov. 2019-Feb/Mar. 2020]: You are asked to take pictures that represent parts of your 
acculturation experiences. In order to respect the privacy of others, photographs involving people should be 
taken in public settings, such as markets, parks and other tourist areas, etc., where there are low 
expectations of privacy. If you wish to photograph people in a more controlled environment, I am providing 
you with permission forms, so that your ‘subjects’ may give you informed consent. You are asked not to take 
any pictures of students. Please return this signed form prior to taking any photographs. Please upload 
informed consent forms of your ‘subjects’ prior to uploading any photographs. Please do not include any 
photographs that violate any laws, such as military photos or containing nudity. Any pictures that are 
uploaded and found to break these guidelines shall be immediately destroyed. By sharing your pictures, you 
give me permission to publish these in my work. You will be given access to a secure OneDrive cloud folder 
hosted by Queen’s University to upload pictures and informed consent forms, if applicable. You are asked to 
upload a minimum of one picture per week. 
Interview #2: I will interview you for approximately 45 minutes each time at a public location of your choice, 
on or near the campus of [name of school] where you currently work. During this time, you will show me the 
items in your memory box, and I will photograph the items and the box. We will also look at the photos that 
you have uploaded into your assigned OneDrive folder. During this time, you will tell me the stories of your 
artifacts/pictures, explaining their significance to your acculturating experiences. The interview will be audio-
recorded and later transcribed. 

There are no direct benefits to you as a participant, other than enhancing understandings of acculturation. 
There are no known risks of participation in the study. Study results will add to the advancement of 
knowledge on teacher acculturation. You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 

Participation is voluntary. You don’t have to engage in any activity that you don’t want to. You can stop 
participating at any time without penalty. You may withdraw from the study up until March 15, 2020, by 
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emailing me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may request to have your data withdrawn from the study 
up until March 15, 2020, by emailing me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. 

Your confidentiality will be protected, to the extent permitted by applicable laws. I will do this by replacing 
your name with a pseudonym in all publications and a study ID number in all study records. Please note, 
however, that if you have agreed to the use of these images, you may be directly identifiable in publications. 
The study data will be stored on a secure cloud-based account hosted by Queen’s University. The code file 
that links real names with pseudonyms and study ID numbers will be stored securely and separately from the 
data on an encrypted USB key. I will keep your data securely for at least five years per Queen’s University 
Policy, after which the de-identified data will be stored securely in the Queen's University Institutional 
Repository. Images that are de-identified and ones that are identifying will also be stored in this repository, 
although images that include faces will be edited to have the faces blurred prior to being stored in the 
repository. The code file identifying your pseudonym and study ID number along with identifying images will 
be destroyed five years after study closure. The Principal Investigator and study team shall be the only 
individuals who will have access to participants’ data.  The Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board 
(GREB) may see your study data for quality assurance purposes.  
I plan to publish the results of this study in academic journals, book chapters, and present them at 
conferences.  I will include some images from the memory box and photovoice data, as well as quotations 
from interview #2 when presenting my findings. If any profits are made through the commercial use of this 
photograph(s), you will not receive compensation. I will never include any real names with quotes. I will do 
my best to make sure quotes do not identify participants. During interview #2, please let me know if you say 
anything you do not want me to quote. 
If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-844-535-2988 
(Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North America. If non-
English speaking participants wish to contact the Chair for ethics concerns, translation assistance may be 
necessary, as the REB Chair communicates in English only.  
If you have any questions about the research, please contact me at rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca. You may 
contact my supervisor, Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, at ben.kutsyuruba@queensu.ca or 1-613-533-3049. 
This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  All your 
questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to participate in this 
research study component. Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one copy 
to the Researcher, Rebecca Stroud Stasel before beginning your memorybox/photovoice activities. You have 
not waived any legal rights by consenting to participate in this study. 
By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my questions have been 
answered.  

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use images from my memory box/images from my photovoice (circle 
action if only 1 option is permissible) 

☐    No, you do not have my permission to use images from my memory box/images from my photovoice 
(circle action if only 1 option is NOT permissible) 

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #2 (circle action if only 1 option 
is permissible) 

☐    No, you do not have my permission to use quotes/audio record from Interview #2 (circle action if only 1 
option is NOT permissible) 
 

____________________________ _________________________ ___________________ 
Signature of Participant PRINTED NAME Date 
 
____________________________ _________________________ ___________________ 
Signature of person conducting  PRINTED NAME Date 
consent discussion        
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Appendix L: Letter of Information and Consent Form for Photovoice Participants  

 

 

 
Study Title:  Factors affecting teacher thriving overseas in international schools: An 
acculturation study in the context of sojourning teachers 
Name of Principal Investigator: Rebecca Stroud Stasel, PhD candidate, Faculty of Education, 
Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
Name of Supervisor: Dr. Benjamin Kutsyuruba, Associate professor, Queen’s University Faculty 
of Education, Kingston, Ontario, Canada 
 
Re: Photovoice 
 
Dear Participant, 
 
You are being invited to participate in my study entitled Factors affecting teacher thriving 
overseas in international schools: An acculturation study in the context of sojourning teachers. 
This study includes the taking of photos pertaining to living overseas.  

By signing this form, you give me, the principal investigator, permission to include images that a 
third person has taken of you to be used in my research. There are no direct benefits to you as 
a participant. There are no anticipated risks of your participation in this study. Study results will 
add to the advancement of knowledge on teacher acculturation. You will not be paid for taking 
part in this study. 

I plan to publish the results of this study in academic journals, book chapters, and present them 
at conferences.  I will include some images from the photovoice data when presenting my 
findings. If any profits are made through the commercial use of this photograph(s), you will not 
receive compensation. 

Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent permitted by applicable laws. Please note 
however that if you have agreed to the use of these images, you may be directly identifiable in 
publications. The images will be stored on a secure cloud-based account hosted by Queen’s 
University, in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. I will keep the photovoice data securely for at least 
five years per Queen’s University Policy, after which the de-identified data will be stored 
securely in the Queen's University Institutional Repository. Data that include identifying images 
will also be stored in this repository, although images that include faces will be edited to have 
the faces blurred prior to being stored in the repository. The Principal Investigator and study 
team shall be the only individuals who will have access to participants’ data.  The Queen’s 
University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) may see the study data for quality assurance 
purposes.  
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If you have any questions, or if you sign this form and later wish to see the image(s) of you or 
if you wish to withdraw permission to use your image(s), please contact me at 
rebecca.stroud@queensu.ca.  

When signing, please also select and check one of the options below. Please sign two copies. 
Keep one copy of this letter for your records. 
 
Participant: By signing below, I am verifying that all of my questions have been answered. 
 

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use images with me in them 

☐    Yes, you have my permission to use images with me in them, however, please blur out my 
facial image 

☐    No, you do not have my permission to use images with me in them 
 
 
____________________________ ________________________    ____________________ 
Signature of Participant PRINTED NAME Date 
 
____________________________ ________________________    ____________________ 
Signature of Witness PRINTED NAME Date 
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