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The highest result of education 
is tolerance.
Helen Keller
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KEVIN J RUTH 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, ECIS

Global mindedness is a term that often produces 
a diversity of definitions, which is perhaps as it 
should be. Yet what is its essence? Our lead article, 
Cultivating Global Citizens, forces us to engage this 
question immediately. As author Keelee Wrenn 
suggests, “much of what is called global education 
today focuses on superficial information and token 
activities that do not prepare our students to be global 
citizens. Real global education [moving toward global 
mindedness] involves more than hosting food festivals, 
offering world cultures classes in a few grades, or 
sponsoring an occasional trip abroad.” Wrenn shows 
how her school engages this topic by considering 
the impact that a globally-minded education can 
have on the cognitive development of young people, 
referring to it as ‘cross-cultural cognition.’

The point that our authors are making is that, as 
educators and educational leaders, we must be 
cognisant of our overall learning environments and 
the learning experiences that we design — and we 
must do so with great intentionality. It is no small 
responsibility. Curricula, programmes, support 
structures, community engagement, indeed all 
internal and external relations on the part of a 
school community must carry global mindedness as 
a central design element, and cognitive engagement 
is the goal: we must consider various learnings 
through the lens of more than one culture as if our 
lives depended on it…because they do. One has only 
to scan the current media landscape to recognise 
the fragility of our future.

This approach to critical reflection is a hallmark of 
quality international schools. As author G. Chris 
Muller states, “students in today’s international 
schools, growing up to be global leaders of the future, 
will require remarkable insight into people and cultures 
across the world, and an unprecedented concern for 
the well-being of the world community.” We know that 
ECIS member schools provide myriad opportunities 
for students to engage critically with themselves and 
the world, and our graduates stand

Kevin J Ruth,  
Executive Director, ECIS

Twitter: @kevinjruth

to live their lives in an informed manner that 
will benefit others, irrespective of their location. 
Long may our work provide inspiration and moral 
guidance.

Toward better things, always.
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CULTIVATING GLOBAL 
CITIZENS 
 
KEELEE WRENN 
DIRECTOR OF MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS 
FRENCH AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL, 
SAN FRANCISCO 

To succeed in a global economy and make a positive 
difference in an interconnected world, our students 
need to be educated beyond our borders.

Unfortunately, much of what is called global 
education today focuses on superficial information 
and token activities that do not prepare our students 
to be global citizens. Real global education involves 
more than hosting food festivals, offering world 
cultures classes in a few grades, or sponsoring 
an occasional trip abroad. Instead, we must use 
internationally-minded, immersive approaches for 
learning in and beyond the classroom.

For us at French American International School, a 
PK-12 school with 1,100 students in San Francisco, 
global education has been the heart of our mission 
since our founding more than 50 years ago. We 
believe any motivated school can offer a globally-
minded education. We call it cross-cultural cognition 

— the ability to think, feel, and act across cultures. 
And we demonstrate this understanding in six areas: 
identity, language study, community, curriculum, 
global travel, and sustainability.

IDENTITY

We are all citizens of the world — and we all 
come from somewhere. The foundation of global 
citizenship is rooted in one’s heritage and identity. 
At French American, we teach the complexity of 
identity at all grade levels. Pre-k and kindergarten 
students reflect on their families’ places of origin and 
the different ways of living in San Francisco; middle 
schoolers study the meaning of citizenship in the 
US and French contexts; and high school students 
compare governing systems across the globe. 

We aim for students to understand and appreciate 
identity as a rich mix of national, regional, cultural, 
ethnic, religious, gender, orientation, socioeconomic, 
and other factors. This keeps the focus on what we 
have in common so we do not become ensnared by 
differences, stereotypes, and simplifications that 
incite conflict. 

LANGUAGE STUDY

We believe acquiring competence in a second and 
then a third language is central to cross-cultural 
cognition. Languages are loaded with culture, 
attitudes, tradition, history, etiquette, and more. 
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To learn another language is to gain an alternate 
perspective, increase empathy, and become open to 
cultural cues. 

A bilingual education is at the core of our PK-8 
programme, and in our flagship International High 
School we welcome a large number of students who 
are not French speakers and who begin or continue 
second language studies with us. We require 
students to take four years of a second language to 
graduate, and during these four years they become 
fluent through language immersion in classes, 
around campus, and on global trips. We devote 
significant resources to our language programmes 
in Arabic, French, Mandarin, and Spanish. 

We also honor our students’ home languages. If we 
are educating global citizens, we are affirming the 
value each child’s identity, including their language. 
We delight in a diverse set of mother tongues within 
our faculty, staff, and families, and encourage use of 
these languages. 

COMMUNITY

Our school’s bilingual and international curricula 
allow us to hire citizens from around the world. 
Many families hail from other countries and choose 
our school for its international culture. Rather 
than pushing international faculty and students to 
assimilate into our school culture, we encourage 
them to share their cultures with us. We believe 
having an educator or fellow student share his or her 
personal cultural significantly enriches all students’ 
experiences.

Welcoming students from a variety of other countries 
also invites us to question our own practices and 
to be more purposeful in fostering an inclusive, 
international culture on campus. By reflecting 
on the experience and meeting the needs of our 
international students, we can make our school 
campuses and communities more global. 

CURRICULUM

At French American, we define cross-cultural 
cognition as the ability to grapple with challenging 
and abstract concepts across all subjects in more 
than one culture. Our bilingual curriculum in grades 

PK-8 and our International Baccalaureate and French 
Baccalaureate programmes in the high school foster 
this ability.

Global education must be infused in curriculum 
design. This could take the form of document-based 
world history and geography, literature in translation, 
or cultures’ contributions to mathematics. To 
strengthen classroom culture, teachers can foster 
cross-cultural cognition through collaboration, 
appreciative listening, and respectful discourse. In 
pedagogy, this can mean highlighting the different 
ways that cultures approach the academic disciplines.  

One high school student, Fatou, compares 
approaches to literary analysis in French and English: 

I believe that a language is the essence of a culture; 
and each culture has its own approach to literature. 
For example, when we write commentaries in 
French our writing is deep and thorough because it 
is focused on the quality and depth of the content. 
Our essays discuss several themes, and each theme 
is divided into several points that are developed and 
analysed in detail. In English, our main focus is on the 
structure and flow of the argument. So, in essence, 
by using the techniques from both languages we’re 
able to create elaborate essays, while keeping our 
writing cohesive and organised. The best of both 
worlds, in other words.
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GLOBAL TRAVEL

Many schools have travel programmes, but to enrich 
students’ learning, these offerings must combine 
authentic encounters with other cultures and 
opportunities for self-reflection.    

Our Global Travel programme involves hundreds 
of students and dozens of teachers annually. Our 
approach is developmental: Lower school students 
begin their global travel journey with a sleepover in 
kindergarten, which helps them understand their 
community and builds resilience and autonomy. 
Students make regional trips of increasing duration 
in subsequent years. In fifth grade, our students host 
students from France for two weeks, then travel to 
their correspondents’ homes for two weeks, putting 
their linguistic and cross-cultural skills to work. In 
middle school, students travel to the country of the 
additional language they are studying; additionally, 
they complete their bilingual journey with another 
exchange in France. (Digital version: click image)

In high school, students can take cultural, linguistic, 
and service learning trips across the globe every 
year; these have recently included Tahiti, India, 
the Galapagos Islands, Jordan, Senegal, Austria, 
Guatemala, and Malawi. Gwyneth, after her cultural 
study trip to India, shares her experience:

No matter where we were, be it the slums of 
Mumbai, or the rural areas of Hyderabad, the people 
were so full of life and culture. They are what made 
the country so beautiful. Their enthusiasm to bring 
us into their world, even for a brief moment … is 
what made this a cultural immersion. My eyes have 
been opened to culture like never before. You can 
read about the slums, listen to the music, watch a 
Bollywood dance film, but only when you’re there, 
doing it all, do you truly learn and become an 
international student.  

SUSTAINABILITY

A critical marker of a global education is a sense of 
responsibility for our shared planet. We make it clear 
at every grade level that students’ local decisions 
have a global impact.  

Our youngest students plant urban gardens of 
pollinator targets, delving into the sharing economy 
and the ways their actions matter for our planet’s 
future. In middle school, students build green 
architectural models designed to reduce carbon 
dioxide, harvest rainwater, and generate solar 
energy. High school students continue their studies 
on climate change, exploring population dynamics 
and biodiversity in and out of the classrooms to 
deepen their understanding of stewardship. When 
12th grader Wesley traveled to the Galapagos, he 
remarked on the deep impact of globalisation:  

I realised that most of the island is inhabited by 
thousands of people. This was a shock to me to see 
roads, cars, and conveniences stores, just entire 
communities on the Galapagos Islands... I really 
took into consideration the fragility of the natural 
environment and understood the globalisation that 
is happening in every corner of the world.

Educating students about sustainability also 
highlights the value of collaboration. As the 
curriculum evolves, that collaboration expands 
beyond the classroom to a world perspective that 
has roots in their first grade urban garden.

BUILDING SCHOOLS WITH GLOBAL REACH

Our schools may have different communities and 
programmes, but we all share a mission: to develop 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvSbgsooFYY


5

START YOUR 
FREE TRIAL
itslearning is now offering 
you the chance to trial the 
full itslearning experience. 

Logins are limited, so sign 
up now! 

We’re so confident you’ll love itslearning, we’re 
giving you free access to the full LMS. No credit 

card information required. 

Learn more at: itslearning.com/global/try-itslearning

global citizens who will make a positive difference 
in our world. In a shifting international political 
and economic landscape, this work is essential. We 
have seen how an international school approach to 
identity, language, community, curriculum, travel, 
and sustainability can shape the character of our 
students for the benefit of our communities. We 
trust other schools see the value of these areas of 
cultivation, too.  

 

Keelee Wrenn is the Director of Marketing and 
Communications at French American International 
School in San Francisco. For nearly 10 years, Keelee 
has worked with nonprofits and schools, developing 
branding, marketing, and communication strategies 
to enhance the impact of their mission-focused 
work. www.frenchamericansf.org

http://www.frenchamericansf.org
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LEADING TEACHERS TO A 
GLOBAL MINDEDNESS 
PRACTICE 
 
CHANDRA MCGOWAN 
MATHEMATICS TEACHER 
FRANCONIAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL

Hett defined global mindedness as a worldview that 
allows people to connect with the needs of the global 
community and raises awareness of the community’s 
shared responsibilities. Global mindedness becomes 
more significant in schools as educators consider 
the need to respond to living in an increasingly 
interconnected world.  New objectives for educators 
include how to lead students to adopt this globally 
minded point of view and prepare them to become 
citizens in an interconnected world.  

International schools possess a great advantage 
toward this aim. These schools have student 
populations that are rich in diversity and 
global experience. International schools have a 
responsibility to celebrate and utilise this global 
experience. Global mindedness can flourish in these 
settings if we place the international students –with 
their wealth of culturally specific knowledge—at the 
center of the learning. The question remains: how 
this can happen? How can leaders encourage

teachers to become architects of globally minded 
student learning -allowing the space for students 
to contribute to lessons by sharing their global 
experiences- rather than focusing on inflexible 
curriculum and standards?   

In my research and work in international schools, I 
have found that the answer lies in providing teachers 
with practical reflective teaching techniques that can 
help them engage with their students around their 
varying global experiences. This article examines the 
connection between teachers’ explorations of global 
mindedness and teaching by using critical reflection 
activities.

WE TEACH WHO WE ARE

Our personal experiences and learning transforms 
us and, as a result, informs our classroom practice. 
The process of reflecting on experiences can 
help teachers to become intellectual leaders who 
empower students to develop confidence and 
personal responsibility.  In order to support our 
students to become globally minded, an important 
question to ask is: If we teach who we are, then who 
are we?  And how can a better understanding of 
ourselves impact our work with students?  

These questions can be answered by investigating 
one’s global mindedness. The values and beliefs 
that educators hold about the world influence 
their acquisition of knowledge and their delivery 
of information. We possess filters (or biases) for 
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learning and knowing. Being aware of those filters 
is essential in our work as international educators. 

CRITICAL REFLECTION

In the teaching and learning cycle, the IBO explains 
that critical reflection is the process by which the 
desire for knowledge and experience can cultivate 
a deeper understanding and that thinking should 
involve a conscious critique of evidence, approaches 
and decisions. As teachers working towards the 
development of global mindedness, it is vital to 
analyse and challenge assumptions, beliefs, and 
truths.  Brookfield discusses critical reflection in 
three phases:

1. Identifying the assumptions. 

2. Assessing and scrutinising the validity of these 
assumptions in our present context.

3. Transforming these assumptions to become more 
inclusive and integrative in our learning and practice.

Critical Reflection Activities: The following activities 
help educators develop a deep understanding of 
who they are and how this relates to their global 
mindedness and teaching practice.

Merryfield’s Tree of life activity prompts reflection 
from early memories to the present. Teachers are 
asked to identify underlying values, beliefs, and 

experiences that have shaped 
their views of other people 
and the world. This activity can 
be sketched as a tree in three 
parts.  The roots describe family 
values, early experiences, 
ethnicity, religion and socio-
economic identity.  The trunk 
describes experiences from 
childhood that have been 
significant in the development 
of one’s world-view. Finally, the 
limbs show adult experiences 
or actions that have altered 
a view of other people or the 
world.

Journaling: Journaling can 
be a powerful tool that can 
tackle all three phases of 
critical reflection.  Two journal 
prompts that can be useful 
for international educators 
to consider in their globally 
minded practice are: How 
does diversity in my student 
population influence the 
learning environment and 
what evidence do I see of 
this? How do I engage with 
my students culturally and 
how can I continue to do this 
authentically? Journaling before 
and after lessons can also be a 

GLOBAL DIGNITY
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very powerful method for critical reflection. There 
are many ways to journal electronically—using 
applications or software that features talk to text 
which can allow time to journal more easily.

Observation: Classroom observation can be 
conducted in two ways: self-observation and peer- 
observation.  Self-observation can be accomplished 
with technology.  Many tools we use in the 
classroom today include the ability to video record.  
Video recording lessons provides educators with 
the opportunity to watch lessons later and further 
analyse actions and methods. Peer observation 
also has many advantages. Critical reflection can 
be accomplished through discussion with a trusted 
colleague that has witnessed your teaching.  Research 
has shown that engaging in discussions about our 
practice with others can help educators notice what 
might be typically hidden from their perspective.

CONCLUSION 

The activities I have shared can help teachers connect 
with their own globally minded development, and 
as a result, connect to their students experiences 
in their classrooms. Bringing these important 
moments to the forefront of teachers’ minds helps 
them to better understand their own journeys and 
how those journeys have shaped who they are as 
people and as professionals.

Chandra Michael McGowan received her 
Doctorate in International Education from George 
Mason University and currently works as the MYP 
Coordinator at Franconian International School. 
Her research and work focuses on supporting 
international school teachers to become reflective 
practitioners.  Chandra is passionate about 
collaborating with educators from all over the world 
to develop a globally-minded curriculum.

REFERENCES

Brookfield, S. (2017). Becoming a critically reflective teacher (2nd 
ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hett, E.J. (1993). The development of an instrument to measure 
global-mindedness.

Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of San Diego.

Merryfield, Merry (1993). Reflective practice in global education: 
Strategies for teacher educators. Theory into practice,32(1), 27-32.

Palmer, P. (1998). The courage to teach. Boston: Jossey-Bass.

Zhao, Y. (2010). Preparing globally competent teachers: A new 
imperative for teacher education. Journal of Teacher Education, 
61(5), 422-431. 

 

 



10

LEARNING TO CONNECT 
 
ELLEN MAHONEY 
FOUNDER 
SEA CHANGE MENTORING

The topic of global mindedness in international 
schools is a challenging one to unpack. First, the 
international school community uses different 
definitions and uses different versions of the term 
(global versus international; mindedness versus 
citizenship). Second, some of us wonder whether the 
concept holds enough substance in practice. Despite 
the confusion and scepticism, most international 
schools list a version of global mindedness in their 
values or mission statements. 

What are we talking about when we talk about global 
mindedness? The educational consultant and former 
director of Bonn International School, Dr. Chris Muller, 
defines international mindedness as “a view of the 
world in which people see themselves connected to the 
global community and assume a sense of responsibility 
to its members.” At Sea Change Mentoring, we 
define global citizenship as “being accountable 
for and committed to the wellness of the world by 
developing the skills, values and knowledge needed 
to do so.” We go on to explain that, “global citizens 
are active, not passive, members of the community 

who develop a sense of responsibility to leave the 
world better than they found it”  While United World 
Colleges don’t necessarily name their central tenet, 
“global mindedness,” we see echoes of the concept 
in their their belief statement, “education can bring 
together young people from all backgrounds on 
the basis of their shared humanity, to engage with 
the possibility of social change through courageous 
action, personal example and selfless leadership.”

There are many more definitions out there that 
individual schools and larger networks have created. 
After a review of a cross section, I have found that the 
concept of connectedness lies in the foundation of 
almost every one. Afterall, how can we create social 
change if we are not socially connected? How can we 
assume a sense of responsibility to our community if 
we don’t first feel a sense of connection to it?

We know that social connection helps strengthen 
communities by building trust, cooperation, and 
a sense of belonging. We also know that social 
connectedness also has additional benefits for 
the individual. Research shows us that social 
connectedness increases the physical health and 
mental health of individuals. Dr. Steve Cole’s research 
out of UCLA shows us that people who are more 
socially connected have a stronger immune system. 
Dr. Emma Seppala’s work out of Stanford University 
demonstrates how low social connectedness leads 
to greater anxiety, depression, antisocial behaviour 
and suicidality.
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So, how do we ensure that our students feel a 
connection to others, to their local community and 
to our global society as a whole? We can create 
service learning opportunities, promote social 
entrepreneurship through problem-based learning 
programmes, or host dialogues at our schools to 
generate mutual understanding and trust across 
diverse members of the community. 

We can also focus on the skills needed in order to 
create social connections in the first place. I’d like to 
suggest four skills that schools can actively help their 
students develop in order to create the foundation 
of social connectedness that all global mindedness 
endeavors are built on.

The skill of being well. Teach students how to 
minimise stress, whether it be through learning 
mindfulness techniques, keeping wellness journals, 
or learning the emotional language to communicate 
their needs. We know that when a person has less 
stress in their lives and when they know how to 
express their need for support, they are less likely to 
become socially isolated and therefore more likely 
to become socially connected.

Active listening skills. Teach students how to actively 
listen to each other and make sure all school staff 
model the behavior. At Sea Change Mentoring, we 
train our mentors to be strong active listeners to 
their students. They put away all devices and focus 
on what the student is saying without thinking about 
what clever thing to say next. They nod their head 
to show understanding and repeat back what they 
hear. They are modeling how active listening can 
make people feel understood, feel like they belong 
and therefore feel like they are connected. 

Conflict resolution. One of the social skill 
development experiences that international school 
students may miss out on is the skill of resolving 
conflicts in their relationships. When I was growing 
up as an international school student, it was always 
easier to wait for the other person to move away 
than to resolve a conflict in my friendship. Or, after 
being overwhelmed by all the goodbyes, I would 
intentionally create conflict to break up the friendship 
as a way to protect myself. It is so important for 
international schools to teach young people how 
to communicate when there is a problem and how 

to resolve these problems without simply walking 
away. When we help them with this skill, they are 
more likely to have a dense network of connections 
and close bonds with others.

Networking. Teaching students how to network is 
invaluable. Networking doesn’t just have to be about 
landing a great job because of who you know. The 
relationships we form through networking, even 
though they may not be deep relationships, can help 
us access information about our community, learn 
about problems the community may be facing and 
access volunteer or internships opportunities to give 
back. Consider this hypothetical example:  At a youth 
summit on global mindedness, students at the The 
American School of the Hague and the International 
School of Prague had the opportunity to network 
with students from the The International School 
Nido de Aguilas. Later that year, when an earthquake 
hit an area near Santiago, students from all three 
schools collaborated to raise funds for the victims’ 
families. While the students in these schools may 
not have been socially close, they formed enough of 
a connection at the summit to ask for and offer help.
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In addition to teaching these skills in order to create 
the foundation of social connectedness, I’d add that 
it is important for us to always consider the impact 
that mobility has had on our students ability and 
willingness to connect. Whether our students are 
from the local community or are expats, mobility 
is typically a major factor in their lives. One of the 
biggest ways in which their moving around, or the 
constant moving away of others, impacts them are 
in their ability to connect. 

The local student attending the international school 
may have had to say so many goodbyes that he has 
decided to retreat into a group made up of only 
locals in order to protect himself from more loss. 
The student that may move every two years may be 
experiencing transition fatigue and the idea of going 
out into the community to make new connections 
may be emotionally exhausting. We need to be 
sensitive to these experiences, give students a space 
to communicate what they are feeling and provide 
transitions support to leavers, stayers, and arrivers.

The idea that we are all connected and that we 
have a responsibility to take care of each other is a 
beautiful one and is certainly worth developing in 
our students. In order for us to see this to fruition we 
cannot assume that these connections just happen 
on their own nor can we assume that our students 
have the skillsets to form these connections. Yet when 
we support our students in learning how to increase 
connectedness, the opportunities for “courageous 
action,” “selfless leadership,” and indeed “making 
the word a better place” are boundless. 

Ellen Mahoney is the founder of Sea Change 
Mentoring and an alumna of Singapore American 
School and the International School of Sacred Heart 
in Tokyo. Prior to launching Sea Change Mentoring, 
she developed the mentor management and 
quality programmeming policies and procedures 
for iMentor, a leading youth mentoring programme 
recognised by President Obama for its excellence 
and innovation. In 2008, she was awarded a City 
Council Citation for her work in the youth mentoring 
field. She is a co-founding board member of Safe 
Passage Across Networks (SPAN), which facilitates 
the establishment of programmes that address the 
challenges of mobility across networks of schools. 
Ellen resides in San Francisco, California.
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ENGAGING WITH  
DIFFERENCE: FINDING 
WAYS FORWARD  
 
NICHOLAS ALCHIN 
HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 
UNITED WORLD COLLEGE OF SOUTH EAST ASIA

My wife did karate at school; and it was a mixed 
gender club - which was then considered progressive.   
The instructors made a point of promoting gender 
equality, and with all the authority of a fourth 
dan, Sensei confidently declared in a deep voice 
there’s no place for sexism in the dojo.  He glared 
challengingly at the boys, smiled sympathetically 
at the girls and righteously affirmed that girls and 
boys can both do karate, and some girls are actually 
quite good at it.

You could see that as hypocrisy, and laugh, but 
Sensei was trying to be inclusive, perhaps to engage 
with a gender different to the one he was used to 
teaching ; he had his heart in the right place.   But the 
outcome was not perfect; and there is something 
important here about the difference between 
Sensei’s values and behaviours.  Let me refer to this 
phenomenon - the difference between our values 
and behaviours -  as the voice of sensei.  It turns out 

that Sensei can be heard often, and sometimes in 
far grander arenas. 

The American Declaration of Independence 1776: 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

Noble sentiment, for sure - but note that it 
privileges men over other genders (note the plural 
- I will return to that later); arguably it privileges 
religious over secular beliefs; and is perhaps based 
on an individualistic rather an collectivist approach 
to society.  And we know that George Washington, 
Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin and other 
Founding Fathers owned slaves - who patently 
did not have the right to Liberty, the pursuit of 
happiness, or in many cases, life.  Not so different 
from Sensei, perhaps.

Closer to home, temporally or geographically, it is 
not hard to see similar things at work - we can see 
the plight of the Rohingya people in Myanmar, or 
the Syrian refugees in Europe; or in any country 
where one ethnicity/race/gender/whatever gets 
treated in ways that would be roundly condemned 
if anyone actually proposed them; and which run 
contrary to espoused values.  
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And we can take a hard look at our schools and 
institutions that often claim to encourage diversity 
and inclusion, while are at the same time out of 
reach of the vast majority of people even in rich 
countries; and that cater to diversity of passport 
rather than diversity of character, or diversity of 
academic ability.  Are our schools speaking with the 
voice of sensei? 

One could see these examples as simply 
unremarkable instances of the inevitable clash of 
principles and pragmatism; the necessary result 
of compromise.  Perhaps in the long view, there 
is progress and the tensions will be resolved.  
Martin Luther King’s quote the moral arc of the 
Universe is long, but it bends towards justice 
seems to foreshadow the data from Stephen 
Pinker and others that suggest that we really are 
making moral progress; that moral circles are, 
around the world, increasingly wide - and that 
engagement with difference (whether through 
trade, cosmopolitanism, feminism or other factors, 
as Pinker argues) has been a big part of that.  

So in this view, we are on the right path and the 
contradictions and tensions are just part of the 
journey.  It would be nice to think so, but of course 
nothing in the future is guaranteed, and as they 
say, past performance does not guarantee future 
returns.  All hard-won gains could be undone in 
future; and that is why engaging with difference 
remains as important as ever.

I have started with this rather broad view of some 
issues because notions of diversity are embedded 
within broader social and political movements.  If 
we want deeper, broader, better engagement in our 
educational sphere, then we need to recognise the 
extent of the broader narrative that influences and 
shape our institutions.  And only then can we hope 
to avoid the  voice of Sensei, and avoid unwittingly 
undermining the very things we are seeking.  

The examples I have given, from the dojo to 
declaration of independence, from refugees to our 
own schools, point to the gap between actions and 
values; between the world we see and the world 
we want to see.  So far, so obvious - but let’s now 
conceptualise this gap between aspiration and 
reality not as a gap between different people, but to 

consider this gap in a single entity – a single person 
or a single institution.   If we seek new and inclusive 
ways of engaging with difference, we need to be 
aware of the gaps in our thinking.

Robert Dilts’ famous metaphor of the iceberg is 
useful here; Dilts argues that our  observable 
behaviours are like the tip of the iceberg -  the bit 
sticking out of the water - - and that these behaviours 
arise from the deeper structures underneath; our 
beliefs, values, assumptions, mission and identity. 
The usual thinking here is that the behaviours 
are the smaller part, the less important part; and 
actually wholly dependent on the ‘under the surface’ 
elements.    It’s a great metaphor; and it helps us 
to know that if we wish to change behaviours, we 
need to think hard about underlying values and 
assumption. 

In many cases, the upper and lower parts of the 
iceberg align.  For example, we know how important 
it is to support Mother Tongue in students; and we 
know what actions support this.  As we take these 
actions, students and teachers see their impact and 
likely value Mother Tongue more and more; and 
a virtuous circle is born.  So the upper and lower 
parts of the iceberg can align.
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But it’s not always like that; and that’s where Sensei 
comes in.  I intend to argue a very simple thesis; 
that we need to examine our icebergs for tensions 
and unspoken assumptions, and think carefully 
about the language of conversation with regard 
to iceberg issues. So I have three points grounded 
in specific real examples, so my analysis is not too 
free-floating (unlike the iceberg).

Firstly, I think it’s safe to say we all enjoy engaging 
with cultural differences; and perhaps our hearts 
sink a little when we go to what is for us an exotic 
location and find Starbucks or Burger King; we 
probably have the occasional lament about lack of 
diversity as ‘pure’ cultures become appropriated 
and diluted. We’d rather see different traditions 
preserved unsullied.

But wait a minute! The diverse world in this model 
is one that I do not want for myself!  I do not want to 
be limited to one culture with no additions  - I want 
multi-culture; pad thai one day; pasta the next; 
tapas the day after - washed down with Chilean 
wine, or Swedish beer (Ikea makes an excellent 
brew, I note with irony), while listening to a Chinese 
Operatic/Andean pan-pipe fusion.  If everyone were 
like me and also wanted this, everywhere would be 
culturally mongrel, and there would be no ‘pure’ or 
‘authentic’ national cuisine or music to dip into.  So 
it is clearly not true that I really want all cultures to 

retain their purity; or put more challengingly, what 
I really want, it seems, is for other people to be 
culturally monogamous so I can savour them with 
cosmopolitan promiscuity. This is not, I suspect, the 
image we have of ourselves.  It is certainly not a 
comfortable one.

So here we see preserving local cultures - an 
apparently laudable observable behaviour - at the 
tip of the iceberg.  But under the waterline the 
behaviour is revealed to have a basis we probably 
feel a little less happy about.  I suggest we have a 
moral imperative to seek some alignment here; we 
not should be satisfied when our actions and values 
or even our values and preferences are not aligned 
here.  Sensei’s voice is loud and clear here; in fact, 
it is our own.

There are plenty of other examples; the well-
intentioned recycling effort that has a net positive 
carbon footprint but that makes everyone feel 
good;  or the service projects that seek to help the 
disadvantaged but which actually patronise and 
disempower them; or rhetoric about making a 
difference while subtly or not-so-subtly appealing 
to the status quo; or schools having an implicit 
or explicit anti-capitalist message while they are 
actually enabled by and created by, and arguably 
servants of globalisation.    

We can all find such cases in our own contexts, if we 
are honest with ourselves and prepared to confront 
hard questions.  There is no simple answer here; if 
there were we would have found it already.  And 
that is my point; that engaging with difference is 
problematic and internally inconsistent - which 
is why it is so important, of course and why it is 
worthy of intense study.  So that’s my first issue; the 
internal contradictions of engaging with difference 
may be worthy of explicit attention.

My second point  starts by thinking about jokes.  
Slovenian Philosopher Slavoj Žižek observes about 
humour based on ethnic stereotypes in the former 
Yugoslavia:  “There were obscene, vulgar jokes 
about how each nation was identified in Yugoslavia 
with a certain characteristic”’, he says. ‘We Slovenes 
were misers, the Croats nationalist, the Bosnians 
sexually obsessed but stupid, Montenegrins lazy, the 
Macedonians thieves.” Žižek’s claims is that this 



showed, not that people really hated each other, 
but that they were comfortable enough with 
differences to joke about them.  He goes on to 
say... “With the rise of true tensions in the early 80s, 
these jokes disappeared. This was the best signal that 
something was really wrong”.  I am not sure that I 
agree with Žižek (pictured)  - I don’t really like ethnic 
based jokes -  but there is something important 
here.

So let me ask: Did you hear the one about the Muslim 
man, the Christian woman, and the transgender 

Jew out for a night in Bangkok?  No, nor did I.   
Perhaps at this point in world events such jokes are 
unwelcome, and you’ll be glad to know I do not plan 
on telling you the punchline.   But perhaps “it’s not a 
laughing matter” is not a good sign.  Perhaps here, 
Sensei is silent when he should be laughing, and he 
has lost his voice when he most needs it.  Perhaps 
Sensei need better tools for talking.

So let’s broaden the point from jokes to 
conversations, and take the 2015 terror attacks 
in Paris and Beirut as examples.   There are 
two obvious aspects - one is the tragic events 
themselves; their causes and possible long-term 
consequences. The other is the unbalanced global 
media attention; which in some conversations 
became the story as much as anything. Arguing that 
media attention should be roughly in proportion to 
importance of event, and that all lives are equal 

in value, I recall some focussed on what they see 
as the hypocrisy of western media agencies and 
governments who routinely seem to prioritise the 
lives of some nations over those of others.  Both 
of these aspects are important and worthy of deep 
and critical examination in their own right, and in 
many places  - such as our own institutions I hope 
-  conversations on these topics do happen as a 
matter of course.

I have, however, noticed that in group discussions, 
the aspects sometimes seem to be in tension, and 
sometimes for some students, focussing on one 
seems to preclude the other. At its worst, those 
focussing on the tragedy in Paris see anyone 
focussing on media as cold-hearted, and those 
focussing on media see the silence on Beirut as a 
result of partisan and unfair - perhaps even racist 
- attitudes.  

What’s been interesting to see is the motivations, 
the deep-icebergs of those who took different views. 
What emerged in one debate was that for some, 
empathy and compassion were driving the focus 
on the country they felt connected to; for others, 
a empathy and a sense of justice for unknown 
victims around the world was driving them to look 
more broadly.  In terms of our iceberg, the visible 
behaviours were different, and in fact they were 
leading to some animosity and conflict.  But the 
underlying values on both sides were the same; 
both sides were driven by empathy and sought 
justice; the difference was really in the scope and 
focus. The important parts of the iceberg were the 
same; and there was far more in common between 
apparently opposed groups than there appeared 
to be.   I think this is the case more often than we 
know.  Politically, for example, both left and right 
often want the same thing; both care about their 
people but differ on what actions matter.  It does 
not help to demonise either side, as we so often see 
around the world. 

So what does this mean for finding ways forward?  
Well, let’s affirm that it is often through conversation 
that ideas develop; that conversation can swing the 
pendulum of thought and scaffold engagement with 
difference.   But there is also something here about 
explicit attention to specific tools of conversation, 
about analysing and deepening conversations and 
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moving them from from but to and, especially for 
difficult, multi-faceted, highly emotional topics.   The 
power of Visible Thinking and the power of specific 
structured protocols is important here.  I would 
propose further attention to what we know about 
deepening conversations between individuals and 
groups (and it is a lot, really, a lot - for example the 
extensive and influential works of Art Costa, Bob 
Garmston et al).   So that’s my second point - a focus 
on tools for conversation might be helpful.

My third point may be seen as a little off-beat; 
because it has not featured over these few days.   
But I suggest that it should have done, because it is 
an idea whose time has come, on the global stage.   
Rather than name the issue immediately, let me 
first give some context.

The trajectory of engaging with difference over 
the centuries is very positive.  From necessarily 
parochial outlooks millennia ago (perhaps family, 
clan or village based), there now exists in many 
places (not all, I know) a global outlook whereby 
humans can feel genuine solidarity with members 
of other nations and races.  I was recently 
corresponding with a Nepalese teacher, in Nepal, 
who had never left her country, and I realised I had 
more in common with her that I did most of the 
people I grew up with (that saddened me a little, 
though on balance, it’s probably a good thing.  The 
world has come a long way; but there is a cost as 
well as benefit there).  In many places (again, not 
all I know), the intellectual battles against sexism, 
racism, slavery are all won. While social changes 
will take decades and there is a long way to go; I 
believe we can be confident that our schools and 
universities are on the right path here.  

But there is a further issue here that needs our 
attention in I think.  It’s that of gender.  I was 
surprised to read that Germany, India, Australia, 
Nepal, Bangladesh, New Zealand, Pakistan and 
Malta are offering a third gender option on official 
forms (apparently several other countries are set to 
follow suit).  I was thinking about what that might 
mean for my school, with students from those 
countries, and I was also surprised at my surprise, 
and have been pondering the stranglehold that 
binary gender categories have on our society and 
on our thinking. 

So here I am not talking about gender issues to 
mean feminism or gay rights.  I am talking about the 
very categories of gender.  Dividing the world up 
into distinct categories of male and female seems 
so obvious; the division is ingrained into our social 
structures in so many ways – from our language, to 
our registration documents, to the ways we dress, 
to the ways we behave, where we go and what we 
say.   It seems almost foolish to question it. But the 
same could have been said of slavery or religious 
or racial discrimination in the past – so the fact 
that it’s difficult to think about, and raises all sorts 
of uncomfortable issues, does not mean that we 
should shy away from it.  On the contrary, it makes 
it all the more important.

Women’s movements and gay rights movements 
across the world have been at the vanguard of 
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broadening society’s thinking in many admirable 
ways.  But while there have been some remarkable 
successes in some parts of the world,  these 
movements have yet to challenge the actual 
established gender categories. The increasingly 
mainstream but still emerging LBGTQ+ movement 
does precisely that, and seems to be coming of age 
this decade.  There are biological, social and ethical 
reasons emerging that suggest it may be time to 
think of gender less as two distinct poles, and more 
as a continuum between the poles – thus opening 
up more possibilities for intermediate positions 
and for individuals to move over time.

It’s pretty clear to me that this may challenges 
us deep in our icebergs, but the analogy with the 
abolition of slavery (against which many argued 
at the time) seems powerful to me.  I think we 
should consider seriously the possibility that 
gender similarities significantly outweigh gender 
differences  and that gender is as poor a category 
as skin colour.  We should use it when appropriate, 
of course - but that may be, probably is quite rarely 
- because like using skin-colour, the costs of over-
use are very significant.  If, therefore, we can avoid 
the rigid binary thinking of Men are from Mars, 
Women are from Venus we will all benefit.   

I would not want, however, to propose supporting 
the LGBTQ+ movement purely on pragmatic 
grounds (and of course, the emerging movement is 
hardly monolithic itself - there are many competing 
elements within it).  Whatever the proportion of 
people currently alienated as they do not fit into the 
standard gender categories (and we do not know; 
that’s the whole point), it’s 100% encompassing, 
as a movement.  We need to support the LGBTQ+ 
movement not just because it makes sense 
intellectually -  but also because it’s the decent thing 
to do.  Engaging with different gender identities is 
the natural evolution of feminism and gay-rights; 
and that’s why there is substantial legislation 
momentum for this across some parts of the world.  
I believe we will see significant changes over coming 
years.   I am not sure how it fits into what Sensei 
would say; as this thinking may actually cut across 
our gender categories, rather than simply require 
that we re-value them in any particular way.  Sensei 
may be lost for words; this is deep iceberg stuff.  

This is an idea whose time has come.  Let’s name it 
and identify it and as institutions, and engage with 
this difference, with this historically marginalised 
group.

My three cases all point to the complexity of what 
we are trying to do, and I have addressed matters 
fairly abstractly so far.  But there is a pressing 
reality for us all: what should be actually do?  Or 
more bluntly, so what? Let me close, therefore, by 
looking back, for a moment, to poor old Sensei, 
trying to do the right thing in his dojo.   How do we 
avoid being Sensei - unwittingly unable to take the 
step he wants to? 

There is no answer to that question I can give.  So 
I will close with a few questions to ponder that are 
more action-based than philosophical in outlook.

IN RELATION TO THE INTERNAL TENSIONS OF 
DIVERSITY:

•  What’s the best way to define, even as a basic 
start, diversity of staff? By teaching style?  By 
experience?  By gender?  By sexuality?  By age?  
By religion?  By skin colour?  By nationality?  Do 
schools have positions on this?  Is it discussed?

• How do we address the fact that our schools are 
enabled by and enablers of globalisation, that 
double-edged sword that does harm as well 
as good?    Do conceptions of Social Enterprise 
provide a way to address this tension?  Can 
we embed this in our taught curriculum, thus 
legitimising and emphasising it?

• How do we square the values-driven nature of 
education with the high-stakes outcomes of 
SATS, IB and College Entrance?  Is that on our 
strategic plans?  Or do we just talk about it every 
year but actually not do anything about it? 

• Are we intentional enough about our 
expectations, protocols and norms regarding 
conversations?  What structures can we 
employ, school wide, for staff and students, to 
ensure that differences between two parties 
are the start of engaged dialogue that leads to 
deepened understanding, and not entrenched 
opposition?
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• What’s next for us, in our schools if we are to 
move on LGBTQ+ issues?  What will our student, 
parent, local and international colleagues be 
open to?  Are we prepared to push the envelope 
here?  If not us, then who?  If not now, then 
when?

I am a great believer in the broader, somewhat 
philosophical issues about engaging with difference 
that have been the theme here; but ultimately, it is 
only practical, action-oriented thinking that will find 
a way forward.
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ASSESSING STUDENT 
LEARNING FROM 
COMMUNITY INITIATIVES  
 
PILAR FERNÁNDEZ & IRENE DE LA FUENTE 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF LONDON QATAR

This paper is the result of years of working in 
international schools with students on community 
projects, but mainly the work carried out at 
the International School of London Qatar. The 
implementation and assessment of the projects are 
the key focal points of the article. 

The basic proposal was presented during the 2017 
Teaching and Learning Forum in Qatar, under 
the auspice of the Qatar Foundation. Additional 
resoruces are also available at the end of this article. 

The adoption of a series of levels of assessment is 
proposed and is extremely valuable and simple to 
use. It will enable coaches and educators, as well as 
students, to recognise the improvement in learning 
when working on community initiatives as related 
to the requirements of the IB programme. The 
assessment structure is applicable across the whole 
Primary and Secondary levels, i.e. - Action in the 
Primary Years Programme (PYP), Service as Action in 

the Middle Years Programme, (MYP) and Service in 
the Diploma Programme (DP).

This paper will not consider related community-
minded concepts such as citizenship, global 
citizenship, international mindedness or service 
learning. These concepts are the outcome of students’ 
active participation in community initiatives, and 
there is a wealth of literature already available in this 
area. The focus here will be on the process involved 
in implementing successful community initiatives, 
and how that can be assessed. Inspired by Wells’ 
reflections about the attributes presented through 
the IB learner profile (Wells, 2017), it is extremely 
important to know the extent to which schools track 
the student’s success in carrying out community 
initiatives; it is a way to measure the development 
of attributes, values, dispositions and characteristics 
among students from a holistic point of view.  

The purpose of this paper is to consider, how to 
ensure that students learn, and have the opportunity 
to master, the art of being an active member of a 
global community through the community initiatives 
they choose to be part of. This study is based on 
experiences while working as a project coach or 
coordinator for CAS (Creativity, Activity, Service), C&S 
(Community and Service), SA (Service as Action) and 
GCCA (Global Citizenship Community Action) where 
an estimate of 3000 students were followed while 
working in different parts of the world (mainly the 
Middle East and Latin America).
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The findings are primarily based on recorded 
participation, student reflections and interviews. 
These particular criteria are very limited and limiting 
as:

• Participation is not an indication of student 
learning. 

• When writing reflections, students tend to 
describe the project, which they usually identify 
as an activity, as opposed to reflecting deeply 
on the learning process. 

• Interviews have the potential to be the most 
revealing. 

Assessment based on these three criteria often lead 
to mediocre participation with students considering 
community initiatives boring and with little appeal.

True learning occurs when there is motivation 
or initiation of a project from the student. These 
encourage him to create a project, or plan or modify 
an existing one, so that the student becomes the 
agent of motivation to others and a true activist.

The following stages have been identified in the 
assessment of student learning through community 
initiatives and students’ growth as global citizens, or 
in their international mindedness:

Level 1. Identification of the problem by constant 
observation, pointing out the problem or suffering 
from it or because of it. 

This particular level has been observed in students 
from the PYP. MYP and DP students in general 
may identify the problem but will not necessarily 
demonstrate empathy conducive to action.

LEVEL 2. DEMONSTRATION OF EMPATHY

Demonstrating empathy, the ability to identify with 
those suffering or in need, does not in itself produce 
any action to alleviate the suffering of others. While 
at this level students can choose to participate 
in small projects in response to their feelings of 
empathy. PYP students usually demonstrate levels 1 
and 2 at the same time.

Examples of this particular level are projects like 
helping students who were bullied, the ‘one card, 
one smile’ card production, or the ‘hero’ booklet, just 
to name a few.

LEVEL 3. GETTING INVOLVED AS A BYSTANDER

Students may be interested in participating in a 
project, but just as bystanders when they decided to 
accompany their friends during a field trip or when 
their friends are collaborating with a specific task.

For example, they might like to attend a beach 
cleaning trip or accompany their friends to deliver 
food or help out packing lunches for workers.

LEVEL 4. GETTING INVOLVED AS A 
PARTICIPANT

Some students get interested in a particular project 
because they have attended several meetings, or 
have worked for a community initiative, but there is 
no real commitment as the student is not a regular 
participant in the project.

For example, they might attend several field trips 
and enjoy the activity, or they might attend planning 
meetings and become interested in the project, but 
take no further action. This usually happens once a 
project has started and it is already in progress.

LEVEL 5. GETTING INVOLVED AS A REGULAR 
PARTICIPANT

Once students have identified the project as 
something of interest, their participation becomes 
regular; they become familiar with the project and 
eventually feel compelled to contribute with more 
than their presence. Discussions and reflections 
take place during the regular participation of the 
students. Ideas, innovations, options come to light 
and students get interested in continuing with their 
participation on a regular basis.

For example, students participating in regular visits 
to a programme delivering food for workers in the 
local community, become regular members of the 
group delivering the food, and contributing with 
ideas to improve the initiative and reorganise it. 
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LEVEL 6. PROPOSING CHANGES TO THE 
PROCESS

Once regular participation is established, students 
start giving ideas, promoting the project, organising 
events and inviting others to join the projects.

For example, students participating on a regular 
basis in an animal shelter visit, might start the visits 
on their own, with their family or with other students.

LEVEL 7. PLANNING AND DEVELOPING A NEW 
APPROACH

Students whose participation is made on a regular 
basis, will start planning on their own, with their 
peers or their families. They will bring innovation 
and expand the project.

For example, students involved in the planting of a 
garden, might start organising cleaning, weeding, 
adding other plants, taking other students to help, 
advertising, fundraising, visiting other schools, 
inviting other schools, among other options for the 
project.

LEVEL 8. COMING UP WITH OWN PLAN AND 
IDEAS ON HOW TO SOLVE THE ISSUE

Once this level is reached students organise their 
own meetings, inviting adults occasionally, just to 
be sure their project is on the right track, or to ask 
for links with the community or within the school.  It 
needs to be said this is not a level only achieved in the 
middle years or the diploma; many of the projects 
which reach this stage have come from primary. 
These students need a bit more coaching, but their 
projects were very good and made a difference in 
the community. PYP students’ projects addressed 
real issues in the school community and were 
indicative of a real desire to change the community 
or to alleviate the need. Younger students are well 
able to address real issues in the school community 
and show a genuine desire to change the community 
or to alleviate the need. 

As a general observation, a small percentage of 
students achieve this stage or level, unless they are 
positively mentored. 

For example, a group of secondary students (MYP 
students), decides to work for the school community 
as they have realised the students’ real interests are 
not addressed by any community initiative and they 
would like to work towards a solution to this issue. 
This group organises itself, utilises social media, 
arranges meetings with students, and designs 
information surveys to achieve their goals. Their 
work has produced real products to be account for. 
Along the way, they evaluated and modified the 
products of their project.

In the primary school, students come up with great 
projects to help the community. Their creativity and 
willingness to work, and their energy, help in putting 
together great projects with great outcomes. Some 
of these projects have served as models for students 
in higher grades like the flea markets and the charity 
concerts. 

LEVEL 9. PUTTING THE PROJECT IN MOTION, 
INVOLVING OTHERS AND BECOMING A REAL 
ACTIVIST

This is the step where the highest level of learning 
is achieved, and is the stage at which students 
become true activists. This level of achievement is 
only reached by a few students. These are the true 
leaders, the true activists and altruists, willing to 
put time and resources into the development of 
their community project. This does not mean they 
are going to sacrifice themselves for the good of the 
community. What it means is that these students 
have decided to be the activists, the ones whose 
ideas and interest are pushed forward in the project. 
They are the students who organised the project 
and made sure that it moves in the direction of the 
outcome they had envisioned.

To ensure students reach higher levels of learning 
(from level 7 till 9), the role of adults, teachers, 
coaches, administrators and parents is extremely 
important. The old adage “your children will follow 
your example, not your advice” gives us a framework  
which cannot be ignored or dismissed. If we would 
like our students to be contributing and to be 
contributors in the community, we need to be that 
ourselves. 
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The levels of achievement proposed in this paper are 
intended to provide educators involved in coaching 
or supervising students in community initiatives 
with an easy way to assess student learning and 
progress. This way of assessing student involvement 
will eliminate subjectivity and the use of other tools, 
for example reflections, attendance and simple 
documentation (pictures, applications, letters, 
diplomas, etc.) to evaluate students. 

This type of assessment can be beneficial when 
considering the learning of students along the IB 
continuum (action, service as action, and the service 
component of CAS in the IB system) or in any other 
curriculum, where social involvement, civics and 
citizenship is contemplated and is considered a very 
important part of the learning and development of 
students. 
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AN UNCONVENTIONAL 
PARTNERSHIP 
 
LIEKE BURGHOUT 
HEAD OF PHYSICAL HEALTH EDUCATION 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF DUSSELDORF

You might find it difficult to believe that two 
people from seemingly opposite and unconnected 
departments in a school share a common 
understanding on an issue that normally keeps 
them miles apart. On the one hand, a Librarian, who 
promotes a community-wide love for reading and 
information literacy and on the other hand, a Physical 
Education teacher, who advocates for the community 
to become more active. In 2015, Stuart Crouch, the 
Senior School Librarian at the International School 
of Dusseldorf, instigated a Professional Learning 
Community (PLC) in collaboration with the Physical 
Health Education Department. 

Through this one year project, the Library expanded 
its range of resources for Physical Health Education 
and Sport Exercise and Health Science. It turned 
out that this PLC was just a stepping stone for more 
innovative work to come. After successfully finishing 
the initial collaboration, Stuart and the Head of 
the Physical Health department, Lieke Burghout-
Lemmers, decided to continue the partnership and 
to work together on an innovative project.

The project, Action Backpacks, found its origin on 
Twitter where Physical Education teachers from 
around the world share their ideas on how to 
gain more interest for physical activity within their 
community. Lieke used these ideas as a springboard 
to delve further into the possibilities of creating a 
resource that would allow for literacy to be taken to 
a whole different level. To support innovative ideas, 
the International School of Dusseldorf offers Faculty 
Innovation in Learning Grants.

In our case, this grant enabled us to use our time on 
research, the creation of backpacks, and the purchase 
of different materials used for the backpacks. The 
backpacks provide the school community with books 
and articles, which are theme-related. For example, 
the first Backpack that was created was built around 
the theme  juggling. When this backpack is borrowed 
from the library, students can read books and articles 
about why juggling is important for the development 
of their coordination. 

They can read about the different skill levels 
required and through the use of QR codes they 
are shown how to juggle. And if that is not enough, 
juggling materials are to be found in the Backpack: 
balls and scarves don’t have to be purchased, as they 
are provided. This helps families try new activities 
without needing to spend lots of money on the 
purchase of equipment and materials. They can give 
the activities a try and decide for themselves if this 
is worth their future investment. Other backpack 
themes are skateboarding, mindfulness, balance, 
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world-games and nutrition. And this is just the start.

It is our intention that through these Backpacks the 
entire community (students, parents, and teachers) 
will be engaged in lifelong learning and reading and 
try out new skills and activities. Through positive 
role-modeling, parents in the community can be 
a great example of how they approach their own 
physical literacy journey. But remember: this 
journey has no final destination. Families will start 
on a physical journey using the backpacks, moving 
from one aspect of physical movement to the next. 
The journey never ends.

It is our dream to see these backpacks travel the 
world. Or that these backpacks will change the 
way students play and interact on the playground. 
A future development is to explore the possibility 
of rolling these backpacks out to the Library of 
our Elementary School. And through our online 
presence, this idea will hopefully reach our global-
minded colleagues who might love to start their own 
unlikely collaboration, leading to innovative ideas! 
We look forward to hearing from you.

Follow @MrStuartCrouch and @MrsLieke to stay up-
to-date with the latest news on the Action Backpack.

 
Lieke Burghout Lemmers is the Head of the Physical 
Health Education department at the International 
School of Dusseldorf, the chairperson for the ECIS 
Physical Education Special Interest Group.

Stuart Crouch is the Head of Senior School Libraries 
at the International School of Dusseldorf, a team 
leader on the new IB Communities website, and an 
education moderator for the Follett Community.
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MORE THAN FOOD  
AND FESTIVALS 
 
MARK PARKINSON 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER, TENBY EDUCARE 
MALAYSIA

There has probably rarely been a time when the 
emphasis given to ‘International Mindedness’ in 
International Schools has come in to focus as 
more necessary or more pressing as a concept to 
be imbibed and understood. To start – we need to 
be really clear what international mindedness and 
its promotion in schools is not – and that is frocks, 
food and festivals.

You cannot say because you celebrate different 
religious and ethnic festivals, give children the 
opportunity to dress up and to try different foods 
then you have done what is needed to promulgate 
international mindedness. It’s also not about 
some ambiguous claims about everyone being the 
same. Rather, the person who has international 
mindedness doesn’t stereotype people and is 
mindful and reflective of the prejudices they 
might have at an unconscious level. That can be 
an uncomfortable reflection at times. it’s not even 
about just simply being aware of diversity, but 
actually welcoming it, relishing it and seeing it as a 
positive.

International mindedness comes from a position 
of empathy, compassion and curiosity before 
doubt and cynicism. People who think this way 
acknowledge that whilst different people have 
different life experiences, perceptions and 
experiences, we are all connected. Some make 
the mistake of fearing that being internationally 
minded somehow means giving up something of 
who and what one is.

In fact, there is no lessening of pride or connection 
with one’s own culture and origins. Retaining 
rootedness is an important aspect of identity and 
nobody is really advocating that everyone should 
consider themselves absorbed in to a single mass 
or entity that is humanity, devoid of customs, 
tradition, history or heritage. The internationally 
minded person, because they feel connected, cares 
and considers that what happens to all people, 
anywhere in the world, matters to them. When 
thinking about politics, major world events, the 
inter-relationship between countries, climate issues 
etc. there is a need to think in inter-connected 
terms.

It is no longer effective in an internationally 
shrunken world (through travel and the internet) to 
confine one’s caring and attention to what happens 
in your own backyard. The greater the spread of 
international mindedness, the greater the benefits 
for all humans everywhere. International Schools 
can play a significant part in this, but leadership 
and teachers have to acknowledge that it’s a long 
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road that requires unwavering commitment and 
the willingness to be a learning organisation, to 
introspect and reflect and to be self-critical when 
necessary.

In schools it starts with the vision, mission and 
values – the guiding statements and the extent to 
which they are lived, embodied in the day to day 
life of the school and especially in managerial 
practices, leadership and governance. There’s a 
continual need to assess the curriculum (both overt 
and covert) and syllabus delivery to determine the 
extent to which it embodies and furthers the core 
messages of inter-dependence and international 
mindedness. As much as possible, children should 
have the opportunity to learn languages other 
than their own as this is a significant bridge to 
international communication and understanding.

The importance of the element of caring is best 
served by promoting service learning as a key 
part of school life. This goes well beyond simply 
raising funds, but leads to full engagement with 
peoples whose life experiences are vastly different 
to those of the students.I’m thoroughly convinced 
by the merits and value of promoting international 
mindedness through international schools.

However, it’s vital that, in age appropriate ways it 
goes well beyond the superficial, the shallow and 
tokenism to enable box ticking. It must be a lived, 
fundamental part of the ethos of a school that can 
be sensed through all aspects of the life of the 
school and its pupils.

Mark Parkinson has been CEO of the Tenby Schools 
Group since May 2016.  It comprises of six schools 
across Malaysia (Penang, Ipoh, Setia Eco Park, 
Semenyih, Johor Bahru and Miri) with a seventh to 
open in September 2018 in Tropicana Aman, KL. 
There are over 500 teachers, 700+ total employees. 
Of these, around 100 are expats, the remainder 
locals. From 2012 to 2016 he was involved as 
Executive director in setting up two new schools – 
one in Sharjah, UAE and one in India. From 2007 to 
2012 he was Director of the Shri Ram Schools, India. 
The schools were ranked number one day school 
in 2008, 2010 and 2011 in independent surveys. He 
grew the schools group from 2,800 to 4,500 pupils 
over 5 years.
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PROMOTING 
INTERNATIONAL 
MINDEDNESS IN 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS 
 
 
  
 

Students in today’s international schools, growing 
up to be global leaders of the future, will require a 
remarkable insight into people and cultures across 
the world, and an unprecedented concern for the 
well-being of the world community. Around the world, 
many educational systems are gearing themselves 
toward catering to a greater global consciousness. 
The United Nations has put sustainability education 
in the forefront of its quest to achieve its Sustainable 
Development Goals. International schools represent 
a phenomenon that is able to take the lead in 
setting an example to educate students toward 
international-mindedness, through an education 
that reduces ethnocentrism, increases knowledge 
of other cultures, identifies with the condition of 
people across the spectrum of society, and promotes 
a concern for global environmental issues.

International-mindedness is a view of the world in 
which people see themselves connected to the global 

community and assume a sense of responsibility to its 
members. It is an awareness of the interrelatedness 
of all nations and peoples, and a recognition of the 
complexity of these relationships. Internationally-
minded people appreciate and value the diversity 
of cultures in the world and make an effort to learn 
more about them. They exhibit personal concern for 
people all around the world, and this manifests itself 
in a sense of moral responsibility to other people, 
and a commitment to the values of a community. 
They are aware of the long-term consequences of 
human behavior on the environment and on global 
society. 

If parents, teachers and others involved in the 
educational process aim to educate students toward 
an internationally-minded approach to life, then we 
need to develop a more sophisticated view of what 
is going on in schools to support the process. By 
exploring the various dimensions of schools that 
may contribute toward promoting international-
mindedness, the concept of educating toward this 
purpose will be clearer for other schools aiming 
to achieve such a goal. It will highlight attitudes 
of students related to their sense of connection 
to, interest in, and responsibility for, the global 
community and the behaviors associated with this 
perspective, thus directing toward the affective 
change that might result from practices in the 
classroom and the broader school environment. 
This, in turn, will challenge schools to reconsider how 
they cater to and recognise international learning. 

DR. G. CHRIS MULLER 
CONSULTANT, INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION
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In the words of Bill Gates, founder of Microsoft, “I 
do think the 21st century is about a more global view. 
Where you don’t just think, yes my country is doing well, 
but you think about the world at large”.

The following are selective aspects that require focus 
in a school striving to educate students towards 
international mindedness and global citizenship.

SCHOOL PHILOSOPHY AND VALUES

An explicit and shared set of values, one that 
clarifies the context in which a school operates and 
subsequently sets out an appropriate vision, gives 
a framework from which all community members 
can receive guidance for their action. This is true for 
any school, but in international schools the desire to 
impart an ethic for the future of an interconnected 
global society adds a unique element and must be 
reflected in practice. Missions and values are ethical 
statements, and if they are carried out in practice, the 
school is living up to the ethical standards that are 
essential to an education promoting international-
mindedness.

GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

A commitment by management and boards of 
international schools to the practical and philosophical 
demands of this particular type of education, is 
critical to the success of its mission. This includes 
understanding of issues that transcend nationality, 
the priorities of other cultures, and the recognition 
of the reality of living in an interdependent world.

CURRICULUM

The process of encouraging international-
mindedness requires a consciously constructed 
curriculum that guides teachers and students toward 
using the resources and diverse cultures at hand 
appropriately. The school philosophy must carry 
through into curriculum construction, assessment, 
standards and benchmarks, to reflect international 
and multi-cultural perspectives.

SCHOOL COMMUNITY

The cultural diversity of the school community needs 
to be explored, incorporated and celebrated at every 

opportunity. This means that students grow up in a 
setting where cultural diversity is the norm. Creating 
a school culture to reflect this norm is therefore 
critical. A school’s involvement in the broader 
community has two dimensions. First, a school 
catering to a transient and diverse community needs 
to be a facility that gives opportunities and provides 
facilities for students and their families to interact 
on a level beyond the classroom. Second, the school 
needs to pave the way for students to discover and 
interact with the local host community, as well as 
share their personal cultural values.

FAMILIES IN TRANSITION

Schools need to recognise the significance of the 
phenomenon of families in transition. Proactive 
support and access to resources for transient students 
and their families (on arrival and departure), and an 
understanding of the concept of Third Culture Kids, is 
vital in the promotion of international-mindedness.

ENVIRONMENTAL ACTION

Awareness of global environmental issues can be 
tackled in many different contexts. A school taking 
an active lead in promoting environmentally friendly 
practices with student involvement, is planting seeds 
for future awareness and action. How much water 
are we consuming, how much paper are we using? 
Is the paper we buy recycled? What impact does our 
consumption have on global supplies? These are 
questions to which the students should be seeking 
answers, and broader statistics with which they 
should be familiar.

LINGUISTIC FLUENCY

Language learning is a tool to overcome cultural 
barriers. While languages offered in schools 
are usually market-driven, exposure to multiple 
languages can be incorporated into the programme 
and curriculum in many creative ways.

SERVICE LEARNING

A structured and diverse service learning programme 
in schools develops empathy with the human 
condition and steers students away from a path of 
economic superiority and elitism. It leads to critical 
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awareness and analytical discourse in all spheres of 
their academic pursuits.

TEACHING PRACTICE AND PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

Like in any educational institution, a successful 
programme relies upon a strong backbone of 
professional development for its staff. Programmes 
tailored to the philosophy of international 
education are becoming more readily available 
from organisations such as the IB, the Principals/
Teachers/Counselors Training Center (PTC, TTC, 
CTC) and many others. Teaching practice in schools 
promoting international-mindedness requires a solid 
understanding of multiculturalism, multilingualism, 
cultural characteristics, transition issues, and 
international curricula.

STUDENT LIFE

In fostering global awareness, schools need to create 
opportunities for students to explore their role and 
their understanding of global issues outside the 
classroom context. This can happen in the form of 
trips within the host city/country or internationally, 
as well as through targeted and relevant extra-
curricular offerings that promote leadership and an 
international consciousness.

It is through educational experiences that students 
can develop a sense of international-mindedness, 
which gives them the competence to exercise 
influence on problems facing their future and take 
leadership in building a sustainable world.

Dr. Chris Muller is an independent educational 
consultant focused on promoting international 
mindedness and global citizenship in the context of 
an international education. He also works as Adjunct 
Senior Lecturer for the Education University of Hong 
Kong. He originally hails from Namibia, but is now 
at home in Cape Town, South Africa. He studied at 
universities in South Africa and the U.S.A., completing 
his doctoral studies at Columbia University Teachers 
College in New York. Most recently, Dr. Muller 
was the Director of Bonn International School in 
Germany. Prior to Germany, he spent 5 years in 
Zambia as Director of the American International 
School of Lusaka. He has also served as Principal 
at the United Nations International School in New 
York, U.S.A., the American International School of 
Bucharest in Romania, and the International School 
of Tanganyika in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania. He also 
taught high school Mathematics and English at 
schools in London, Paris and Cape Town. He has 
served on many boards, including the Council of 
International Schools (CIS), the IB Heads Council, and 
the IB Regional Council.
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GLOBAL OUTREACH FROM 
AMERICA’S OLDEST SCHOOL 
 
RAJESH MUNDRA  
DIRECTOR, NISWARTH PROGRAMME

Niswarth is a flagship, global outreach programme of 
Phillips Academy Andover, the oldest incorporated 
high school in the United States.  Andover’s 1778 
Constitution charges the Academy to prepare “Youth 
from every quarter” to understand that “goodness 
without knowledge is weak…yet knowledge without 
goodness is dangerous.”  Niswarth (the Hindi 
translation for the Phillips Academy motto non sibi 
or “not for self”) is a service-learning, community 
based student programme that brings together 
people and ideas from across the globe.  

We now seek to expand the programme to other 
like-minded schools.  Our invitation is for educators 
and students to join our growing Niswarth network 
and collaborate on the pedagogy and framework 
that builds a kind of understanding that connects 
scholarship and friendship with field experience 
and internal reflection.  Together, we can share 
resources, develop high quality programmeming 
and track outcomes that represents the best of 
global experiential learning.   

The Tang Institute at Phillips Academy is dedicated 
to cultivating and sharing innovative ideas that 
center around a common inquiry:  How do we 
prepare students for an increasingly complex and 
interconnected world? Niswarth is a Learning in the 
World programme within the Tang Institute that 
annually partners Andover students and faculty 
with organisations in South Asia.  Since 2004, 
Niswarth has connected Andover students and 
faculty to Indian organisations like local NGOs such 
as Akanksha and Teach for India that collaborate 
with government schools, to private companies 
like Parthenon that focus on global education, to 
schools like the Riverside School who incorporate 
design thinking into projects that serve the needs 
of local communities.  

Many of our schools emphasise the development of 
global citizenship skills in our curricula.  While we 
can do much in our classrooms to help students to 
develop an understanding of the value of diversity 
and perspective-taking, we are often limited in 
some fundamental ways.  What’s happening in the 
real world?  What are the issues that people who 
are different from our school community face?  How 
do we apply what we know about the importance 
of diversity and perspective-taking in contexts and 
with collaborators who are new to us? During the 
two-week Niswarth programme, students work 
directly in partnership with students from local 
Indian organisations to address issues that impact 
both sets of students.  
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THE NISWARTH MODEL

The Niswarth model offers 
students from schools and local 
organisations the opportunity to 
question their assumptions, reflect 
on empathy and understanding, 
recognise our shared humanity, 
and learn about community 
development and global 
citizenship.  During the course of 
the programme, we have seen 
students develop sophisticated 
levels of empathy, compassion, 
and humility, and practice skills 
such as design thinking and 
understanding the needs of the 
user.  A writing curriculum that 
is a layered and iterative process 
including journals, free writes, blog 
posts, and short essays further 
helps students to process their 
personal journey by connecting 
their observations to their internal  
reflections and our group discussions.

This past summer, Andover students and faculty 
worked with two schools in Pune, India.  The 
Akanksha Foundation, one of the largest urban 
networks of private partnership schools in India, 
has been a Niswarth partner for many years, and 
this year we collaborated with two of their schools, 
Acharya Vinoba Bhave English Medium School 
(AVBS) and K.C. Thackeray Vidya Niketan (KCT).  In 
our ten days together, we surfaced, dissected, and 
discussed a common concern within each of our 
three schools, worked in four teams to understand 
specific issues within the two Indian schools, and 
then used a “Design for Change” methodology (feel, 
imagine, do, share) to respond accordingly.  All in 
10 days!

WORKING ON A COMMON CAUSE 

Specifically, through structured discussion and 
collaborative mapping, students determined that 
a common concern in all three schools (Andover, 
AVBS, KCT) was that some groups of people within 
their school have a strong desire to be heard and 
accepted - and were prevented from doing so.  
One team interviewed students, parents, staff, and 

administration, and learned that some students 
were facing mental health issues that were not 
being addressed in their school.  It was their desire 
to be accepted and heard.  A team of Andover, AVBS 
and KCT students developed a best case scenario 
for how they could respond to this request in our 
limited time and with limited resources.  They 
asked the principal if the school could hire another 
counselor.  Answer - no, not in the budget.  They 
asked the current counselor if she could work 
additional hours.  Answer - not possible with family 
obligations.  After further interviews, collective 
brainstorming, reflection and imagination, the team 
decided to ask if a peer counseling programme 
could be established.  Answer from the principal 
and the counselor - what a great idea!  This team 
then researched key elements of successful peer 
counseling programmes and presented a short 
syllabus so that the counselor could teach to a 
number of ninth grade students during the term.  

HOW DID WE GET HERE?  

We decided early on that deep and meaningful 
partnerships between our school and community 
organisations are central to both sides feeling 
invested and benefitting from the exchange.  Over 
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many years, it has been enriching, meaningful, 
and fun to have this symbiotic relationship with 
many organisations and the shared sense that we 
can contribute to each other’s missions.  Over the 
years, we have engaged many Andover faculty from 
various disciplines (Biology, English, Community 
Engagement, Dance, Religion/Philosophy) to 
participate and shape the programme. Each year, 
the curriculum and Niswarth experience reflect 
their unique academic and personal strengths.

Another key driver of the Niswarth programme is 
the desire to move away from travel programmes 
that seem more like cultural tourism, “feel good” 
experiences, and resume builders for high 
schoolers.  If we are using valuable resources to 
travel away from our campus, we want to introduce 
a type of teaching and learning that is not possible 
in our school community.  Bringing students face to 
face with different communities, and asking them 
to interrogate complex issues such as globalisation 
and privilege is challenging in our home classrooms. 
We want them to push beyond the familiar, and to 
be uncomfortable.  This kind of experience offers 
the potential for sustained introspection, moral 
growth, friendship, and academic learning.   

CREATING A LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

For this type of deep engagement to take place, 
a learning environment must have three core 
dimensions.  First, students need a type of cognitive 
and emotional schema to help them organise and 
make sense of new observations, thoughts, and 
feelings, especially in an unfamiliar environment.  
Second, there must be a praxis-inspired pedagogy 
and design thinking methodology that encourages 
ongoing action and reflection.  Finally, a focus on 
empathy, compassion and humility are core values 
of the programme.  In addition to the experience in 
the field, we also have a comprehensive orientation 
and consistent meetings post-programme during 
the school year.

WHAT STUDENTS REPORT, WHAT THEY ARE 
DOING

This year, at the end of our programme, we asked 
Andover students which themes stood out during the 
programme.  They responded - Joy of Togetherness, 

Inclusive Collaboration, Power of Small, Alignment 
of Head, Heart and Hand, and Small Acts of 
Kindness.  Months afterwards, students back on 
campus are reminded of these themes and have 
noted how their Niswarth experience continues to 
impact their behavior and mindset.  

They will also continue to practice the skills and 
frameworks that they learned during Niswarth, 
and to apply them in their home context.  They 
are taking on a Design for Change project within 
our community. Students are in the midst of 
observing behaviors, noting patterns, interviewing 
community members, and discussing what they 
are discovering.  We plan to use design thinking 
to imagine a response to a particular need and 
then implement our response.  We will share our 
results with the community as a part of our MLK Jr. 
Day set of campus workshops as well as with our 
collaborators at AVBS and KCT in Pune, India.

Our Indian partner students reported that during 
the programme their English speaking skills 
improved. Through partnering with Andover 
students, they had increased confidence to respond 
to local issues, to develop friendships with students 
outside their country, and an increased motivation 
to attend college, pursue meaningful activities and 
continue their education.  At the conclusion of the 
programme and in response to the prompt, “Now I 
know …”, Akanksha students responded: “that when 
you want to see change, it’s not the time which matters 
but the spirit and willingness to jump in and solve the 
problems”; “that to make changes we do not need much 
time and also we are capable of making a change in 
our society”; “Now I know how important empathy is 
in not only the classroom, but beyond. Empathy can 
solve lots of things”; “that love and friendship aren’t 
limited by time or culture.”

As educators, we strive to plant seeds opening up 
minds and hearts, and then wish for our students 
to find meaning and purpose in their lives. “This 
is the first time that I’ve started to think that maybe 
it’s about doing something because you believe in 
the good of your actions - not in the promise and 
satisfaction of the results.”  Arzu Singh, Niswarth ‘14.   
Niswarth has tapped into a type of learning that is 
lasting, sustainable and that has an ever-evolving 
impact on individuals and their communities.  
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“There was something unique and special about being 
fully immersed in that type of real-world learning 
environment. It wasn’t about grades, or other external 
incentives; instead, there was space and time to reflect 
on ‘the big questions,’ and to do so at what was such a 
formative time for all of us.  As a result of the trip, social 
entrepreneurship became one of my greatest passions. 
After Niswarth, I interned at Ashoka: Innovators for 
the Public in Washington D.C, joined social innovation 
initiatives at the University of North Carolina, and am 
still seeking our ways to find meaning and purpose in 
work. When I look back on my time at PA, Niswarth 
changed the way that I see the world quite unlike any 
other experience.” - Brandon Wong, Niswarth ‘11.

Phillips Academy’s constitution reads “…goodness 
without knowledge is weak… yet knowledge without 
goodness is dangerous.”  Other schools have similar 
language about educating the head and the heart, 
personal learning, and community involvement. 
In a world that is shifting quickly, we desperately 
need young people who are able to align their head, 
hearts, and hands together at least for some time.  
We must carry this goodness, knowledge, and action 
forward on our campuses, in local neighborhoods, 
and in communities around the world.  That is a 
challenge for all of us.  It is what our students need.  
This is the essence of Niswarth.  

OPPORTUNITY TO COLLABORATE

We are eager to share our comprehensive approach, 
invite a larger discussion among teachers and 
schools, and plan for programmeming in 2018.  We 
look forward to:

• Hearing about your own community-based 
experiential programmeming – let’s plan a group 
discussion and create a global database of 
interested schools and community partners.

• Working collaboratively to design experiential 
encounters that serve schools and communities. We 
plan to launch 3-5 Niswarth student programmes in 
2018. Is your school interested?

• Engaging interested educators and community 
organisations in a professional development 
workshop planned for March 2018.

If you or your colleagues are interested in further 
discussion and/or future programmeming, please 
contact Raj Mundra at niswarth@andover.edu

 
Rajesh Mundra is the director of the Niswarth 
Programme, a Learning in the World programme at 
Phillips Academy in Andover, MA (USA).  A global 
educator, he has also taught and held leadership 
positions in various schools in India, Kenya, 
Switzerland and the United States.  Currently, 
he is the Asst. Dean of Students, Instructor in 
Biology, and coaches football at Phillips Academy.  
At Andover, he creates and develops student 
leadership programmeming, organises conferences 
and workshops around student well-being, and 
aligns programmeming with the school’s strategic 
plan.  You can learn more about Niswarth at  
www.niswarth.org

mailto:niswarth%40andover.edu?subject=
http://www.niswarth.org
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BUILDING GLOBAL 
MINDSETS  
 
HOMA SABET TAVANGAR 
INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL SERVICES

BUILDING GLOBAL MINDSETS AS A 
FOUNDATION OF GLOBAL COMPETENCE

Looking around at trends in a wide range of 
nations, it may seem like the very opposite of a 
global mindset is taking hold. This is particularly 
relevant for educators. I take away a vital lesson 
from the backlash against globalisation: Effective 
contemporary education must be relevant and 
responsive to the profound challenges posed by 
the much-maligned global economy, and create 
opportunities for all learners to find their sphere of 
influence in a big, messy, integrated, open system. 
Learning how to make the world a better place 
(which can begin right in our own neighborhoods) 
seems less an idealistic dream, and more like an 
urgent call, upon which lives depend.

Whether voters like it or not, the global economy is 
here to stay. Where education has served to build 
“global competency,” global perspectives, or even 
simply global friendships, participants have been 
able to transcend the limits of borders and history. 
When schools take steps – even very simple steps – 

to bring the world into the classroom, fear can be 
replaced with inquiry, and walls with opportunities. 

FILLING THE EMPATHY AND SKILLS GAP WITH 
A GLOBAL MINDSET

Even for schools that consider themselves to be 
“international,” building global competence and 
global citizenship takes effort. In some schools, this 
might look like vigilance against elitism, or efforts 
to build empathy, so that attitudes of superiority, 
exceptionalism, and entitlement are recognised, 
discussed honestly, and guarded against. Of course, 
curricula need careful assessment, but without 
a concerted effort at filling the empathy gap, the 
real problems of our time – those that are creating 
deep societal divisions – will only worsen. This takes 
cooperation across leaders, teachers, parents, 
community members and all ages of students – and 
it can get messy. 

Amidst many approaches through which we can 
address the empathy gap, school communities that 
proactively work toward building global citizenship 
and a global mindset are particularly successful. 
The model of global mindset which I use here rests 
on three foundational pillars: Intellectual Capital, 
Psychological Capital, and Social Capital. As I 
demonstrate below, the simple model can serve as 
a powerful framework in considering how to fill the 
gaps in skills, as well as empathy, which challenge 
today’s students.
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Source: Thunderbird Najafi Global Mindset Institute

While this model was created with the purpose 
of preparing global business leaders, I find it 
equally, if not more, instructive in K-12 educational 
environments. The qualities of Global Mindset can 
deepen or illuminate contemporary learning and 
innovation skills, which are characterised by 4C’s: 
Cognitive complexity, Collaboration, Creativity, and 
Communication. These 4C’s overlap with intellectual, 
psychological and social capital, instead of being 
contained neatly in one category or another. For 
example, Communication (one of the 4C’s) calls 
for knowledge of the world and an appreciation of 
its complexity (Intellectual Capital); while fluency 
and effective communication rest upon a passion 
for diversity in order to drive curiosity and self-
assurance that allows for mistakes and iteration 
(Psychological Capital), and a level of empathy 
and diplomacy that creates fluency beyond what 
plugging foreign words into Google Translate can 
ever deliver (Social Capital). Integrating these pillars 
becomes a powerful practice at the K-12 level, 
since the opportunity to deliberately practice these 
qualities earlier in life (the famous 10,000 hour 
rule for mastering a complex skill), creates a much 
greater chance that this mindset will stick, have 
meaning or relevance, and thus becoming a part of 
a global citizens’ identity and a clear skill set they 
bring to the job market – and to life.

To try deepening your Global Mindset skills, the 
following questions can help drive classroom 
activities, school culture, and teaching practice:

To build Intellectual Capital, consider some of these 
driving questions or basic scenarios: 

• Global Business Savvy (applied to K-12 learning, we 
can think of this as Knowledge of the World): If you 
needed to have a layover in Helsinki, Kuala Lumpur, 
or Accra, would this take you way off your direct 
route home? Is their currency so devalued that you 
might benefit from shopping at that airport? What 
is the political structure in the country? Can you 
share opinions on their society and government 
freely with the citizens without fear of punishment?

• Cognitive Complexity: Superimpose the question 
of international transit layovers, with foreign 
currency exchange rates, potential delays along the 
way, climate, and political and cultural norms to 
make complex decisions about the real cost of that 
cheaper airplane ticket, and potential risks of being 
stuck in that airport.

• Cosmopolitan Outlook: While this matter falls in 
the intellectual capital category, it also contains 
an important element of empathy skills. When 
one practices a cosmopolitan outlook they learn 
to process information so that it takes account of 
diverse perspectives, and the impact on populations 
other than their own. This is the quality that helps 
one notice when speakers, writers, scientists, 
stories only represent the experiences of one 
subgroup and how much poorer the experience 
might be without the range of perspectives. 

For healthy Psychological Capital, consider some of 
these driving questions or basic scenarios:

• Quest for Adventure: Do you not only go along 
with change, but find ways to embrace it? How do 
you recognise and develop skills of flexibility, and 
comfort with the unknown? How can a trip around 
the corner turn into an experience of discovery?

• Passion for Diversity: When one possesses 
a passion for diversity, a goal of “tolerance” 
for diversity becomes far too limited. Can you 
experience or inquire about new cultures, beliefs 
and practices with your whole heart?

GLOBAL MINDEDNESS

INTELECTUAL
CAPTIAL

PSYCHOLOGICAL
CAPTIAL

SOCIAL
CAPTIAL

GLOBAL  
BUSINESS SAVVY

COGNITIVE
COMPLEXITY

COSMOPOLITAN
OUTLOOK

PASSION FOR
DIVERSITY

QUEST FOR
ADVENTURE

SELF-ASSURANCE

INTERCULTURAL
EMPATHY

INTERPERSONAL
IMPACT

DIPLOMACY
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• Self-Assurance: With self-assurance, healthy risk-
taking becomes part of the learning process. One 
feels empathy with others, so that asking questions 
about authentic experiences that differ from your 
own is not seen as a barrier.

To build Social Capital consider some of these 
driving questions or basic scenarios: 

• Intercultural Empathy: Rather than observe the 
lives of others who differ from you from a detached 
perspective, can you put yourself in their shoes? 
How might this affect the way you see the decisions 
they make? Consider what you have in common 
(not only differences) with those whose lives differ 
significantly on the surface from yours; how does 
this change your potential relationship? How might 
you treat them differently?

• Interpersonal Impact: When someone is in a 
position to be of service to you or your family, do 
you consider how you treat them and some of the 
conditions and challenges they are living through? 
How does this impact the way you treat them? This 
has been a particular challenge for expat children, 
living between cultures, served by individuals from 
the host country and not being shown an example 
from other adults of treating those working in 
service positions with kindness and humility. In 
what other ways can your life or learning create 
interpersonal impact?

• Diplomacy: From the youngest ages children can 
learn to navigate between complete honesty and 
diplomacy. For example, they might try a new food 
they don’t care for. Rather than make a face, refuse 
to try it, or show another form of disapproval 
(often resulting in offense to the host), they try a 
bite, graciously decline more, and learn to keep 
their displeasure to themselves. Consider other 
examples of where diplomacy could enhance bonds 
in collaborating on group projects, navigating social 
obligations in a new city, or reacting to opinions you 
disagree with.

Challenge digital citizens to make meaning.  The 
wealth of multi-media tools to create, collaborate, 
code, and connect should facilitate global 
competency; but without deeper inquiry, design 
and models for how to transform these from 

entertainment to impact, their effectiveness is 
limited. Since younger and younger youth live a 
“digital life”, it’s crucial to explore how to use social 
media for social good, starting in upper elementary. 
Let’s channel the inevitable presence of social media 
to positive use. This might take the form of dipping 
your toes in the proverbial waters by blogging as a 
class for an audience (on your own blog or guest-
blogging for a cause you care about or a publication), 
participating in book clubs with readers from 
around the world, such as the Global Read-Aloud, 
live-streaming a science lab, creating podcasts tied 
to curricular lessons, or sharing visuals on platforms 
like instagram, Flikr, Kidblogs and Edmodo. Create 
a fictional Twitter, Instagram or Snapchat account 
for a character in a book you’re reading or from 
history, and get social from their point of view; 
follow accounts like @MalalaFund, @Girls_Inc, @
UNICEF, @TakingITGlobal, @soccerwoborders to 
see how various groups are making a difference. 
Used in conjunction with an ongoing Skype or other 
conversation platform, diverse perspectives can 
naturally offer feedback on classroom products, 
and raise the quality bar. These help transform 
students from passive consumers of content to 
active creators, bringing alive lessons and serving 
as a model for social media use beyond celebrity 
stalking.

Another low-hanging fruit for engaging digital 
citizens around diverse perspectives and building 
a global mindset from wherever you are, is found 
by watching films made in diverse countries. With 
guidance from a willing teacher, watching a film can 
go from a passive experience to an active, engaged, 
curious exploration of big life themes and various 
academic disciplines. Get a taste of various films by 
watching their trailers, then graduate to feature-
length films. Movies such as Not One Less from 
China, Like Stars on Earth from India, Children of 
Heaven from Iran, or The Red Balloon from France 
for the youngest viewers, might suffice to create a 
powerful discussion prompt exploring similarities 
and differences. 

Consider cues you see on geography and language, 
on different perspectives of education, what 
different living environments look like and how they 
are built, how kids play or entertain themselves in 
different settings, and expectations versus reality in 
hard-to-visit places. It also can help foster empathy 
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and bring alive a culture that we might otherwise 
know only through negative stereotypes. 

The diverse forms of expression embedded in films 
from faraway lands likewise can broaden creativity 
and possibilities for communication -- just to name 
a few of the many 21st century learning skills you 
might tap into. Books Growing Up Global and The 
Global Education Toolkit for Elementary Learners 
each contain lists of outstanding, age-appropriate 
foreign films and discussion ideas. Consider starting 
a film club in connection with creative writing, a 
movie night for fundraising, or simply celebrate 
cultures that form a rich tapestry of our global 
community.

CONCLUDING THOUGHT

The challenge of embracing a practice to build 
global mindsets is that you can’t memorise facts 
or plug in a formula to demonstrate mastery. The 
mindset can be built into school culture through 
efforts that are as diverse as the interests in 
your community, and often get reflected through 
unexpected opportunities. Much like building a 
muscle, the global mindset is potentially there, 
but needs to be exercised – possibly awkwardly at 
first – and then becomes second nature in its use. 
At the same time, its practice may be continually 
humbling, challenging and awe-inspiring, a true 
reflection of our wider world.

Homa Sabet Tavangar has written and spoken 
extensively about global citizenship, globalising 
curriculum, parenting, diversity, and creating 
inclusive, empathetic working and learning 
environments. Her writing appears on National 
Geographic Education, Edutopia, the Huffington 
Post, PBS and EducationWeek, among other media; 
she authored Growing Up Global: Raising Children 
to be at Home in the World (2009) and The Global 
Education Toolkit for Elementary Learners (2014), 
and she contributed to Mastering Global Literacy 
(2013) and the three-book series World Class 
Learners Action Guide (2016) with Yong Zhao. 
A graduate of UCLA and Princeton University’s 
Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International 
Affairs, Homa has also served as a special partner-
advisor to International School Services (ISS) in 
their efforts to expand how educators incorporate 
Global Mindedness into their philosophy, culture 
and pedagogy.
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EDUCATION WITH 
SUBSTANCE 
 
KIERSTEN SIMON 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
FCD PREVENTION WORKS

As the world’s leading provider of school-based 
substance abuse prevention services, FCD 
Prevention Works is committed to providing 
students, parents, faculty, and every adult who 
cares for adolescents with the knowledge and skills 
necessary to navigate decisions and attitudes about 
health and wellness as they relate to alcohol and 
other drugs.

For over 41 years, FCD Prevention Works has 
partnered with school communities in 38 U.S. 
states and 70 countries on five continents, giving 
us vast experience in effectively and supportively 
talking with students, parents, caregivers, school 
and community staff and administrators, and other 
concerned adults on the topic of substance use.  
Through discussion, education and the sharing 
of data about actual use and attitude trends, FCD 
prevention specialists engage students in critical 
thinking about the attitudes and beliefs they hold 
regarding alcohol and other drugs, and how those 
attitudes and beliefs may impact the choices they 
make as they enter into adolescents and beyond.  

Delivering robust and dynamic curricula rooted 
in the evidence-based social norms approach 
to prevention, we strive to engender a climate 
of transparency through honest dialogue and 
education regarding false normative beliefs, the 
impact of substance use on the developing teen 
brain, as well as the risks and protective factors 
around the disease of addiction. 

Substance abuse education, in its simplest but 
most effective form, is based on a public health 
model of prevention. In contemporary substance 
use prevention science, as with other diseases, 
we recognise risk factors that can increase the 
potential for onset, as well as protective factors that 
can support prevention.  The medical community 
has made significant breakthroughs that allow us 
to now identify and illuminate much of the human 
chemistry and bio-psycho-social components in 
the development of addiction.  We now know 
that delaying use or avoiding use altogether as an 
adolescent allows an individual to develop stabilised, 
normalised brain chemistry, unadulterated by 
interruptions and synthetic or artificial processes. 
The disease of addiction is insidious, destructive, 
and once present, if not treated, can be fatal. But it 
is also preventable.

We know that the human brain develops and 
matures in exactly the same manner, regardless of 
where a child resides in the world. An adolescent 
brain will develop in the same way whether a child 
grows up in Mumbai or Minneapolis. However, 
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while inherited brain chemistry and genetics can 
be important risk factors for addiction, genetics 
and biology are not nearly the whole story. The 
successful prevention of addiction relies on building 
prevention language into the very fabric of our 
adolescents’ lives, as has been done with tobacco 
use, teen pregnancy, and HIV/AIDS education. 
Research and knowledge are incredibly powerful 
factors in this process, but without avenues to share 
that information, and without a community-wide 
commitment to discussing and exploring solutions, 
we will not be able to shift the culture of substance 
use in our adolescent population. 

It is FCD’s mission to share that information 
and facilitate those discussions, supporting 
communities worldwide as they work to keep their 
healthy kids healthy. By presenting evidence-based 
research about adolescent development, scientific 
findings about risk and protective factors associated 
with early substance use, and data about student 
use and attitudes, our conversations with school 
communities center on health and healthy choices, 
no matter where in the world those conversations 
are taking place.

We know that all parents want their children to 
thrive, whether the family lives in Bogotá or Boston. 
We have also found that students around the globe 
are eager and willing to talk about the topic of 
substance use. Teens are consistently eager to hear 
about and discuss findings from the FCD Student 
Attitudes and Behavior Survey, data that highlights 
both actual use rates as well as the misperceptions 
of peer use held by teens in their school, or their 
region, or around the globe. And once students 
have the information about actual behaviours 
and attitudes, they report feeling empowered to 
advocate for their own health, and perhaps equally 
as important, they learn to advocate for the health 
of their friends.

Kiersten Simon joined FCD Prevention Works in 
2013 as a prevention specialist. Since then, she 
has served as a Senior Prevention Specialist and 
Mid-Atlantic Regional Officer, prior to being named 
Executive Director in 2016. Kiersten brings with 
her years of clinical and supervisory experience 
specialising in adolescent substance abuse disorders 
from her work with Onward Behavioural Health in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Kiersten received her 
B.A. in Organisational Management from Cabrini 
College in Radnor, Pennsylvania, and her Masters of 
Science and Education from St. Joseph’s University in 
Philadelphia. She also received a Certified Advanced 
Alcohol and Drug Counselor certification from 
Villanova University in Villanova, Pennsylvania. She 
has three young adult sons and is an active volunteer 
in her community.
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2018 EVENTS CALENDAR

Subject to change. Please see www.ecis.org.

 

JAN 20-21 MLC Assessment and Leadership 
American School of The Hague

FEB TBA Multilingualism and Curriculum Design 
SEK-Ciudalcampo | Madrid

FEB 10-11 MLC Managing and Embracing Conflict 
American School in London

FEB 15-16 Having Hard Conversations 
SEK-Ciudalcampo | Madrid

FEB 16-17 SIG Library Conference 
American International School of Chennai

MAR 02-03 MLC Leading Professional Learning 
American School of Barcelona

MAR 02-03 ECIS and AISH Aspiring Heads Retreat 
International School of Amsterdam

MAR 16-17 MLC The Culture of Leadership 
Berlin Brandenburg International School

MAR 20-21 MLC Building & Leading Teams  
Berlin Brandenburg International School

APR 04-07 Leadership Conference 
Berlin

APR 05-07 SIG PE Conference 
Düsseldorf

MAY TBA  SIG Differentiated Instruction 
Athens

JUN TBA  SIG STEAM Conference
School site TBC

NOV TBA InspirED 
TBC

MLC: Middle Leader Certificate
SIG: Special Interest Group
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