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 This dissertation is a critical ethnography of teachers working abroad in an 

American/International school (ASC/pseudonym) located in the People‟s Republic of 

China.  The study focuses on the teacher abroad identity process of EC-12 teachers who 

moved from their country of origin to work in the PRC from 2008 to 2011. The three-

year study serves as a snapshot of the formation of the teacher abroad identity.  The 

theoretical framework include theories of identity in figured worlds (Holland et al., 

1998), symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), and language as mediator that served to answer 

three questions: 1) How does a teacher‟s biography relate to the experience of working in 

an American/International school in China?  2) How does a first-time teacher at ASC  
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recreate and negotiate her/his personal and professional self understandings? 

 3) What role does language play in the making of the teacher abroad identity at ASC?  

The study follows an interpretivist approach to explain, understand, and unveil the 

figured world of teaching abroad from the perspective of the participants‟ and data 

analysis by the researcher.  Data includes participant observation, interviews, 

observations, and field notes collected while closely following four teachers who 

portrayed the making of the teacher abroad identity. The researcher became a teacher 

abroad at the same school to fully immerse herself in participant observation. The 

inclusion of document analysis, interviews, and field notes, serve as validation and 

triangulation of the process. A reflexive approach to data analysis was followed at all 

times for trustworthiness of the study. Findings suggest that teaching abroad is a complex 

figurative world. Teacher abroad identity is created at the intersection of the social, 

personal, emotional, professional, and linguistic spaces.  A major finding reveals that 

individuals who are hired overseas and teach abroad for the first time have to learn new 

ways to cope with unexpected landscapes brought by living in new country, and by 

teaching students from a plurality of nationalities, languages, and races. Teachers 

experience mostly a transformation at the personal level, but the transcendence at the 

professional level in the classroom is limited.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Oh, it is so different than I thought it would be. I thought it was going to be like, 

like less developed. I am amazed of how uneducated I was. Wow, it blew me 

away, I couldn‟t believe it. I was just amazed! I mean, I thought it was going to be 

more rural type, maybe a couple of skyscrapers, but I thought it was going to be 

more Chinese. What I love about Shanghai is that you can find those pockets, 

those old places. But why did I assume that before coming here? I mean, that is 

my ignorance. And then there are other things. I look at Shanghai, at some of the 

structures and then I look at some of the conditions, which are kind of primitive to 

us. Then I look at the driving, and the speeding, and the honking. Then I try to 

measure that with the odd things that we do at home. Little things that I am sure 

people from China would come and think, Wow, why do they do that? (Charlie 

interview 4/1/09). 

 

I begin this chapter by presenting the purpose of my three-year ethnographic 

study research, introducing key terms and explaining my personal story as it relates to the 

topic of my dissertation. I explain the rationale and significance of my study followed by 

my research questions and an introduction of my theoretical framework. Finally, I present 

the scope of the dissertation. 

The topic of this study is the identity production of teachers abroad working in 

international schools.  Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner & Cain (1998) propose that figured 

worlds, or the cultural constructs that individuals create through their participation and 

actions, are useful concepts for analyzing how an individual constructs his/her identity 

and finds meaning related to emotions, beliefs, and actions within figured worlds.  In my 
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dissertation, an American/International
1
 school is the immediate social educational 

context of the figured world (Holland et. al, 1998) of teaching abroad. 

The purpose of my study is to shed light on how teachers make sense of 

themselves as they enter the figured world of teaching abroad for the first time. I focus on 

how their identity making process is shaped mainly by their interactions with students, 

parents, and colleagues within the context of an international school while living in a new 

country. How these experiences affect the teachers and how they respond to them as they 

transition into a new job.   The understanding of how each participant engages in the 

figured world of teaching abroad and its dynamics at the intersection of cultural, social, 

linguistic, personal, professional, and emotional dimensions are central to my research 

and analysis. 

This study takes place in an EC-12
2
 private, self-identified American/International 

school in China (ASC)
3
.  The research encompasses a period of three school years, 2008-

2011. The People‟s Republic of China
4
  (PRC) was chosen as the site of my research 

because, at the time, the majority of overseas teaching positions were in East Asia, 

particularly in this country which is experiencing a rapid growth in private international 

                                                 
1
 An American and international school is the self-identification of the school where the study took place. I 

have adopted American/International to denote that the school is recognized by the Office of Overseas 

schools of the U.S. Department of State and, at the same time, it belongs to the group of International 

schools around the world. See chapter II for characteristics of international and American schools outside 

the U.S. 
2
 Early Childhood (EC) includes Pre-Kindergarten and Kindergarten grade levels in the U.S. educational 

system. 
3
 I will use the name American School in China or ASC as a pseudonym to refer to the school in this study. 

I decided to leave the name American, rather than international, on the basis that the school uses for the 

most part a U.S. curriculum for instruction, the language of instruction is English, and the school is 

accredited by the Western Association for Schools and Colleges (WASC), based in the United States. 
4
 I will use PRC or China interchangeable throughout this study. 
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schools. As a researcher, I was seeking firsthand experience in 2008 and was limited by 

current job availability at the time. 

Hayden, Rancic & Thompson (2000) note that the “past fifty-years have 

witnessed a rapid increase in the number of mobile professionals whose children 

accompany them to a variety of postings worldwide, enrolling in what are often referred 

to as international schools and experiencing what may be referred to as international 

education” (p.107).  As international schools increase, from 5,525 in 2010 to 14, 000 

projected in 2020 (ISC, 2010),  the demand for teachers to work in such settings rises as 

well.  It is within this framework that I take a step outside of the U.S. and look at the 

experiences of three teachers who have previously worked in public schools in the U.S., 

and one teacher from the Philippines who became a teacher abroad at the same location. 

A teacher abroad or overseas teacher in this study refers to an individual who has 

moved outside of his/her country of origin, where the teacher attended a teacher 

preparation program, to teach in an EC-12 international school.  

U.S. teachers applying to international schools must speak English, hold teaching 

certifications recognized by any State as well as have some previous experience in the 

classroom. According to Search Associates, one of the three major international 

recruiting organizations, there are over 1500 teachers, administrators and interns that find 

jobs through this organization in international schools throughout the world. Most of 

these individuals are practicing U.S. educators.  Perhaps this number may not be 

significant compared to the overall number of teachers in the U.S., but the increasing 

number of international schools around the world will continue to draw teachers from a 
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profession that is already stumbling in trying to retain teachers in public schools. The 

future may see more experienced U.S. teachers deciding to leave their jobs in public 

schools, mostly Caucasian English speaking individuals, as the following advertisement 

suggests. 

At the AAIE symposium on recruitment, many of the Task Force members… 

emphasized the need to spread the word in all Anglo Saxon countries about 

international opportunities, as far more potential candidates are ignorant of this 

vibrant network that are knowledgeable” (TIE, 2009, p.4).  

 

Although the recruiting fairs accept candidates from all over the world, the fact 

that many of the international schools have curricula taught in English, they mainly look 

for candidates from the U.S., U.K., Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, as it is the case 

with ASC. 

 

Initial Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study, I use the term American in its broadest sense in 

reference to individuals who live within the U.S., or are from the U.S. and hold U.S. 

passports, as well as to denote the school and curricula that follows U.S. educational 

practices.  

American education in this study represents the practices, beliefs, 

understandings, and concepts of education within the framework of the U.S. educational 

model.  Schools located outside the U.S. that follow a U.S. curriculum, where English is 

the language of instruction and are accredited by one of the Accreditation for Colleges 

Boards Associations from the U.S., will be referred to as American schools. These 

schools draw mostly from private funding and serve students from various nationalities, 
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including U.S. citizens, therefore are also identified as international schools.  The 

Department of Defense Dependents Schools (DoDDS) do not fall within this category as 

they receive U.S. tax funds, are considered public schools, and only serve children of 

military personnel.  American/International schools are staffed with a high percentage of 

U.S. teachers. For example, at ASC there were 373 teachers (school profile, 2011), of 

which the majority of teachers were from the U.S. (57%), and Canada (14%). 

I refer to U.S. teachers as those who are U.S. citizens and have teaching 

credentials from any State in the U.S. and fall within the larger group of teachers abroad 

or overseas teachers, as they are identified within the international teaching circuit. In 

this group, some teachers are referred to as foreign teachers, meaning a person who is 

from “another country or nation; not native” (electronic dictionary). Many teachers 

working in international schools are considered foreigners, in this study, teachers from 

countries other than China. 

The term international means “involvement of, interaction between, or 

encompassing more than one nation, or generally beyond national boundaries” (Merriam-

Webster dictionary). In my research, international schools are institutions located outside 

of the U.S. with a student population from various countries and nationalities, and 

teachers mainly from English speaking countries. In international schools, more than one 

language is generally spoken within the school, but the curriculum is taught using a 

common language, mainly English. International schools are located within the 

geographical boundaries of a host country. In general, international schools operate under 

two sets of regulations, that of the school, and that of the host country.  The school where 
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the research took place is self-identified in its mission statement as an international 

school, but it is designated as American by virtue of the policies that govern the 

institution and by the use of a U.S. curriculum taught in English. Therefore, I label my 

research setting as an American/International school (ASC). 

It is important to differentiate between global and international. “Global" implies 

"one world" as a single unit, while "international" recognizes that different people, 

cultures, languages, nations, borders, economies, and ecosystem exist” (Merriam 

Dictionary).  There is a blurry line between these two labels in international schools that 

will be addressed in Chapter II.  Other key terms included in this dissertation will be 

explained as they pertain to specific chapters. 

 

My Background 

*I am a teacher, I am a history-in-person* 

The story behind my research is permeated by my own experience as a teacher in 

Mexico, as a bilingual/ESL teacher in a southern State in the U.S., and now as a teacher 

abroad in China. I have lived most of my life in a bicultural world, with undefined 

borders, and many times caught in between two worlds. At the present, the international 

school I work at has changed my worlds one more time. 

 

I was born and raised in Mexico, attended Mexican public schools and obtained a 

Bachelors degree from a Mexican college. As a child, I was exposed to two languages, 

but only internalized one. Both my parents speak Zapotec. This language is from a region 

of Oaxaca, in the Southern part of Mexico. My parents learned to speak their second 

language, Spanish, when they were adolescents and moved from their village of birth to a 

big city. I did not learn Zapotec and we only spoke Spanish in our home, but growing up 

I heard Zapotec interwoven with Spanish. 

 

Spanish was my only language up until my mid twenties, when I decided to study 

English. My interest was piqued by my desire to understand what people were saying in 

English speaking movies and songs.  At the time, I wasn‟t aware of the prestige and 

empowerment afforded to those who speak English around the world, but now I situate 

English as part of my symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). 



 7 

 

 

*There is a world outside of Mexico- who am I?* 
My first experience outside of Mexico was a two-week visit to the U.S. as part of a brief 

exchange program. Previously I had never been outside of my own country, nor had I 

visited any other Mexican state besides Oaxaca. Although the program was described to 

me as an “exchange program”, I actually never saw anyone from the U.S. visiting us in 

our Normal school in Mexico. A group of 19 other student teachers and I traveled to a 

Southern State in the U.S. to visit elementary, middle, and high schools. I truly enjoyed 

the trip as a tourist but, as a student preparing to become a teacher, I had no point of 

reference as to take advantage of the visit since the schools were different than in 

Mexico, including teaching materials that were not available in Mexican schools. We 

stayed with host families who were, I now realize, white, upper middle class families. At 

this time I did not speak English and was therefore unable to understand what our hosts 

were saying to me. I simply smiled and became silent during this trip. 

 

My second experience abroad occurred after I had graduated from the Normal school. At 

that time, 20 first year teachers were selected to attend professional development for one 

year in Spain. After traveling for a year around Europe I observed that, for the most part, 

English was the common language of communication between countries. In addition, 

although I spoke Spanish and could communicate with people in Spain, there were 

differences in how the language was used. It is what Memi (1965) speaks of as the effects 

of the languages of the colonized and the colonizers. Spanish in Spain and Mexico 

acquire different connotations depending on who speaks, the colonized or the colonizer. 

 

 

 * My teaching career in hybrid worlds * 

I became an elementary school teacher at the age of eighteen. At that time, Mexican 

Normal schools were institutions that prepared youth to become teachers right after 

middle school. My Normal education was the equivalent of a U.S. High school diploma 

plus a year of vocational training. 

 

The initial years of my career were spent teaching in Mexican public schools. After seven 

years of teaching, I changed jobs and became an English-Spanish translator for a U.S. 

company located in Mexico. I translated manuals for the workers in the manufacturing 

department. Although I earned more in this job, after three years I decided that teaching 

was the center of my interest. Unlike the U.S., where public teaching positions are held 

by school districts, in Mexico, positions are held by the unions and the government. If a 

teacher resigns from his/her teaching position or plaza, it can take years to find another 

one. Because of this, I was unable to get a job back in the public school system. I found 

myself accepting a position as a substitute teacher at a private American School in 

Mexico, becoming a full-time local hire teacher the following year. This new teaching 

context within my own country, and after having worked at a U.S. company in Mexico, 
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sparked my interest for understanding the meaning of countries within countries, and 

„cultures‟ within other „cultures‟. 

 

At the American school, the core subject areas were mainly taught by foreign teachers, 

supplemented with a few locally hired teachers who spoke English, which was my 

position.  Mexican teachers who only spoke Spanish were in charge of teaching the 

Mexican curricular track. Oddly, despite being a Mexican living in Mexico, Mexican 

teachers were considered a minority group within the boundaries of the American school.  

The „foreignness‟ of my teaching world became evident as I observed the school 

celebrate numerous „official‟ rituals, festivities, and calendar holidays that U.S. schools 

celebrate, ones that were unfamiliar to me, while only celebrating a few Mexican 

holidays.   

 

Upon moving to the U.S. in the early 1990‟s, I enrolled in an alternative certification 

program to obtain credentials that would allow me to become eligible to teach in a 

Southern State. Ironically, my interview for a position as a Bilingual/ESL teacher in the 

U.S. was conducted in Spanish. I had to prove my proficiency in Spanish, while at the 

American School in Mexico I had to prove my proficiency in English.  My Spanish 

afforded me the opportunity to secure a job as a bilingual teacher at an urban low-income 

public school that served predominantly immigrant children recently arriving from 

Mexico. I taught children that looked like me and spoke my language, but in a different 

social context that required me to serve as bridge between their families and the school. I 

began to understand that crossing lines between countries bring sociocultural implications 

as well as economic issues. My teaching practice began to take shape by virtue of serving 

mostly immigrant and low income students for the sixteen years that I worked in the U.S. 

 

My professional life has exposed me to contrasting and, to a certain degree, contradictory 

experiences.  In Mexico, I taught wealthy students at the American School, in English. In 

the U.S., I taught immigrant students in a low-income urban school, in Spanish. In both 

settings, I had job opportunities because of my bilingualism. At the American school in 

Mexico, I was seen as a locally-hired teacher with less benefits and lower pay than 

foreign teachers. I was considered a minority teacher. But I did not feel open 

discrimination against minority groups, or at least I did not fully understand it, until I 

lived in the U.S., where remarks about my accent in English and about my ethnicity were 

made to me throughout my years working and living in the U.S. Working in different 

schools within two different countries presented contrasting figured worlds (Holland, et 

al. 1998). I spent many hours of my day moving in and out these figured worlds. 

 

I have now embarked on a new job, in yet another country, this time hired as a US citizen 

–a foreign teacher- to teach students from various countries, and whose parents are 

paying high fees with the expectation that their children will learn English and will 

receive a U.S. model based education. However, unlike my first time working at the 

American school in Mexico, I am considered an overseas hire by virtue of my U.S. 

teaching credentials, my U.S. passport (I hold dual citizenship), and my English. This 
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became my social and linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) and has placed me in a position 

of privilege, and that contextualizes my present identity (Holland, et al., 1998; Bakhtin, 

1981) as a teacher abroad. 

 

Getting a job abroad, based only on my own credentials and language, was not simple. I 

believe that the fact that my husband is Caucasian
5
 and positioned as a native English 

speaker has much to do with my hiring. We were both seeking jobs abroad at the same 

time and had different experiences. I make this statement based on personal incidents in 

two international recruiting fairs. The first time I was politely denied an interview with 

Mexico, under the assumption that recruiters from abroad do not come to the U.S. to hire 

someone who they can locally hire for less money.  I saw other teachers with similar 

credentials but that looked different than me -tall, blond and blue eyed- granted job offers 

immediately. The second time, an administrator at the American school in China, made a 

statement about my spoken English, “you have incredible teaching credentials, but, uh... 

you have an accent and how would you feel if parents confronted you? I have this 

Filipino teacher who has had to face some parents who do not accept him as the 

classroom teacher… but he is great” (Field Notes, 2/6/2008).   Ten months later, and once 

working in China, the same administrator said to me: “Just look at what I said to you 

during the interview. I am so sorry, I have not heard a peep from any of the parents” 

(Field notes, 12/1/008).  

 

The experience of being a minority in the U.S., of being excluded or included depending 

on situations encountered in my bicultural, bilingual daily life, has shaped my identity 

with a critical eye on understanding relations of power based on race, ethnicity, and 

language. For the past sixteen years I have been perceived by others as a „minority‟ 

teacher in the U.S. Now, I am a member of the „majority‟ U.S. overseas hires, within the 

context of an American School in China. These positions and labels continue to mix and 

shape my identity, day in and day out. 

 

 

*Personal struggles in the making of my identities* 

I am married to a Caucasian man. My two children are Mexican-American. Although we 

are all bilingual, we mostly speak English at home. I speak Spanish every time I can 

because this is the language I am most comfortable with. In my interracial marriage, my 

husband represents the key to enter worlds I otherwise would not have been able to 

access on my own, not only because I speak English with an accent, but also because my 

phenotype does not „fit‟ in certain environments. I am conscious of my advantages and 

privileges. I have used my English and credentials as tools to obtain jobs.  I can negotiate 

the price of items without many people thinking I am a „tourist from America with lots of 

money‟, which my husband can‟t easily do. I can blend with other minority groups 

                                                 
5
 I use the word Caucasian and White to refer to persons with Anglo-European backgrounds or Anglo-

Saxon heritage, usually with fair skin color, blond hair, and light color eyes.  These words are 

interchangeably used throughout the study and do not necessarily refer to Whitestreaming practices as the 

cultural capital of whites (Urrieta, 2009; Grande, 2000). 
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because my skin is brown, but I can step out of it once I speak English and say I am a 

U.S. citizen.  

 

I claim Mexico as my place of birth and heritage. Its culture shaped my childhood and 

youth. However, I recently came to the realization that I have spent one third of my life in 

the U.S., where I am not considered an American, but rather a Mexican. In Mexico, I am 

no longer seen as Mexican, but rather as the person coming from America. I can easily 

cross the symbolic borders of language worlds between English and Spanish.  I am 

positioned between sociocultural spaces and belong to each one of them because I can 

move in and out of them. I can mix them in a hybrid way as Anzaldua (1999) explains 

when she speaks of  an ambivalence for being part of two different worlds, two 

interrelated worlds.  I have stepped out of my comfort zone again and moved to China, 

where I finally came to realize how much my decisions have been driven by the influence 

of the life style I enjoyed while living in the U.S. I am positioned as an „American‟ 

within the boundaries of ASC, and as Filipino, Indonesian, Chinese or Thai outside the 

school. My identity-making process continues to change. 

 

Every person becomes an informal researcher of his/her own life. My 26 years of 

teaching experience in EC-12 schools have led me to become a reflective teacher in 

unexpected ways.  I am the product of a college education, a privileged student and 

professional worker who can claim a place in middle class U.S. and whose Mexican 

upbringing roots me.  It is with this insider researcher (LeCompte, Millroy, Preissle, 

1992) lens that I am motivated in addressing this study.   

 

My own background sparks my curiosity and interest in learning about the production 

and negotiation of teacher‟s identities when teachers move beyond geographical lines and 

step into new countries, new school contexts, new figured worlds. Crossing blurry social, 

cultural, and linguistic symbolic lines are sometimes harder to overcome than defined 

borders. 

 

Rationale of the Study 

In a review that Dolby and Rahman (2008) conducted about research on 

international education, they present the field as a wide umbrella that covers areas such as 

comparative and international education, internationalization of higher education for 

international students and scholars abroad, research on teacher education in other 

countries and on the internationalization of K-12 education, and research on international 

schools.   
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This study is situated within the scope of the research on international schools. 

According to Dolby & Rahman (2008), research in international education began to take 

form in the 1970‟s when the number of international schools around the world started to 

increase. This research is small in comparison to the above mentioned areas and “… it 

produces a small volume of literature in comparison to other approaches, [but it] is 

immensely international in terms of researcher‟s physical locations” (p.690). The 

majority of people who publish in this area are, or have been teachers and administrators 

in international schools around the world, giving their research a pragmatic approach. 

While some have researched preservice teaching practicum abroad (Cushner and 

Mahon, 2002; Eilam, 2002; Levy, 2007; Myers, 1996), reflecting on the teaching of  

English as a foreign language (Charland, 2003; Squire, 2007), lecturing in higher 

education institutions through the Fulbright Scholars Program, (Komins, 2002, 

Tomaszek, 2002), or researching about students who live abroad during their childhood 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2001; Zilber, 2000), there seems to be a gap in exploring what 

happens to EC-12 teachers who are already in the workforce working in international 

schools. Research geared towards practicing EC-12 teachers in overseas settings is 

minimal. 

The few studies on EC-12 teachers who work abroad focus mainly on 

professional development (Hayden, 2007; Holderness 2002; Richard, 2002; Snowball, 

2007), exploring teachers‟ and students‟ perceptions on what “being international” means 

(Hayden, Rancic & Thompson, 2000), or on the logistics of finding a job teaching abroad 

in the form of handbooks (Brobosky & Brobosky, 2007). There are a small number of 
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research studies that address issues of curriculum in regards to English, bilingualism 

(Carder, 2007; Carder, 1993), multilingualism (Murphy, 2003; Murphy, 1990; Sears, 

1998), and the implementation of the International Baccalaureate program (Hill, 2002) in 

international schools. 

Research using oral narratives support how teachers‟ own upbringing, schooling 

experiences in mainstream schools, and personal histories frame their teaching practice 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Holt-Reynolds, 1992). Individuals who have participated 

in programs abroad report better understanding of linguistically, culturally, and socially 

diverse students and their communities once they return to the U.S. Cushner (2007) has 

addressed the benefits of first-hand experience in international settings to increase 

awareness and understanding of various cultures and students. Rios, Montecinos & van 

Olphen (2007) underscore that 

experiences abroad must be of a quality (authenticity) and quantity (length of 

time) such that they provide… with opportunities to deconstruct and re-construct 

understandings of phenomena, including how „education” is conceived of and 

carried out differently, so that it approximates a better understanding of the 

perspective of the international “Other” regarding education (p.71). 

 

 The authors suggest that it is not enough to go abroad, but that the effect of the 

experience would have to impact notions of education and understanding people of 

culturally different backgrounds.  Merryfield (2000) found out that middle class, white 

teacher educators who traveled abroad had impacting experiences overseas that made 

them become not only aware of diversity issues, but also to reflect on their own teaching 

and, in turn, change their teacher preparation courses to address sociocultural issues 

found in schools. In the case of international schools, the multicultural and multilingual 
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setting presents an opportunity for teachers abroad to reflect on their previous teaching 

practices and personal lives. 

My dissertation emerges from my interest in finding out about issues teachers face 

when moving from their country of origin to work in international schools.  The value of 

this study resides in that there are striking contrasts that emerge when a teacher moves 

abroad. Some of them may be similar  to issues faced by teachers in the U.S. when 

moving from one school setting to another or between States, albeit in a more subtle 

manifestation.  When people are in an extreme setting the problems become more 

obvious, problems that exist all the time, but may not be noticed because they are settled, 

the eye is used to them, or maybe it is easier to deny or avoid them.   

As teachers abroad immerse themselves in the nuances of not speaking the 

language of the host country, they learn how to improvise while living in a new 

environment. As teachers come in contact with teachers and students from a variety of 

countries and they hear various languages spoken at school, they begin to form new ways 

to relate to others in contexts different than the ones they are used to. As teachers move 

out of their previous communities, they begin to participate and create new communities. 

The force of change places teachers out of comfort zones once they decide to teach 

abroad.  Although teachers abroad are not subject to financial pressures, they do not 

escape the emotional issues implicated in crossing geographical borders and figuring out 

how to respond to them.  In addition, being away from the U.S. brings perspectives about 

the country from a different angle.  The complexity of all the above elements is 
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interwoven in the making of new identities, in the making of the teacher abroad identity 

that encompasses personal, professional, emotional, social, and linguistic, spaces. 

Identities change as a result of movement between nations. Some have focused on 

how identity is constructed, negotiated and reproduced in transnational movements 

(Vertovec, 2001). Others have addressed that teachers working in schools outside of their 

countries of origin face challenges related to their cultural identity formation as they 

encounter both globalization and internationalism on a daily basis (Hayden, Rancic & 

Thompson (2000).  

Internationalism is about the interaction and interchange between nations 

and national identities, whereas globalization can be said to ignore national 

boundaries and identities in order to serve a single, often corporate, 

identity…[bringing] conflicting loyalties to the international and to the 

local; to commonality and to uniqueness.  Globalization seems to involve 

two cultural forces: integration and segregation (p.85).   

 

The scope of my dissertation does not extend to in-depth questions regarding 

forces of integration and segregation due to globalization, but it hopes to open the door to 

an area that is becoming increasingly forceful in the name of internationalization. As the 

number of international schools increases around the world, there is a need to situate how 

the international affects the local. According to the director of the International Schools 

Council (ISC) Research,  “the majority of international schools expect either to maintain 

or increase enrollment in the coming academic year.” (TIE, October, 2008, p.1). The data 

provided indicate that international schools have doubled worldwide in the last decade, 

with 5232 schools in 2009 compared to 2584 schools in 2000; representing 192,000 

teachers in 2009, compared to 90,000 teachers in 2000 (The International Educator, 

October, 2009). Given the rising number of international schools and teachers working 
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abroad, it is my goal to provide an initial understanding of an area that has been 

minimally explored. I hope to add to the small but growing area of research on the lives 

and experiences of EC-12 teachers within the context of American/International schools.  

 

 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant on three different levels.  At the practical level, the 

international experiences of the teacher abroad may become an asset in the classroom for 

those (re)entering public schools in the U.S.  Overseas teachers could become the liaisons 

in induction programs for new teachers who need to be prepared to teach sociocultural 

and linguistic diverse students. At the policy level, this study may provide a window to 

address issues on how to retain experienced teachers in U.S. schools when a need to 

address the local and the international is not a choice in the new millennium (Dantas, 

2007; Day, 2000; Merryfield, 1996; Merryfield, 2000). For future studies, there is the 

possibility to explore the impact of American/International schools at the local level, 

especially where the boundaries between the global and the international overlap. In 

addition, my study opens the door to new research about how to prepare teachers to 

respond to the changing population in and out of the U.S. where issues of 

transnationalism permeate education, and where the disappearing rigid borders between 

countries lead us to unavoidable and critical issues of global perspectives in the new 

millennium. 
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Research Questions 

My own trajectory as a teacher moving from Mexico to the U.S. began to shape 

my curiosity regarding the exploration of the experiences of individuals who are trained 

to become teachers in one country and end up teaching in another.  I wanted to 

understand teachers‟ experiences when they decide to cross borders.  As Plummer (2001) 

points out that with, “different „ways of knowing‟ and the recognition that knowledges 

are bound up with „standpoints‟, more and more researchers are turning to their own and 

others‟ personal experiences as basis for reflection and understanding” (p.34).  My 

standpoint departs from my position as a teacher who wants to explore and understand 

more about teachers‟ experiences in new countries. Beginning with the knowledge that 

individual identities are produced as people participate in cultural constructs built through 

individual actions, I sought to portray the process in the making of the teacher abroad 

identity as individuals came together to teach in an American/International school.  

My core interest emerged from the knowledge that teachers who decide to teach 

in another country face situations that challenge their previous social, cultural, 

professional, and linguistic frames of reference for making sense of themselves, for 

understanding other people, and for guiding their actions.  Through this study, I hoped to 

deepen my understanding of how individual‟s previous experiences and improvisation of 

new actions guide a teacher to make sense of self as he/she transitions into a new country 

and a new teaching job.  

My dissertation sought to closely follow and explore the experiences of four teachers 

abroad guided by three questions: 
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1. How does a teacher‟s biography relate to the experience of working in an 

American/International school in China?  

 

2. How does a first-time teacher at ASC recreate and negotiate her/his personal and 

professional self understandings? 

 

3. What role does language play in the making of the teacher abroad identity at 

ASC? 

 

A careful selection of epistemology and methods informed my study (Thayer-

Bacon, 2003) and helped me to “provide „evidence‟ to support particular claims and 

theories” (Koro-Ljungberg et al., 2009, p.696). I chose to approach this topic from a 

qualitative stand and interpretivist approach mainly because it allowed me to look into 

the identities of personhood (Holland et. al, 1998), where “persons are now recognized to 

have perspectives on their cultural worlds that are likely to differ by gender and other 

markers of social positions” (p.31). It provided me with a lens to take a closer look at 

each teacher‟s motivation, actions, perceptions, and explanations of their self-

understandings. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Crotty (1998) defines a theoretical perspective as “a philosophical stance 

informing the methodology” and an epistemology as a “theory of knowledge embedded 

in the theoretical perspective” (p.3). To this end, this qualitative research was guided by 

an interpretivist approach that supported my ways of knowing through an epistemology 

embedded mainly in critical ethnography and constructivism. An interpretivist approach 

(Crotty, 1998) allowed me to explore and understand the various contexts that teachers 

navigated in their new teaching environment within China, aided by constructivism 
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(Lincoln and Guba, 1985) that help me comprehend how teachers‟ identities (Holland et 

al., 1998) emerged, were built, and changed through their active participation in various 

contexts. 

I drew from areas of education anthropology; sociocultural, and sociohistorical 

perspectives to inform my research and findings.   The concept of figured worlds 

proposed by Holland et al. (1998) is grounded in sociohistorical theories drawing from 

Leontiev and his notion of social action and activity, from Bakhtin who speaks of 

Positionality and Authoring, and from Vygostky (1986) that brings into play the use of 

language and cultural artifacts. In addition, the concept of English as a language of power 

(Macedo, 2003, Fairclough, 2006) helped me frame the language of instruction used at 

ASC. The theory of symbolic capital proposed by Bordieu (1991) added to my 

understanding of Positionality and Language within social contexts. Bourdieu proposes 

that there are resources that afford certain individuals prestige and privileges over others. 

For example, the value of holding a U.S. teaching credential and speaking English gives 

recognition to foreign teachers over local teachers in international schools.  

 I ascribe to Holland‟s position that “practiced identities are constructs that can be 

described by reference to several contexts of activity” (et al., 1998, p. 271). It is within 

the context of figured worlds, positionality, and authoring that identities take form as a 

result of social experience and discourses “tightly interwoven with one‟s own words” 

(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 345), as in the case of teachers‟ interactions with students, parents and 

colleagues within the school.  In addition, incorporating research that explores the lives 

of teachers helped me highlight the importance of life story , or history/herstory  (Urrieta 
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(2007) and how individual lives and biographies impact the making of the teacher 

abroad identity .   

This three-year ethnographic research includes various inquiry methods and 

methodology for data gathering, mainly, life stories, in-depth interviews, document 

analysis, and participant observation. As a researcher, I had the advantage of becoming a 

full-time teacher abroad to facilitate an insider‟s knowledge (LeCompte, Millroy, 

Preissle, 1992). This perspective allowed me to experience situations first hand, but I was 

swept off my feet many times trying to make sense of my own challenges and reality 

while teaching in a new school within a new country. Accordingly, I recognize that the 

interpretation of the study brings into play my insider‟s knowledge, therefore, reflexivity 

played a major role and triangulation of data sources was necessary to facilitate 

trustworthiness and reliability of my analysis. 

 

Organization of the Dissertation 

The organization of my dissertation encompasses six chapters as follows. 

Chapter I. This chapter serves as introduction to my study. It includes key terms, 

and explains the purpose, rationale, and significance of the study. I present the research 

questions establishing the theoretical framework and theories that guided my ways of 

knowing. Chapter I lays out the sequence of my dissertation. 

Chapter II.  This chapter presents the theoretical framework and theories chosen 

for the study. In include the theories of identity in figured worlds (Holland et al., 1998), 

symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), and language as mediator of action (Vygotsky, 1986). 
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The literature review provides concepts of nation, citizenship and mobile communities in 

international schools. I present the history of international schools and the emergence of 

American schools overseas and their accreditation before U.S. educational governance 

organizations. I summarize the history of international and American schools to provide 

the social and historical perspectives that surround ASC as an institution with ties to U.S. 

practices in education. I include research on U.S. teachers abroad, and about preparing 

teachers for diversity in and outside of the U.S. I incorporate research that explores the 

relevance of the lives of teachers as powerful sources for understanding teacher identity. 

Finally, I review literature on the role of the English language as a powerful tool in the 

international arena and its implications for positioning and authoring identities (Bakhtin, 

1981; Bordieu, 1991).   

Chapter III addresses the epistemology standpoint I chose for my research, the 

methodology and methods employed.  The chapter includes the relevance of choosing a 

critical ethnographic approach to provide a sociohistorical and cultural context, with an 

emphasis on life stories, or case stories as I label them, to gain insights about individual 

teacher‟s perspectives. I specify why certain methods were chosen over others and 

explain my positionality as a teacher researcher. The scope of collecting data is presented 

in this chapter, as well as the data analysis process I followed. 

Chapter IV.  This chapter presents the figured world (Holland, et al., 1998) of 

teaching abroad. It provides a landscape that includes the process of finding a job abroad 

through recruiting fairs, preparing to leave the country of origin, and transitioning into a 

new country.  I present the school as the site and the figured world of teaching abroad at 
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ASC. Following a teacher for one school year cycle at ASC helps me to portray how first 

time abroad teachers become engaged in discourses, artifacts, language, and find meaning 

in this figured world.   

Chapter V.   This chapter focuses on the process of becoming a teacher abroad 

through the case stories of four teachers –Mark, Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie.  These 

stories are presented and organized in sections that relate to my research questions and 

that speak of the development of a teacher abroad identity.    

Chapter VI. This chapter serves as a recapitulation of the study. It brings together 

the findings by discussing key themes that emerged in the data analysis and the most 

salient situations that teachers experienced in becoming teachers abroad.  I present 

implications of the study at the abstract and practical levels and suggestions for further 

research. I include the study‟s limitations and a final reflection of unexpected outcomes 

during my fieldwork. 
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CHAPTER  II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Luisa: How does the school work within two country systems, the U.S. and 

China?  

 

John (administrator at ASC):  If we are talking about having to meet government 

requirements for their curriculum bringing it into our curriculum that varies from 

country to country.  Right now, at [ASC] we don‟t have any issues there because 

we are an American school and we still claim our affiliation with the U.S. 

Consulate.  So we are fortunate, while we legally fall within the jurisdiction of the 

Education commissioner, they‟ve been very, you know? generous in leaving us as 

a different case and do not restrict us in any way. In other countries I‟ve been, the 

countries have had requirements for the host language to be taught, for the host 

culture to be taught, etcetera. In those cases you probably have to interact with the 

authorities around you, around your program, trying to fulfill their criteria. And 

up to some degree you have to do it here too.  The education commissioner has to 

see the list of our textbooks, a list of our courses, copies of our… parent 

handbooks, so we can demonstrate what we are doing, where the Chinese 

language is in our program and the Chinese culture, but we haven‟t had any 

difficulties with that. Like when I was in [ ] they were much more aggressive. 

They would come in once or twice a year and they wanted to see our textbooks, 

and we had to talk a lot to them, and they kept on telling us they wanted us to 

teach the Koran and we kept on saying no, we are not going to do that. There was 

a lot more, eh, active managing there by the government than there is here. 

(Interview, 5/5/09). 

 

In the above quote an administrator at ASC gives his view of the dynamics 

between the international schools and the countries they are located in. The negotiations 

that take place between the educational institutions and their host governments for the 

schools to be able to operate.  

This chapter provides a literature review which illustrates the complex forces 

involved when teachers try to make sense of new schools as they immerse themselves in 

teaching abroad. Those forces range from the historical background of the countries 
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where international schools are located, to the schools logistics for operation and the 

teacher‟s preparation programs. 

The chapter begins by explaining the theoretical framework which guided my 

dissertation.  I utilized a qualitative inquiry with an interpretivist approach to support my 

ways of knowing throughout my critical ethnographic study.  I employed Holland et al.‟s 

(1998),  theory of identity production, Bourdieu‟s (1991) notion of symbolic capital, and 

Vygotsky‟s (1986) concept of language as mediator of action to frame the making and 

negotiation of the teacher abroad identity. 

I provide a historical framework for the PRC as a host country to ASC. Without 

this historical reference, ASC would exist as an isolated monolithic entity.  Cole (2010) 

states that “schools arise only when a large number of people begin to live in close 

proximity…schooling is associated with the development of institutionalized hierarchies, 

modes of cultural transmissions associated with writing and record keeping, and 

increased political-economic disparities within societies” (p.461).  Looking at ASC from 

a macro lens that positions China as a country that has economically emerged in the last 

30 years, is important to help explain why international schools are ascending again in 

this country.  Especially in a system that punished any capitalist thinking and private 

investment at the triumph of the revolution in 1949.  In this chapter I present an overview 

of the emergence of international schools within  China amidst its major economic 

changes . 

Discussing notions of nation-state as an imagined community (Anderson, 1993) 

within the interplay of citizenship (Spiro, 2008) and school community, helps situate 
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international schools as institutions that emerged out the need to provide education to the 

children of families who move from country to country (due to jobs with multinational 

enterprises). Within this scope, I provide a description of the history of international 

education and U.S. sponsored American schools overseas, and the role they presently 

play within the contexts of globalization and internationalization (Hayden, & Thompson, 

2000). 

I present research that stresses the importance of studying teachers‟ lives in 

making sense of their own backgrounds and of student diversity in schools (Clandinin & 

Conelly, 1996; Cushner, 2007;  Merryfield, 1998).  In addition, I draw from existing U.S. 

research on pre-service and higher education teachers who have participated in programs 

abroad to help explain the impact of these programs in the identity-making process, 

where language plays a key role in mediating and negotiating with others. 

I include a discussion of the role of English in international schools as the 

language of power (Fairclough, 2006; Garcia, Stuknabb-Kangas & Torres-Guzman, 

2006; Macedo et al., 2003) as part of the cultural artifacts that allow teachers to obtain 

employment in international schools, and that contributes to the making of the teacher 

abroad identity.  To address the complexity of issues involved in the production of 

identities, I proceed to explain the theory of identity in figured worlds. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

I followed an epistemological interpretivist approach with a critical ethnographic 

lens to study the figured world of teaching abroad and the making of the teacher abroad 
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identity. Departing from the knowledge that there is a reality in teaching abroad that 

makes sense to those immersed in them, an interpretivist approach then aided me in 

unveiling, understanding, and explaining the various contexts of the figured world of 

teaching abroad at ASC. 

 

Identity 

Every person at some point in their life reflects on questions such as, “Who am 

I?” Such inquiry requires an understanding of the „self‟ and the „other‟.  But how often do 

we stop and think about the type of relationship that we have with the people around us?  

For the most part, it is not until we are in disagreement with someone, in a crisis situation 

at home, or in a difficult problem at work, that we stop and reflect on our relationships 

and try to understand who we are in relation to ourselves and others (Macmurray, 1999). 

If we are not in serious conflict or situations that make us uncomfortable, we usually tend 

to dismiss situations or delay their resolution. 

Without trying to fall into deep philosophical constructs, but making explicit how 

understanding the „self‟ and the „other‟ are part of a dynamic relationship within actions 

is relevant to this work, I will begin with an approach from the perspective of Macmurray 

(1999) who supports that every person‟s relation is established by the recognition of the 

Other in a dynamic way.  In this relation, the Self or “I” expresses the desire of being in 

relation with the Other or “You”. The “I” and the “You” are considered agents of actions. 

The relation is defined by the actions of the person.  For instance, if I think of myself as a 

teacher, many of my actions are dependent on the actions of the students in my 
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classroom.  My actions are based on the teacher-student relationship and vice versa, and 

they influence how I understand my own Self.  Individual identities depend on 

relationships.  

An alternative approach is the notion of universal identity as something that 

begins in childhood and the person follows in stages that end in adulthood (Erikson, 

1963). From this perspective, identity is predefined and expected to happen in a 

predictable sequence. Another concept that helps to better understand identity as fluid is 

what Calhoun (1994) proposes as identities constructed through action in social contexts, 

shaping the meaning of identities as evolving and changing. In the classroom, the 

relationship I establish with my students is subject to our cultural backgrounds, our 

family backgrounds, and the school experience we are immersed in. Although we see 

each other in the same classroom every day, each one of us experiences the situation 

differently. Relationships are continuously changing. 

In this study, I consider identity not only from the sociological, the cultural, or the 

psychological perspectives. In an attempt to solidify my own understanding of identity, I 

draw from what Holland et al. (1998) propose as, 

…three interrelated components of a theoretical refiguring of the relationship 

between culture and self. First, culturally and socially constructed discourses and 

practices of the self are recognized as neither the „clothes‟ of a universally 

identical self nor the (static) elements of cultural molds into which the self is 

cast… Second, the self is treated as always embedded in (social) practice. Third, 

“sites of the self” the loci of self-production or self-processes, are recognized as 

plural” (28). 

 

The theory that Holland et al. (1998) offer in conceptualizing identity is 

influenced by sociocultural and historical perspectives. Holland explains that the debate 
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between self and identity is best approached from a cultural studies perspective, taking 

into account Bakhtin‟s (1981) use of dialogue and Vygotsky‟s (1986) understanding of 

language as semiotic mediator of practice. Drawing from Bakhtin, Holland states that 

“persons develop through and around the cultural forms by which they are identified, and 

identify themselves, in the context of their affiliation or disaffiliation with those 

associated with those forms and practices” (p.33).   In teaching abroad, this approach 

becomes useful to situate how teachers make sense of themselves as they arrive for the 

first time to live in China and begin a new job along with a group of first-timers teachers 

abroad.  I ascribe to the notion that identity is a fluid concept, as Holland et al. (1998) 

states, 

Identity is a concept that figuratively combines the intimate or personal world 

with the collective space of cultural forms and social relations…the imagining of 

self in worlds of action, as social products;…identities are lived in and through 

activity and so must be conceptualized as they develop in social practice…over a 

person‟s lifetime (p.5). 

 

My personal understanding of identity is that each person‟s emotions, will, 

thoughts, cognition, and perceptions, grow strong until they become „realities‟ to that 

person, making them his/her own. Each person lives in his/her own „reality‟ that may 

correspond and be in accordance, or not, to other person‟s „reality‟, depending on the 

context in which they occur and on individual previous experiences.  It is when this 

„reality‟ comes to concur with the „reality‟ of others that they form powerful constructs 

that drive individual and group actions. The individual becomes the group and vice versa. 

You come overseas because you want something special. We came here because 

we wanted a new experience for our children. But after awhile, I think it is easy to 
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loose track of who we want to be, especially when the panorama is constantly 

changing and with teachers coming and going every year. (Marcus, 11/9/09). 

 

 

In the above quote, Marcus, a teacher at ASC, speaks about a sense of loss of who 

he is becoming due to the continuous changes of teachers at school. Teachers‟ identities 

depend on the group they belong to and when that group is in constant flux, so are the 

self understandings of the teacher. It is when our personal identities come in contact with 

others that they begin to be recreated. In Holland et al.‟s (1998) words,  

people tell others who they are, but even more important, they tell themselves and 

they try to act as though they are who they say they are. These self-

understandings, especially those with strong emotional resonance for the teller, 

are what we refer to as identities (p.3). 

 

In the case of the teacher abroad identity I define it as the teacher identity created 

at the intersection of social, personal, emotional, professional, and linguistic spaces.  

These spaces serve as locations where teachers create self understandings as they 

transition into new schools in foreign countries. 

Within schools, Cummins (1996) states that “the interactions of educators and 

students [in] a process of negotiating identities… focuses on the fact that identities 

develop in a social context” (p.viii); but when the sociocultural contexts vary, as in the 

case of teachers who have attended preparations programs in one country and work in 

another country, making sense of one‟s identity is affected by the crossing of borders 

between countries.  Vertovec (2001) argues that transnationalism
6
 and identity are 

juxtaposed concepts, “especially with regard to various ways transnational settings and 

                                                 
6
  Transnational refers to the movement between two countries. Transnationality is a principle of carrying 

out an action across national borders. (Merriam-Webster dictionary) 
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dynamics affect the construction, negotiation and reproduction of identities” (p.573).  At 

ASC, teachers come from various countries and bring with them a plurality of pedagogies 

and languages that become juxtaposed on a daily basis. Holland et al. (1998) are in 

accordance with how a person is conceptualized differently cross-culturally, “but self-

discourses and practices must be scrutinized for they are clues… to the culture that 

shapes the malleable self” (pp. 21-22).  In the case of teachers working at the American 

School in China, I will try to untangle such cultural understandings and contextual 

references to grasp how teachers shape and negotiate who they are while living and 

working in a new country as teachers abroad.  But since identities do not come out of the 

vacuum or in isolation, it is relevant to understand how a person‟s past history responds 

to present circumstances. This is what encompasses a history-in-person. 

 

History-in-Person  

A life experience may be told or interpreted in a different way even for two 

people under the same circumstances. A life experience may determine the way we 

experience and understand new situations as we draw resources from the past to navigate 

the present. It is a person‟s particular experience that form his/her history-in-person 

(Holland and Lave 2001), or herstory and history (Urrieta, 2009) and that serves as 

context of his/her development of identity. Although an individual‟s life may be 

understood as the unfolding of every act or event in a person‟s existence, a self-produced 

account is mostly about the events that are relevant to that person, to a particular age or to 

particular situations in a given time and space.   
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In the account of a life, or the stories that a person recollects about his/her life, the 

process is mediated by historical circumstances as well. Holland and Lave (2001) state 

that “…subjects are in part fashioned and yet also fashion themselves in historically and 

culturally specific ways… where history in institutional structures and history in person 

are never equivalents” (p. 5).  Teachers‟ biographies matter in the making of new 

identities, and in international schools, those biographies are embedded in multicultural 

and multilingual worlds. 

Some researchers have studied the stories of teachers in the school contexts 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 1996), others have explored the interaction of identities in 

explaining the professional roles of teachers (Beynon, Ilieva & Dichupa, 2001; Olsen, 

2008), addressed personal stories for professional development (Yu et al., 2008), and 

explored experiences in other countries as a student teacher (Cushner and Brennan, 2007) 

or as a teacher educator  (Merryfield, 2000), all of them with a focus in mind that the past 

experiences of teachers matter in their present situations. At ASC, there is an emphasizes 

on the meshing of past teaching experiences that are in convergence with the needs of the 

school from the perspective of pedagogical practices. As an administrator stated, 

Some of the teachers here haven‟t taught in the U.S. and don‟t know about 

differentiating practices to teach the kids. All they have had is this experience in 

international classrooms where there are almost no kids with special needs, but 

we need to have teachers who had other teaching experiences to help those kids 

having difficulties learning. (Annie, administrator, 2/11/09). 

 

In my research, I pay attention to the individual situations and personal histories 

that teachers bring into the school because they have a personal imprint, not only for their 

professional roles, but as individuals growing up in countries different than China. 
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Teachers have to reconcile and modify understandings of previous experiences to help 

them navigate and make sense of their new environment and social relations at the 

professional and personal levels. If a teacher grew up in a poor family in the Philippines, 

that person‟s history is within the context of growing up in an underdeveloped country. 

The circumstances he might be going through on a daily basis at the school may overlap 

with circumstances of another teacher who grew up in middle-class U.S., and who might 

have a different view from her perspective, consequently history and herstory (Urrieta, 

2007) will carry a different meaning. In Holland‟s (et al., 1998) words, 

History-in person is likely to have an agenda and momentum of its own. Persons 

do bring a history to the present… history-in-person collides with combinations of 

circumstances that are by degree precedented and unprecedented (46). 

 

How a teacher understands his/her own history becomes a marker for the next 

move in her/his life. It influences a decision to pursue what is relevant to that person. The 

teacher‟s biography in this study is explored to see how it relates to the making of 

identities in the figured world of teaching abroad. 

 

Figured Worlds 

The concept of figured worlds includes Leontiev‟s (1978) proposition that 

“people respond to what they find in the environment in the context of a historically, 

socially, and culturally constructed form of social (inter)action that he called an 

activity… Activity theory views people as actively engaged with the environment” 

(Holland, et al., 1998, p. 39).  This is congruent with what Bourdieu describes as 
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„practice‟ or the way people‟s actions obey the dynamics of the social world.  The social 

world at ASC is expressed by Bill, a first-time teacher abroad. 

Isn‟t this amazing! Here we are, talking about our travels and social life since we 

arrived here [in China]. It is a fucking dream story! No one is going to believe 

that I can finally teach at a place without having to worry about materials and 

books, and that my paycheck can finally pay for my social life. My teacher friends 

in the States wouldn‟t understand what I am talking about. They are trapped there 

in their own story (Bill, 12/1/09). 

 

Bill comment suggests that the „reality‟ he is living at ASC may not be 

understood by other teachers who are not part of this social construct.  As people engage 

with each other through their actions, and as they develop a common understanding of 

their actions, a figured world begins to take shape and develop, as Bill described in his 

words.   Holland defines a figured world as “a socially and culturally constructed realm 

of interpretations in which particular characters and actors are recognized, significance is 

assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over others” (p. 52).  In the 

case of teaching abroad, teachers come together at a job fair and, then begin to make 

sense through the process of finding a job –a unique interview process. This is the initial 

contact with other similarly motivated teachers, teachers looking to secure a job in any 

country around the world. Once a teacher is offered a contract, the teacher begins the 

transition process of separation; ending their present job, saying their good-byes and 

preparing to move to a new country.   

People enter figured worlds depending on their circumstances, who or what draws 

them into the world, and how their biographies relate to the world.  As people try to 

„figure‟ out the particular worlds they move in, they also make emotional investments in 

the figured world. Holland et al. (1998) state that “some figured worlds we may never 
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enter because of our social position or rank; some we may deny to others; some we may 

simply miss by contingency; some we may learn fully” (p.41), while Urrieta (2009) adds 

that “we may yet enter other figured worlds only temporarily and peripherally, while in 

others we may come to assume positions of relative power and prestige” (p.29). In 

regards to entering some figured worlds and not others, my journal entry from a 

recruiting fair for teachers abroad provide an example: 

The first country I try to get an interview is with Trinidad and Tobago –Port of 

Spain. As I turn in our resume, the recruiter asks me if I am a U.S. citizen.  When 

I respond that I am a naturalized U.S. citizen and that I hold a U.S. passport he 

takes my resume and he says he would give us a call by the end of the day to see 

if we can set up an interview. 

 

I‟m going next to Thailand, then to Russia.  As I get in line for the school in 

Russia, a gentleman is stopping each candidate and the first question he asks is if 

each one of us is a U.S. citizen.  The lady in front of me has to leave the line, “it‟s 

OK” she says, “I understand”.  Next is me. The gentleman asks me in Spanish 

„Como esta? (how are you?)‟ I respond, „Muy bien, Buenos dias‟ (I‟m fine, Good 

morning). Then he says that the Russian school is actually considered an embassy 

school and they only hire U.S. citizens. I wonder if he talked to me in Spanish just 

as a trial to see what language I spoke because it is obvious that I don‟t fit the 

„American‟ phenotype.  I respond the same thing as earlier „I am a naturalized 

citizen”,  and your husband?  Is he a US citizen? Yes, I respond.  If he is then you 

are fine, he responds in turn. Go ahead and continue on the line… talk to the lady 

about the positions we have.  This is my second experience about U.S. citizenry 

within 5 minutes. I‟m starting to feel weird. My sixth sense is awake now… I‟m 

looking for „cues‟ that will indicate to me if there are issues with nationality, 

class, race, gender… completely different to what the brochure says “we don‟t 

discriminate against... (Journal entry, 2/15/08). 

 

At the recruiting fair, I was allowed to set up interviews with schools that only 

hire U.S. citizens, had I only carried my Mexican passport, I would have had to leave the 

lines to apply for some jobs.  In recognizing union and separation, Bordieu (2006) 

specifies that “the sense of limits and the legitimate transgression of limits… [brings] 

unavoidable transgression[s] of the boundary” (p.124).   Some individuals cross between 
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worlds.  Transgressions of the border is also a concept that Anzaldua (1987) explores by 

pointing out that the longer an individual is in two different worlds, the more adept s/he is 

at weaving in and out of different worlds, moving from one to another, creating hybrid 

worlds. 

In my case at ASC, I am a member of the figured world of teacher, my profession, 

as well as a parent, because my own children attend the same school, and I am the spouse 

of a teacher who works at the school too. These worlds are interwoven and I make sense 

of them according to the impact and significance they have on my daily actions. At the 

same time, I have learned to navigate my weaving between worlds depending on the 

situation and who I am interacting with.    

Figured worlds are also locals worlds (Urrieta, 2007), and “figured worlds are 

always in a process of change and transition in spite of the durability of their cultural 

means” (p.137). Changes are subject to historical circumstances as well. In teaching 

abroad, the group of teachers that arrived to China in 2008, experienced the greater 

socioeconomic changes taking place in the country at the time. The figured worlds taking 

place in schools can take various forms and meanings.  Urrieta (2009) proposes to think 

about figured worlds as macro and micro, where “macro figured worlds are those larger 

conceptions spanning across time and space, often functioning more like abstract 

constructions than specific local practices” (p.71). In this sense, teaching overseas in 

international schools would be considered a macro figured world because it would 

involve any teacher working outside of their country of origin, but each teaching 

experience, in a particular country and school, would be considered a micro figured 
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world. “Micro figured worlds are local, temporal, and specific manifestations of the 

larger macro figured world” (Urrieta, 2009, p.72).  In addition to figuring out the 

individual self, identities in figure worlds acquire two facets, one based on narratives and 

storylines among its actors –relational identities-, and one based on relations of social 

positions and entitlement between actors -positional identities.  

 

Positional Identities   

The concept of positioning is relevant to my study because of the institutionalized 

categories that ASC distributes teachers into.  For example, teachers hold certain 

privileges in the form of benefit packages and salaries depending if they are local or 

overseas hires, if they speak English or not, if they teach in the IB or AP track, if they are 

from China or from a developed country such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the 

U.S. and the U.K.  How teachers abroad appropriate their social world and act upon it has 

to do with their positional identities within the school. In my case, I may consciously 

choose to enter the world of either being from a developed country or being from a 

developing country by my choice of language and depending on the outcome I am 

looking for.  For example, if I am in China with my husband, I can pass as an „American‟ 

because I speak English well enough. When I travel alone in Asia, people have 

mistakenly identified me as a person from the Philippines or from rural China because 

my skin is dark and I am short, in spite that I speak English. In this instance I am being 

positioned by others (incorrectly or not) as coming from an East Asian country.  
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In Bordieu‟s terms (1991), certain positions create symbolic capital that grant 

people privileges.  Bourdieu proposes that symbolic capital is represented in three types 

of cultural constructs:  embodied (knowledge), objectified (material objects such as a 

flag, passports), and institutionalized (academic degrees). Speaking English in Bordieu‟s 

terminology would be considered an embodied linguistic capital. In international schools, 

teachers who are positioned as native English speakers possess more linguistic capital 

than those who speak with an accent. Overseas hired teachers from English speaking 

countries have more institutionalized capital than locally hired teachers. 

Labels categorize or position individuals in ranks that condone, provide prestige, 

give privileges, or degrade. According to Holland et al. (1998), 

positional identities have to do with the day-today and on the ground relations of 

power, deference, and entitlement, social affiliations and distance… is a person‟s 

apprehension of her social position in a lived world, depending on the others 

present, of her greater or lesser access to spaces, activities, genres, and, through 

those genres, authoritative voices, or any voice at all (p. 127-128). 

 

Positional identities are not assigned to individuals in such „clean‟ cut categories. 

Positional identities are related to how a person mediates relationships with others, 

through actions and language, known as authoring in figured worlds. 

 

Authoring 

In Vygotsky‟s theory (1986),  language begins from social interactions and 

becomes inner speech or the „inside voice‟ of a person to guide his/heractivity to the next 

step. For Bakhtin (1981), language as a mediator device for activity is important as well, 

but his view is more complex than Vygotsky‟s.  Bakhtin “emphasizes elements of power, 
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status, stratification and ownership… (Holland, et al, 1998, p.176).  People guide their 

activities and negotiate with others through language.  

Language as mediator is one of the major challenges for foreign teachers in 

China. Within the classroom, teachers at ASC lead classes in English and know the ropes 

of teaching students to learn to read, write, and lead discussions in English.  Teachers 

socialize and conduct their daily jobs successfully in English.  But as teachers step 

outside of the boundaries of ASC, they become „silent‟ - they cannot communicate with 

the greater community. Most teachers do not speak Mandarin and most locals do not 

speak English.  

It kills my chatty nature not to be able to talk to people. I don‟t know what they 

say and cannot ask for the time or simply things like the weather. I just cannot 

make any sense of what is going on around me when I‟m not in the school. It 

frustrates me and it makes me feel stupid (Field Notes, 1/5/09).  

 

 

Without language to help mediate and navigate situations outside ASC, most 

teachers‟ social context is limited to relationships with others who speak English, mostly 

within the school.  It is through the “continuing dialogic of an inner speech where active 

identities are ever forming” (Holland, et.al., 1998, p.169).  The pragmatic use of the 

English language for teachers abroad is not enough to mediate many of their actions 

outside of the schools. 

In Bakhtin‟s (1981) words, “all languages are specific points of view of the world 

forms, for conceptualizing the world in words, specific world views, each characterized 

by its own objects, meanings and values… as such they encounter one another and 

coexist in the consciousness of real people” (p. 291-292, in Holland, et al, 1998, p. 171).  
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Language use becomes pragmatic in negotiating identities in figured worlds and, in spite 

that English was necessary to obtain a teaching job at an international school, its use is 

limited in countries where English is not the official language.   

Holquist (1990) extends Bakhtin‟s ideas by proposing the notion of „dialogism‟, 

in which a person “always exist in a state of being “addressed” and in the process of 

„answering” (Holland, et al., 1998, p.169).  It is through the process of inner speech, the 

voices that guide people‟s actions and that serve as the “internal dialogues [that will 

guide a person] to accept, reject or negotiate” (Urrieta, 2007, p.111) positions offered by 

others.  Individuals carry their own stories, and authoring takes meaning from the 

relationships among individuals and group activity through language and dialectic 

relationships.  

As teachers abroad move outside of their country of origin, they carry with them 

the discourses and understandings that guide their responses to the practice in new 

countries, encountering unexpected discourses as well.  As I interviewed for a position at 

ASC, I was faced with a dilemma of whether to sign a contract or not after my second 

interview when an issue about my English was brought up. 

I could understand that you are a star, you have a wonderful resume and would be 

a star in a school such as the one I worked before,  in the Dominican Republic… 

but even there, parents expected to have a teacher who is a native speaker, 

because they have this sense of entitlement. You have an accent… and I am not 

sure how you would feel about…if parents say something. I don‟t know… (Field 

Notes, 2/17/08). 

 

As a teacher I will author my practice based on how I have made meaning of my 

previous practices in schools.  “Practices and discourses become „markers‟ of their 

owners and evoke their social image. They carry with them the aura…the images and the 
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odors of the particular others, particular professions, particular social groups, particular 

individual with which they are associated” (Holland and Lave, 2001, p.16).  In my case, I 

was taken aback by the unexpected comment, but then, as I recovered two hours later, I 

decided to sign a contract in this school that sparked my curiosity about understanding 

where the comment was coming from. At times, teachers will have to create new 

responses and actions when situations are not what they expected or when their actions 

do not make sense in the new contexts and countries. And as each country carries its own 

History, it becomes necessary to explain in more detail how the PRC serves as a 

backdrop to ASC.   

 

Historical Background of the People‟s Republic of China. 

My arrival to China in 2008, 

The airport was clean and well lighted. We followed the signs to get out of the 

customs section.  Luggage was not quite inspected except for my husband‟s big 

suitcase that had his cymbals.  One of the things we were concerned about was the 

books we carried, especially the Mao book written by a Chinese woman who lives 

in Britain and whose first book was banned in China.  All our fears about security 

and scrutiny at the airport about „not allowed things‟ were gone right away.  [The 

vice principal] was waiting for us and right away we got a bottle of cold water for 

each of us.  The driver took our luggage after the security line and helped us exit 

the terminal to where the school bus was waiting for us. I was glad someone came 

to pick us up.  As we drove away, I realized that the airport is huge, and the city 

seems endless. Incredible bridges and buildings, I was in awe! And at the same 

time, I could barely keep my eyes opened, the long trip was exhausting because 

we went through Korea and waited for a few hours to change planes, and on the 

plane the food they served was no familiar to us. We barely kept the conversation 

with the vice principal all the way from the airport, which was about a one and a 

half hour ride from our new apartment. (Field Notes, 8/2/08). 
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Beginning with a large macro lens that departs form the launching of the 

economic reforms that took place when China (re)opened to the World in 1978, helps me 

frame the establishment of foreign international education in the country and the 

(re)emergence of private local and international schools that cater to locals and foreign 

families.  I will begin with background data about the country to provide a general 

context. 

 

Population 

China‟s population of 1.3 billion people makes it the densest country in the world.  

China‟s urbanization is still in its infancy, even with projections that by 2050, the country 

will be 70 percent urbanized. This contrasts with current rates of 90 percent for the 

United Kingdom and the United States (Kynge, 2007). The region that includes the 

country‟s capital, Beijing, and the six surrounding Provinces
7
 in the northern region of 

the country, makes it the “second most populous nation on earth, with more people than 

the United States packed into less than one tenth of the territory” (Chovanec, 2009, p.1).  

The level of economic development varies greatly throughout the other regions of the 

country. “It is like a developed country back to back with an underdeveloped one” (Bill, 

8/11/08) as a teacher expressed in the first days of school.   

China officially has 56 ethnic minority groups representing many languages. The 

Han group is the ethnic majority, with Mandarin or Putonghua (common language) as the 

                                                 
7
  A province in the sociopolitical context of the Chinese government is the first level of administrative 

division of the PRC. Every Province has a Communist Party of China provincial committee, headed by a 

Secretary in charge of the Province. In a broad sense, it could be understood as the geographic boundaries 

of a State in the U.S., but with a different political system. 
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designated official language, and not surprisingly, the native dialect of the people of 

Beijing. The mainland is divided in 22 Provinces, five Autonomous Regions
8
 (with 

minority ethnic groups in Tibet, Guanxi, Xinjinan, Inner Mongolia, and Ningxia), four 

Municipalities with semi-autonomous control (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Chongqing), 

and two special administrative regions (Hong Kong and Macau). The level of influence 

exerted by the central government varies depending on the area. Taiwan is considered an 

additional Province with semi-autonomy status by the Chinese central Party. 

 

The “Free” Economic Zones 

Ironies of communist China are seen in the rise of billionaires that the system has 

allowed to emerge since the economic reforms established by Deng Xiao Ping in the 

country‟s first five year plan in 1978 . “There are now more billionaires in China than 

any other country besides the United States” (Forbes magazine, 3/11/10). Of the 14 

women cited as the richest of the world, half are self-made in China.  

The US continues to top the list with 403 billionaires. But what has really been 

surprising has been the strong ascendancy of China. The country increased its 

number of billionaires on the list to 64 in 2009 from 28 in 2008 (China Daily 

newspaper, 3/11/10). 

 

The rapid ascendance of a few wealthy families is the result of the new economic 

system in China. 

                                                 
8
 An autonomous region has its own local government and, theoretically, it has more legislative rights. In 

practice, autonomous regions only have the right to appoint the governor (from the local ethnic minority). 

There is a Party Secretary, who is the real power base and is represented by someone from the Han group 

(ethnic majority). 
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In the early 1980‟s the government approved the opening of the first Free 

Economic Zone (FEZ) in the city of Shenzhen in the South. Within five years, three more 

FEZ were developed. These FEZ, especially Shenzhen, are regarded as the birth places of 

Chinese mass market manufacturing. By the mid 1980‟s, China had approved the opening 

of 14 cities along the coastal regions as special zones for overseas investment (Chen, 

2009). More cities inland China were included as Special free Zones in the decade of the 

1990‟s, including the authorization of a financial center with a Stock Exchange Market 

housed in the city of Shanghai, the third in China, with two others in Shenzhen and Hong 

Kong. 

The opening to foreign investment resurrected a capitalist approach to private 

investment that most Party members refer to as „a capitalist system with Chinese 

characteristics‟. Translated into simple terms, the system allows private enterprise and 

foreign investment to take root in China, as long as the operations follow the Socialist 

precepts established by the PRC central government. According to Kynge (2007) “people 

began to form companies that were socialist and state-owned on paper but capitalist and 

privately owned in reality… [When Mao Zedong used the word] “collective” he meant 

that a company was wholly owned by the state...In its new incarnation, “collective” could 

also mean a group of private, or partly private, owners” (p.13).  This interpretation of the 

concept of the “collective” has opened the door for Chinese citizens to become „socialist‟ 

entrepreneurs.   Some of these entrepreneurs started with small family owned businesses 

and rose to become billionaires. This contrasts with the fact that the majority of the 

population in China is poor and the average factory worker made the equivalent to less 
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than 50 USD a week in 2009, and a migrant population that suffers greatly from 

alienation and human suffering (Barboza,2009; Kynge, 2007). While in some cities the 

benefits of the raising economy shows through modern infrastructure that resembles that 

of any developed countries, most of China still do not have electricity or running water; 

the houses are made of mud, grass, and animal droppings used to glue the adobes.  

My husband and I lived in New York and came back to Shanghai to open up our 

business. We often have to travel to London and Singapore for work so my mom 

is helping us out with the kids. We are from rural China and went through the 

competition of taking tough exams when we were kids, just to gain a spot in the 

schools and continue our education. Nothing like my child has here at [ASC]. My 

parents were really poor from the generation of the Cultural Revolution (Field 

Notes, 10/15/11). 

  

As the newly wealthy class emerges in China, they seek to walk away from a past 

of limited access to commodities and education, at the same time, try to emulate the 

American lifestyle that Chinese are being exposed to, whether within the country in the 

big cities or while traveling or studying abroad. “ „Americans‟ are popping up all over 

now –from Doha [Qatar] to Dalian [China]… moving into American- style living spaces, 

buying American-style cars, eating American-style fast food, and creating American 

levels of garbage” (Friedman, 2008, p.56).  This is true, especially in urban cities like 

Beijing and Shanghai. Both cities underwent major renovations due to the Olympic 

Games in 2008 and the World Expo in 2010 respectively. At that time, there was a 

notorious decrease in the air pollution and the Internet access improved, going back to 

their original state roughly a month after these major international events ended. 
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The City of Shanghai in the Southern Region 

Shanghai is bordered to the North by the Yangtze River Delta; South by the 

Hangzhou Gulf;  the East China Sea opens at its East border, and the West is adjacent to 

Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces.  The city‟s accessibility to a large port makes it a magnet 

for foreign-investment activity since the 1800‟s. With its own exchange market and 

numerous foreign bank branches located within International settlements, Shanghai was 

considered a destination friendly to foreign trade, a financial center in the East.  

However, with the triumph of the Communist Party in 1949, Shanghai found its natural 

free trade character at odds with the new government‟s philosophy and the city‟s 

economic structure fell into hibernation.  It was not until the opening of the country in 

1978 and the subsequent establishment of the Free Economic Zones, in 1990, that the 

Central government decided to discharge Shanghai from the Party‟s economic policies 

and once again allowed it to emerge as an international port, and eventually, as a 

financial center that would rival Hong Kong. Shanghai‟s Stock Market is one of three 

established in China. It has resurged as a hub for both Asian and Western countries 

operating businesses within mainland China.  One of the areas that begun to flourish is 

the educational services needed for foreign families and returning local families, 

beginning to move to Shanghai due to overseas jobs. 

In a two-year study, Woronov (2007) found that Chinese parents are curious 

about American educational practices and the schooling process of American children. 

This curiosity is being fed through books sold on the streets in the form of handbooks that 

emphasize “American education as a model to educate their children and prepare them 
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for a global and transnational future…The limited or biased information Chinese parents 

receive also feeds a false assumption of automatic upward mobility through transnational 

space” (p.45). By educating their children with a romanticized view of U.S. education, 

without acknowledging and understanding the social problems of race, class, gender, 

religion, and politics that exist in the daily life of people in the U.S., some parents may 

form false and debatable perceptions and conceptualizations of U.S. education. 

 

Challenges to Concepts of Nation and Citizenship 

Anderson (2006) explains that the notion of nation-state should be considered 

flexible and constructed through cultural artifacts that connect people regardless of 

distance. He provides the following definition, 

[Nation]… is an imagined political community –and imagined as both inherently 

limited and sovereign. It is imagined  because the members of even the smallest 

nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear 

them, yet in the minds of each lived the image of their communion... The nation is 

imagined as limited because even the largest of them… has finite, if elastic, 

boundaries, beyond which lie other nations. .. it is imagined and a community, 

because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail each, 

the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship (p. 6-7). 

 

The nation as an imagined community becomes useful to my study in situating 

how ASC represents a U.S. educational model from the U.S. nation, but away from the 

U.S. territory. The boundaries of the nation are flexible enough to be located within 

another nation, in this case China. In addition, Anderson (2006) stresses that the 

emergence of print material forms have “provided the technical means for „re-presenting‟ 

the kind of imagined community that is the nation”(25), and that these artifacts mediate 

groups without having to come to face-to-face interaction: 



 46 

An American will never meet or even know the names or more than a handful of 

his… fellow Americans. He has no idea or what they are up to at any time. But he 

has complete confidence I their steady, anonymous, simultaneous activity (p.26).  

 

Within this fluid concept of nation-state, the understanding of citizenship becomes 

necessary in defining what it entails and implies to be a U.S. citizen or to be part of the 

“American nationhood” (Spiro, 2008, p.6).  According to Spiro, the essential question is 

that “before one asks what it means to be an American, one must ask who is an 

American” (p.4). From the legal point of view, U.S. citizenship is bounded by “territorial 

presence as a central criterion” (p.5).  Individuals born within U.S. have the right to U.S. 

citizenship, regardless of their parents‟ legal status. Individuals born outside of the U.S., 

from U.S. citizens, are also granted U.S. citizenship. Citizenship becomes one of the 

artifacts Anderson (2006) speaks of, in this case a legal artifact and criterion that secures 

membership to a nation. From the historical perspective, VanSledright (2008) explains 

that, 

United Sates as nation-state was founded on ideals of justice [and democracy] 

before the law; one person, one vote; and a panoply of rights for individual 

citizens and property interests…as a nation of immigrants, -some voluntary, 

others forced, [to] maintain a sense of national community (p.111).   

 

On the one hand, U.S. citizenship has served as membership to a nation. On the 

other hand, citizenship has served as justification to exclude and repress those who are 

within the same territory.  For example, Native-Americans, African-Americans, 

Mexican-Americans, Asian-Americans, and women, at some point or another through 

history, have been denied full rights prevailing under legal citizenship by segregating 

them from schools, denying them the right to vote, and assimilating them into the Anglo-
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American culture (Spring, 2007).  Therefore, the concept of citizenship becomes subject 

to interpretations and changes as the quote below explains. 

In the face of globalization… the sustainability of instant ties are rendering place 

of birth an attenuated marker of life trajectory. A child born in America may well 

leave America in childhood, or she may grow up with a primary attachment to 

some other community… and persons sharing birth place in the United States may 

in fact share little else (Spiro 2008, p.10). 

 

 The present movement among people from different nations makes it less 

suitable for someone to live in their birthplace for life, especially in United States, a 

country characterized by the continuous movement of people. In 2003, there was an 

estimated seven million U.S. passports issued in foreign countries, of which almost four 

million lived overseas (Schuler, 2003). This number may well represent the U.S. citizens 

who may decide to stay abroad living in more than one foreign country, as the following 

comment shows. 

We are Canadians but the kids were born in Chicago and they carry both 

passports. We have lived in Shanghai longer than we actually lived in Chicago, 

and the place the kids have spent the least amount of time has been Canada. And 

now my husband is being transferred to the branch in England, so will see how 

many years we‟ll stat there. I hear there are two large international schools. I have 

to go and checked them out because we want the kids to complete their whole 

schooling internationally. You can‟t beat the package of the Company covering 

the tuition in this type of schools. The kids would not have a chance like this if we 

moved back to the States because the job would become local. In the meantime, 

we are traveling as much as we can because you never know when the Company 

will pull the rug from under your feet. (Field Notes, 2/15/11). 

 

In my research, I address citizenship from the point of view of U.S. citizens 

moving to other countries because of a recent phenomenon referred to as “birth tourism”, 

a term that has been used to recognize an emerging pattern where an “increasing number 

of pregnant women travel to the United States with the objective of securing birth 
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citizenship for their children” (Spiro 2008, p.20). At ASC, 44 percent of students were 

born in the U.S. (ASC statistics, 2010), but the majority of these U.S. citizens have grown 

up in China or are of Chinese heritage. A U.S. passport is a commonality they share with 

other children who were born and live in the U.S., but their immediate sociocultural 

contexts are different. American students at ASC know about their American 

counterparts through mass media and through short vacations during the summer months 

in the U.S. In trying to differentiate between citizenship attached to a nation and growing 

up in a different country, some have labeled the students‟ country of passport as the „first 

culture‟ and the country of residence as the „second culture‟ (Schuler, 2003) labeling 

these children Third Culture Kids or TCK (Pollock & Van Reken, 2001), which refers to 

children of families who spent a large portion of their childhood abroad. These families 

became „international nomads‟ and enjoy staying abroad, but experience a lack of roots to 

one country. 

Because a passport as a single document claims citizenship but not an identity, it 

becomes necessary to address what defines then an American national identity, given that 

ASC caters mainly to a large number of students with U.S. passports. Pavlenko (2004) 

explains that an American national narrative is congruent with what people have come to 

identify as the Anglo-Saxonization of the American history and identity. Historically 

speaking, it is the colonization of North America by Britain. Thinking about American 

national identity in this sense, it is the emulation of Eurocentric approaches of Anglo-

Saxons and the use of the English language.  In schools, the notion of American identity 
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is infused through schools that emulate Eurocentric approaches to teaching. However, the 

development of a „national identity‟ is not so linear in international settings. 

So, let‟s see. I was born in South America. My parents were missionaries and I 

speak English, Spanish, and Portuguese. I have taught most of my life abroad and 

consider myself a TCK [third culture kid]. My home is wherever I am in the 

world but I recently came from teaching at a school in Seul. I kept on wondering 

what it was going to be like teaching at this school because I heard a lot about it. 

People say it is a good school and we‟ll see. Although I am American, I think I 

am more South American because that‟s where I spent most of my childhood. 

(Leah, 9/1/10). 

 

In the case of Leah, her place of birth in South America, her U.S. passport, and 

the languages she peaks brings multiple factors that do not indicate in isolation which 

„national identity‟ she is affiliate with, but rather she expresses a self-identification as a 

TCK.  American/international schools form specific communities in which concepts of 

nation, citizenship, and national identity acquire blurry meanings because of the plurality 

of nationalities, languages, and transience among teachers and students. 

 

Transient Communities 

The first time I got a job was in Ecuador and it was 18 years ago. A friend of mine 

from Florida told me about this job and I didn‟t pay attention at first. Then I got 

into debt because my teacher‟s salary in Florida was not enough to pay all my 

bills, so I went ahead and took the job in Ecuador and it was an eye opening. I 

truly enjoyed being there but then an opportunity to go to Casa Blanca came up 

and took that job. That‟s when I thought I would stay for a long time, but the laws 

regarding age limits changed in the country and I had to look for another job. So I 

went to Kuwait but didn‟t like it. It was too hard for me, a lot of political issues 

and they looked at us [Americans] suspiciously. I was ready to get out of there 

and started looking for another school to go to as soon as I finished my contract 

there. My principal gave me a good recommendation and [ASC] offered me a job. 

(Arianna, 12/25/2010). 
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Arianna expressed how she moved between schools, favoring the one in Casa 

Blanca, where she thought she found a community for her to stay longer than in other 

schools, where she felt more at ease, until the laws changed. 

Drawing from Anderson‟s (2006) concept of imagined communities, Cobb-

Robert, Dorn, & Shircliffe (2006) situate schools as imagined communities that shape 

identities created on the notions of who belongs to that community and who doesn‟t. “In 

reality, any notion of a school community is exclusive” (p.180), and inclusive. One of the 

characteristics that link participants to the imagined communities of international schools 

is a highly transient population. 

Danaher, Moriarty, & Danaher, (2009) differentiate between those who are in 

control of their mobility, as it is the case of professionals who work for businesses and 

government officials, from those who have been displaced for economic reasons and who 

move voluntarily (Ogbu, 1990). There is a differential access of power involved as well. 

Less privileged members of mobile groups that are displaced due to economic 

globalization, experience social and educational exclusion, as it is the case of immigrant 

students in the U.S. (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004; 

Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001), whose families migrate to other countries in 

search of better life conditions (Cole and Durham, 2007; Dirlik, 2006; Velez-Ibanez, 

1996).  Contrary to the effects of globalization on marginalized groups, there is a 

movement of individuals of white-collar jobs that relocate to countries outside the U.S. to 

work in a variety of employment, but who do not experience pressures of financial 

survival.   
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The dynamic of living in and moving between multiple countries become part of 

the contemporary life for some people (Leander, Phillips & Headrick, 2010), especially 

for those whose jobs are linked to multinational corporations.  Danaher, Moriarty, & 

Danaher, (2009) note that “there is also increased educational mobility, with initiatives to 

enhance opportunities for learning in multiple countries and an increased student body in 

international schools around the world...”(p.3). As families move across countries, 

students in schools are less likely to finish one complete cycle –elementary, middle, or 

high school- in one location. At ASC, less than half of the students complete their 

secondary school education from beginning to end.  In addition, “globally mobile 

communities of workers from different countries must pool their educational resources” 

(Cambridge & Thompson, 2004 p. 169) to provide schooling for their children.    

Danaher, Moriarty, & Danaher (2009) offer a useful definition of what they call a 

mobile learning community, 

…a group of people who are mobile for sustained periods of the year or of their 

lives and who recognize in themselves and others a common experience of 

mobility and a shared commitment to learning for themselves and other group 

members (p. 3).  

 

This definition is useful to position the transience of students‟ families and 

teachers in international schools, where “the typical tour of duty is two or three years; 

tours are sometimes extended, but rarely by more than a year or two. Then the family 

moves back to the U.S. or to another post, often in the middle of the school year” (Smith, 

1991, p.24). Consequently, the schools constantly adjust the number of staff they hire on 

an annual basis. For example, there were over 70 new teachers arriving to ASC in 2008, 

of whom mostly remained for their two-year contract and some teachers began to move 
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to another school/country by their third year. On average, teachers stay for a 4-5 yr. 

period at ASC (Field Notes, 1/19/09). 

“Global Nomads” is an alternate label to identify those who continue moving 

from country to country for various reasons (McCaig, 1994). A characteristic of global 

nomads, and that by extension inherent to mobile communities, is that they do not 

consider themselves attached to a particular country or place called „home‟, but rather 

home is wherever they are at the time. Global nomads consider themselves citizens of the 

world (McCaig, 1984; Waugh, 1994). They claim membership not to one country, but 

with the world. The term „global nomad‟ has been accepted in the dictionary (electronic 

only. No entry found in print) and is defined as: “people with an international lifestyle, or 

multi-national background or living/working in more than one country.” (electronic 

dictionary 1/2/10), it is sometimes used a synonym for TCK.   

An additional differentiation related to professionally mobile employees is 

between those who work for large corporations and those who teach at international 

schools. 

 Individuals who are “typically transferred and relocated by their sponsoring 

group…military, missionary, corporate, foreign service… are not completely free 

to decide when or where, compared to [teachers] who relocate themselves…take 

the initiative, travel, interview and land the job…” (The International Educator, 

April 2009, p.15).   

 

In my study, teachers who decided to move abroad become engaged in mobile 

imagined and transient communities. To better understand this community that 

contributes to the making and negotiation of the teacher abroad identity, it is important 

http://www.globalnomads-dc.org/
http://www.globalnomads-dc.org/
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to step back and understand the development of international schools within and between 

nations. 

International Schools 

History 

 There are two positions in respect to the establishment of the first international 

school, which both come out of the European context. According to Sylvester (2002), the 

Spring Grove School in London founded in 1866 was the first school with a focus on 

promoting cooperation between nations. Hill (2001) places the International School of 

Geneva, founded in 1924, as the first international school due to its student body from 

various nationalities. This school was founded to “serve the needs of the League of 

Nations with the experimental goal of internationalism and the promotion of international 

understanding…greater fraternity, more tolerance and a secure place.” (Cambridge & 

Thompson, 2004, p. 163).  Hayden and Thompson (1995a) locate records that 

approximately identify 50 international schools by 1964, mostly from Europe. 

In United States, the expansion of U.S. schools began as early as 1901, with the 

increase of U.S. territories. U.S. schools spread to the Philippines, Cuba, Hawaii, Guam, 

Puerto Rico, and Alaska (Zimmerman, 2006).  Prior to WWII it was not common for U.S. 

citizens to live abroad.  But as a result of the War, military personnel began to be 

stationed outside the U.S. and civilians moved abroad through religious organizations, 

private businesses, or as government representatives. The mobility increased in the 

1940‟s, both in the U.S. and Britain (Carder, 1993). Children of missionary families 

usually attended local schools in rural areas where the missions were established.  
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However, with the increase of movement of government officials and professionals, 

international schools began to be founded where the need to provide education for the 

children arose. 

The [U.S.] Foreign Service Reform Act of 1946, provided for the recruitment of 

economists and other professionals in addition to “diplomatic generalists” –the 

number of overseas personnel doubled, growing to more than 7,000 by 1968… 

The census of 1990 counted 922,000 federal workers and their families living 

overseas, [with] the number of Americans living abroad… estimated at 3 million. 

(Smith, 1991, p.2).  

 

The development of fast transportation systems contributed to the movement of 

families that accompanied workers abroad, and with that, mobile communities began to 

formalize many of the schools that were set up as temporary. At the same time, 

international schools created the need for mobile teachers and administrators to serve 

mobile families. 

The increase of multinational companies around the world prompted companies to 

partner and open their own schools. For example, Royal Dutch Shell now supports a 

network of schools around the world for its employees‟ school age dependents (Hayden 

and Thompson, 1995a). By sponsoring their own schools, companies have to pay less 

money for education and have direct influence in the administration of the schools.  At 

the same time,  

…parents who could not afford to send their children to a school of such caliber 

in the United States have access to [international schools] because their employers 

pay for –or subsidize- education costs as long as the family remains overseas. 

That fact alone is what keeps many parents on the move (Schuler, 2003, p.2).  

 



 55 

At ASC, foreign parents express that the opportunity to send their children to 

private international schools is a choice they will keep if possible until their children 

graduate from high school. 

International schools that provided services for mostly foreign families have seen 

a change of clientele throughout the years. During the 2008 economic crisis, the schools 

that served students mostly from multinational companies suffered most of the impact as 

companies reduced their overseas personnel.  However, according to Brummitt (TIE, 

2010), head of the International Schools Council (ISC), there was a large number of 

schools where the impact was less, considering that “most international schools today 

cater largely to wealthy local families, with 70-80 percent of international school students 

from local families; a complete reversal over the last 20 years” (p.2), when most of the 

population came mainly from families abroad.  In a study of international schools that 

offer the International Baccalaureate (IB) program, Hill (2002) found that the schools that 

serve students from foreign families comprise only a small portion. A similar study of 

international schools in Malaysia (Yin, 2006), found that schools service mostly students 

from hosts and neighboring countries from wealthy families mainly in East Asia. This 

trend helps explain why a large number of students at ASC are U.S. citizens, due to the 

“birth tourism” phenomenon, from Asian parents, who have the financial means to travel, 

study, or live abroad. 

Although there is still a mobile population in international schools, new emerging 

wealthy families from hosts countries prefer such system of education for their children 

“and embrace the values of the economically developed world” Cambridge & Thompson 
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(2004, p.170). The authors argue that in this case, international education is becoming 

“one of the „transnational practices‟ assisting in the maintenance of the privileged 

position of the transnational capitalist class, both locally and globally” (p. 170). Those 

who can pay for an international school seek such type of education. It becomes again the 

type of imagined community (Danaher, Moriarty, & Danaher, 2009) that excludes those 

who can not afford it. At the same time, being able to attend an international school adds 

to the cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1991) of the mostly already elite group of local students. 

Parents compare which international school their children could attend and are proud to 

announce that their child is on the waiting list of some of the schools with positive 

reputations but,  

…there is no point of reference to assess schools here [in Shanghai] besides by 

word of mouth, so people tend to select schools based on what their friends tell 

them. The competition comes from parents expectations that their children will be 

better than their friends. (City weekend magazine, 10/08, p.43). 

 

 

In many cases, parents at ASC want their children to learn English, as one parent 

expresses “we speak French at home. My husband can speak German and English. My 

English is not so good but we want our daughter to learn English” (Field Notes, 9/3/08). 

With the goal in mind that English is the language that many parents desire for their 

children. 
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Present 

According to a marketing research firm (ISC) that provides data for English-

medium schools
9
, the increase of international schools presents this trend: 

Table 1. International schools with English as language of instruction 

English-

medium schools 

2008 2010 2020 

Number of 

schools 

5000 5,515 14,000 (11,000) 

Students 1.83 million 2 million 4.2 million 

Teachers 167,000 200,000 > 400,000 

 

There was a 7.2 percent growth in 2010, due to the global economic crisis, in 

comparison to the three previous years when the growth remained steady at 11 percent 

(TIE, 2010). The number of schools almost triples up in a 10 year span from 5,515 in 

2010 to 14,000 projected for 2020. 

 Asia is the region experiencing more growth with a 57 percent of the total 

growth. China, India, United Arab Emirates, and Qatar led by 22 percent of the 

overall growth in 2008. By 2010, the increase is seen mostly in Asia, including 

China, India, Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore, Vietnam, Qatar, and Abu 

Dhabi, with an unusual surge in Tajikistan, Kyrgyztan, and the Maldives (TIE, 

February, 2010, p.2).  

 

The trend in international schools, especially in China, has gone hand in hand 

with the establishment of the Free Economic Zones in the 1980‟s, and it is experiencing a 

change in clientele as the years progress. 

 

 

                                                 
9
  The term English-medium schools is used among international schools that identify using English as the 

language of instruction. Not all of these schools are affiliated as American schools, and they vary in the 

degree in which they use English, from total immersion, to bilingual, to dual programs.  
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International Schools in China 

China‟s educational policy has allowed the inclusion of non-government private 

institutions as specified by the Private School Promoting Act
10

 approved in 2000-2004, 

that creates the legal and institutional environments for the development of private 

education. According to article 25, 

The State shall encourage enterprises, institutions, public organizations, other 

social groups, as well as individual citizens to operate schools or other types of 

educational institutions in accordance with the law. No organization or individual 

may operate a school or any other type of educational institution for profit…All 

educational institutions, whether government sponsored or non-government 

sponsored, should keep to the socialist orientation; implement the State‟s 

educational policies, comply with the State educational Standards; guarantee 

educational quality; and safeguard the lawful rights and interests of those 

receiving education, as well as teachers and other staff and workers (p.25). 

 

By encouraging private education enterprises, China has also set to establish the 

divide between those who can afford to pay for private education and those who cannot. 

In addition to having money, many of China‟s nouveau riche have been educated abroad, 

returning to China with a broadened perspective of what education looks like outside the 

mainland. Families frequently seek an English medium education by enrolling their 

children in private schools.  

Roughly 20% of students in international schools are from expatriate families but 

the biggest group, and the most rapidly expanding, comes from the wealthy local 

population…It is the demand by the increasing number of wealthy parents for 

places at English-medium schools in their own countries that, in many cases, 

already dominates enrolment and will dominate future growth (ISC, 5/2/10). 

 

                                                 
10

 Chinese National Commission for UNESCO. Educational Development in China (2004). International 

Conference on Education, 47
th

 session, Geneva, 2004. 
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According to the ISC agency that conducts marketing research on international 

schools a large number of new international schools are opening in East Asia, especially 

in India (247 in 2010) and China (275 in 2010), 83 of which are in Shanghai. Of the 

international schools in China, about one fourth claims to follow a U.S. curriculum of 

some sorts. 

EC-12 private schools in China are generally divided in two groups. One group of 

schools only admits Chinese who carry PRC passports. These schools are mostly run by 

Chinese citizens and follow Chinese regulations for operation, but could offer an 

American education by means of using English in some classes. Some of the secondary 

schools are affiliated with recognized PRC Universities, as it is the case of the 

international high school annexed to Fudan University in Shanghai.  The second group is 

composed by schools designated for foreigners and for Chinese who carry IDs from 

Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macau. This group is affiliated with countries other than China 

and the schools follow regulations from both, the host (China) and the affiliated country. 

Some carry the name of the country they are affiliated with such as the French and 

German School, the Korean school, the Japanese school, the American school, the British 

school.   

Chinese families who do not carry any special ID or foreign passports enroll their 

children in the first group of private schools run by Chinese citizens so that the children 

can learn English. Foreign families enroll their children in the second group and prefer 

schools affiliated with specific countries similar in curriculums to the one their child has 

attended before.  Some Chinese families may also attend the schools in the second group 
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if either of the parents, or the child, carries a foreign passport and they have approval 

from the Shanghai Education Bureau or SEB (see appendix A). This is the case for 

children born outside of China, for example, while their parents were abroad as graduate 

students. Most of these schools use English as the language of instruction and hold 

accreditations by educational organizations that recognize them as official institutions at 

pair with national systems. The goal in this case is not only for children to learn English, 

but also to obtain a foreign high school diploma.  

 

International Schools in Shanghai 

Around the country, advertisements that cater to those who can afford 

international education in order to learn English and enhance their children‟s  chance of 

pursuing higher education in the U.S. is becoming more frequent.  

To help domestic and overseas students to be admitted to Top American 

universities, HQ-TOPSCORE Learning Center is now hosting SAT Preparation 

Courses which include training in reading, writing and Mathematics. HQ-

TOPSCORE has hired many experienced SAT teachers to ensure that 

students‟€™ scores will increase significantly. To guarantee our teaching quality, 

we only offer small group classes (with 2- 5 students) and 1-on-1 classes.  The 

Mathematics classes have already started on both weekends and weekdays. SAT 

English classes will start in November. Before classes start, the teacher will 

design a tailor-made tutoring plan for each student by determining the 

students‟€™s study level and goals. All classes are now enrolling. Please e-mail 

us for more details (Email received on 10/31/10). 

 

Looking at the advertisements geared to parents –foreign and Chinese- it is 

interesting to note the attempt by schools to promote the possibility of providing a 

successful synthesis of Western education with Chinese characteristics. For example, 

 “a school where East meets West” (Shanghai Family magazine, October, 2009), 

“American education in a Chinese setting” (City Weekend magazine, autumn 
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2008), “[the] school combines the rigor of Chinese discipline and resourcefulness 

of American creativity to provide students…the best of the East and the West 

(STAR magazine, July 2008).   

 

The integration of a Western approach with Chinese education principles is an 

ideology being promoted in China and resulting in a rapid proliferation of private schools 

that claim the status of a U.S. education model. It is enough to look at the names of 

schools like:  the American School, the American Academy, American International, 

American Community, Universal American, American Bilingual, American Creativity 

Academy, Anglo-American, American-British (International Schools Review 3/28/08). 

The variety in school‟s names suggests that the influence of the U.S. education model is 

taking root in China.  

By looking at one of the three largest cities in China, one gets a picture of the 

scene. For example, the Shanghai Municipality had 26 international schools registered in 

2006
11

 from only two in 1950. Of those, eight were opened by Chinese entrepreneurs, 

two as secondary schools administered by the Chinese Ministry of Education as annexes 

of higher education institutions. The rest (18) were international schools operating under 

the regulations of the Chinese Government as foreign enterprises.  There was an increase 

to 31 registered schools by 2008:   1950-2;  1990-11;  2006-26;  2008-31.   

By 2010, there were close to 100 private schools, some of them international, 

officially registered with the SEB (SEB workshop, 3/24/09). At least 31 regularly 

                                                 
11

 http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/2003/shtj/tjnj/2007/tjnj/e2025.html   Retrieved on 01/12/09. 

http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/2003/shtj/tjnj/2007/tjnj/e2025.html
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advertised their programs in magazines
12

 and most of them have opened in the last 

decade. 

Nursery to Kindergarten campuses account for almost half of the schools. EC-12 

International schools describe their curriculums as affiliated with the United States, 

United Kingdom, Singapore, Japan, German, France, and Korea.  

Table 2. Schools in Shanghai 
Nursery-

Kinder 

Elementary 

or 

Secondary  

PK-12 Student 

enrollment 

Chinese 

entrepreneur 

(Mandarin/English) 

Instruction 

only in 

English 

American 

Curriculum 

11 4 16 50-3000 6 28 9 

Two-year analysis from magazines advertisements published in Shanghai from July ‟08 to June „10 

 

Although only nine of the schools in the table specified using an American 

curriculum, 28 of the 31 use English as their language of instruction. Some, especially the 

Chinese campuses at the kindergarten level, offer a Dual Language program (50 % in 

Mandarin, 50 % in English with the goal of having their Chinese students acquire 

English. These schools usually have Chinese teachers as homeroom teachers and a few 

foreign teachers who move through classes as language instructors. 

Of the 31 registered schools, ten have an enrollment of over 1000 students. 

Kindergarten schools usually have from 50-100 students. Most Kindergartens offer a 

curriculum advertised as based in Montessori practices, “Montessori education arrived in 

China less than 17 years ago and is already getting the attention of parents who want 

superb education for their preschool children. China and Montessori education have 

                                                 
12

 I reviewed four magazines aimed to families from July 2008 to June 2010: City Weekend Magazine 

(monthly publication), Shanghai Family (monthly publication), STAR: schools-students-success magazine 

(bimonthly publication), Active Kidz Shanghai magazine (quarterly publication). 
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proven to be a good match” (STAR magazine, 12/09, p.28). Schools with full programs 

from preschool through high school have the largest student populations, anywhere from 

500 to over 1000 students.  Some programs advertise using curriculums from particular 

regions in the U.S., for example based on Texas and California standards. 

The English Track draws upon the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) 

and the California Department of Education frameworks as the school‟s adopted 

curriculum. The Chinese Track follows the curriculum requirements as stated by 

the Shanghai Education Bureau (STAR magazine, July 2007, p. 66). 

 

International schools may vary on the type of curricula they offer, especially if 

they are affiliated with a particular country, but many follow the International 

Baccalaureate curriculum that guarantees a standard approach and serves as a continuum 

for transient student populations. 

 

The International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO). 

  The European Council of International Schools (ECIS) and the International 

Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) are two major forces in curricular structures in 

international schools (Carder, 1993; Hill, 2002).  The International Schools Association 

created the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IB) in 1964 and the IB 

Organization (IBO) in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1968. As a non-profit educational 

foundation, its purpose was “to facilitate the international mobility of students preparing 

for university by providing schools with a curriculum and diploma qualifications 

recognized by universities around the world” (Cambridge & Thompson, 2004, p.162), 

and it was originally geared towards the secondary level.  Today, the program 

encompasses a three level curriculum for students ages 3-19: the Primary Years 
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Programme (PYP), the Middle Years Programme (PYP), or the equivalent to middle 

school,  and the IB Diploma Programme (IB) for high school. The philosophy of the IB 

diploma is “to promote students with a truly international education that encourages an 

understanding and appreciation of other cultures, languages, and points of view” 

(Cambridge & Thompson, 2004, p.162).  Therefore, the program is offered in more than 

one language.  

The IBO publishes curricular documents in English, French and Spanish and all 

exams are given in these languages (Carder, 1993), but has recently added Mandarin as 

one of the subjects to be offered by schools. The IB program requires schools to teach at 

least two languages and encourages mother tongue development (Singh, 2002).  In 

addition to selecting subject area courses, students have to complete three basic 

requirements: a Theory of Knowledge core course, write an extended essay, and fulfill 

hours of community service (www.ibo.org 10/27/10) to achieve the full IB diploma. 

However, students may also choose to take single courses. Parents at ASC go through 

this „curriculum dilemma‟ every year when helping their children decide on courses.   

My third child is thinking about going to college in the States and we don‟t know 

if he will need to concentrate more on AP or IB classes. My oldest daughter 

graduated from a school in London and she needed the IB diploma. I guess the 

U.S. can take the IB too, but I hear that the kids may need more AP classes if they 

want to go to America. We need to decide soon because the IB diploma takes two 

years and he is already in tenth grade. Maybe he can take two IB classes and some 

AP. (Field Notes, 4/12/09). 

 

Counselors at ASC provide workshops for parents and students to help discern 

whether a student should take IB, AP, or a combination of both courses.  Once there are 

options, the choices become dubious at times. 
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The IBO has extended services beyond international schools to include schools 

within national systems –private and public. “There is growing interest in the IB 

curriculum throughout the world… as international schools and schools using the IB 

curriculum increase in number and influence” (Shappira, 2006, in Dolby & Rahman, 

2008, p.709). In 2008, there were 2,220 schools in 125 countries that offered the IB 

program (the International Baccalaureate Organization 9/10/09).  The Primary years 

Program, created in 1997, “once described as a curriculum for international schools, it is 

now more accurately described as an international curriculum for schools” (Bartlett, 

1996, in Singh, 2000, p. 56). The increasingly blurry lines between the national and 

international in an era of globalization and transnationalism is also affecting the way 

curriculums are taught around the world (Burbules & Torres, 2000). And the IB program, 

which originated from the need to provide transient student populations with a common 

curriculum, may well be heading from the international arena to national systems. 

 There have been critiques that the IB has become “too dominated by the demands 

of university entrance, not genuinely international enough, too Western-oriented, and too 

academic” (Peterson, 1987 p. 199 in Cambridge & Thompson, 2004, p. 164), and has 

acquired a transnational tone, in the sense that it leads to a certificate which allows 

students to “cross educational borders with the same ease that a valid passport permits 

movement from one country to another” (Mackenzie, 1998, in Rancic, & Thompson, 

2000, p. 108). This controversy has surged as the student population in international 

schools continues to change from almost only foreign families to local elite groups. 
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Cambridge & Thompson (2004) propose that international schools should 

reconcile between the ideological and pragmatic understanding, because “when the needs 

of a mobile clientele with a high rate of turnover are considered, it is evident that 

international education should provide continuity in terms of portability between schools 

and transferability between national systems of education” (p.170).  This explanation 

makes sense in the case of transient students, but it is complicated when one considers 

that there are local, public schools that offer the IB program without serving foreign 

populations or that elites from host countries benefit from the portability of the IB 

diploma. 

Hayden and Thompson (2000) argue that the term international education and 

international schools is broad and it is not enough to have an international population, but 

it is necessary to redefine the philosophy and principles immersed in it, especially as 

international schools vary in populations and location. To this end, the term 

„internationally-minded‟ has been proposed by Hill (2000), which is not necessarily tied 

to a student and teacher population coming from different countries, but to a way of 

thinking linked to the IB philosophy in fostering understanding and respect for cultures, 

languages, and points of view.  Other terms such as „world mindedness‟ (Sampson & 

Smith, 1957, in Hayden, Rancic, & Thompson, 2000) and „international attitude‟ 

(Hayden and Thompson, 1995b),  have been proposed to define the commonalities that 

link students and teachers in international schools, especially as schools continue to grow 

(Hayden and Thompson, 1995a) and encounter changes within the local host country 

systems. In trying to conciliate those forces, international schools ground their policies 
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and curriculums to the countries they are affiliated with, as it is the case of American 

schools outside the U.S. 

American/International Schools 

The Office of Overseas Schools (OS) of the U.S. Department of State is in charge 

of maintaining information and providing services to American overseas schools. The 

mission and philosophy reads, 

The mission of the Office of Overseas Schools is to promote quality educational 

opportunities at the elementary and secondary level for dependents of American 

citizens carrying out our programs and interests of the U.S. Government abroad… 

The schools are open to nationals of all countries. … In addition, these schools 

offer the United States the opportunity to showcase the best in American 

educational practices… these schools are critical to our foreign policy objective of 

strengthening mutual understanding between Americans and the people of other 

countries… These schools, while incorporating American educational programs, 

are truly international... (Department of State/OS, 12/19/10). 

 

 American schools overseas not only provide education to children, but 

serve as ambassadors that represent the U.S. teaching practices and, as such, continue 

highly connected to the educational trends in the U.S.  The term American-sponsored 

elementary and secondary schools, or American overseas schools, is used to denominate 

schools that, 

…have received assistance and support from the U.S. government under 

program[s] administered by the office of overseas schools, [aimed in majority to] 

non profit and nondenominational independent schools, established on a 

cooperative basis by American citizens residing in foreign communities” 

(Department of State/OS, 12/2/09).   

 

American overseas schools receive funds from the U.S. through different channels 

such as schools founded by U.S. companies, embassies, church groups, and individual 

proprietors.  The U.S. Department of Defense Dependents Schools (DoDDS) are public 

http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/


 68 

schools operating with U.S. tax funds on a tuition-free basis (Smith, 1991). DoDDs are 

not considered American-sponsored overseas schools as stated by the OS. 

Tuition payments are the principal source of financing for overseas sponsored 

schools. The governance of the schools is through Boards elected by parents of the 

students. The schools are subject, in varying degrees, to the legal systems and regulations 

of the countries where they are located.  American schools maintain ties with the 

Overseas Schools Advisory Council (OSAC), formed in 1967, which provides input from 

“senior executives of U.S. corporations and businesses to [pursue] the goal of assuring 

quality education for American children attending Department-assisted schools 

overseas…” (Department of State/office of overseas schools, 12/2/09).  Individuals who 

chair OSAC come from business corporations. The chair in 2010 was a Senior Vice 

President of Wealth Management, Morgan Stanley Smith Barney. This indicates the 

private enterprise leading force behind education beyond U.S. borders 

The office of Overseas Schools assisted 197 schools in 137 countries during the 

2010-2011 school year (Department of State/OS, 12/2/10), compared to 176 schools in 

106 countries in 1990 (Smith, 1991). The number of teachers and students per region is 

detailed in the following table: 

http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
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Table 3. American sponsored overseas schools (school year 2009-2010) 

 Student enrollment 

REGION # 

schools 

High 

school

s 

U.S. Host 

country 

Third 

country 

Total U.S. Host 

country 

Third 

country 

TOTAL 

Africa 42 32 857 419 666 1,942 3,485 4,236 8,250 15,971 

American 

Republics 

41 41 1,228 1,826 500 3,554 5,713 16,757 6,640 29,110 

East Asia 26 25 1,647 328 1,205 3,180 12,291 3,146 14,371 29,808 

Europe 66 63 1,976 1,307 1,697 4,980 8,033 9,844 17,426 35,303 

Near/East 

Asia 

22 21 1,101 346 584 2,031 5,080 3,121 8,117 16,318 

Totals 197 182 6,809 4,226 4,652 15,687 34,602 37,104 54,804 126,510 

Source:   Office of Overseas schools (OS), statistics as of 12/6/10 

Enrollment in the schools at the beginning of the 2010-2011 school year totaled 

126,510, of whom 34,602 were U.S. citizens. Of 15,687 teachers and administrators 

employed in the schools, 6,809 were U.S. citizens. Most of the administrators and half of 

the teachers in these schools hold teaching credentials from U.S. colleges and 

universities. Every school is responsible for recruiting its staff. 

In regards to how curricula are chosen for American schools overseas, the 

American Education Reaches Out (AERO) project, supported by the office of overseas 

schools and OSAC, serves as the link between U.S. educational policies and practices in 

American schools: 

AERO assists schools in developing and implementing standards-based 

curricula… provides a framework for curriculum consistency across grades K-12 

and for stability of curriculum in overseas schools, which typically have a high 

rate of teacher turnover… This effort is in alignment with research-based trends in 

the development of curriculum worldwide, and particularly with standards-based 

efforts in the U.S... (Department of State/OS, 12/19/10). 

 

The philosophy of the office of Overseas Schools and the involvement of private 

business in the advisory council, sets the tone for the participation of corporate business 

http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
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in decisions made about education for American schools outside U.S. borders. Schools 

follow curricula aligned with recent educational trends in the U.S.  School curricula tend 

to be largely academic in American overseas schools, with relatively little attention given 

to vocational or commercial education.  

A characteristic of most American-sponsored overseas schools is the use they 

make of their location abroad to provide foreign language and local culture programs 

(Smith, 1991). In the case of ASC, the curriculum includes the IB diploma and Advanced 

Placement (AP) courses to prepare students to enter colleges and universities, mainly in 

North America and Europe. The language of instruction is English, supplemented with 

the local language (see chapter IV for details on curriculum at ASC). Nevertheless, ASC 

has greater autonomy than U.S. public schools deciding over curriculum choices that 

follow close monitoring from federal mandates, such as of No child Left Behind, that 

public schools are subject to in the U.S.  

American overseas schools are located throughout the world and are organized in 

regions that help them keep updated in the current trends in U.S. education. Each region 

has an officer whose job is to serve as liaison between the overseas schools and 

…U.S. colleges and universities, school systems, professional organizations, and 

relevant government offices… they have created a network of information, 

service, and support for American-sponsored overseas schools, faculty, students, 

parents, and community.” (Department of State/OS, 12/19/10). 

 

  ASC belongs to the East Asia Regional Council of Overseas schools (EARCOS). 

Its membership includes 113 elementary and secondary schools, with a total of more than 

82,000 EC-12 grade students and over 9,000 teachers and administrators. 

http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
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Each one of these associations organizes conferences for teachers and 

administrators providing services to the region. There is a major EARCOS conference 

each spring in East Asia attended by a large percentage of teachers from member schools, 

including ASC.  In general, the services provided by EARCOS and AERO relate to 

training for administrators, teachers, teaching materials, textbooks and equipment, 

recruitment of teachers and administrators, training for overseas school boards, college 

counselors workshops, Advance Placement initiatives, virtual school projects, standards 

for learning, and accreditation of schools.  The accreditation of schools plays a major role 

in validating the school curriculum at the level of any other national school system for 

students to continue education in the U.S.  

 

Accreditation of Overseas Schools 

 The accreditation process provides the school with an evaluation of the school 

curricula according to educational policies and standards of the U.S. Department of 

Education. It is through accreditation of the secondary program that students‟ transcripts 

are equivalent to that of any U.S. accredited secondary schools.  Four of the six U.S. 

regional accreditation associations work with the office of overseas schools: Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS), the Middle States Association of Colleges 

and Schools (MSACS), the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), and 

the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC).  

Through a self-study process, schools collect information regarding school 

purpose, governance, leadership, staff, school environment, report student progress, 
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school improvement process, what students learn and how, parent/community 

involvement, resource planning, and the host country context (WASC manual, 2006). 

The accreditation organization conducts a site visit by a team composed of teachers, 

directors, and personnel from the accreditation association to collect data and compare it 

to that of the self-study. After the visit, the recommendation is one of three options: 

candidacy, initial accreditation, or denial. The committee decides whether to grant or not 

the accreditation for a period of six years, with a visit at year three.  A plan of action is 

presented by the accrediting team as a follow-up, whether the school is granted the 

accreditation or not. Accreditation assures that a school curriculum is in compliance to 

U.S. educational requirements for graduation. Universities will not accept courses unless 

they are from an accredited school, some student scholarships, transfer of courses and 

course credits depend on the accreditation of the school (WASC training, 3/7/2009). 

Table 4. Overseas schools accredited by U.S. standards 
 Accredited 

REGION K-12 Elem.only H.S. only 

American 

Republics 

39 1 0 

East Asia 25 1 0 

Europe 51 7 1 

Near/East 7 

South Asia 

22 0 0 

North Africa 5 0 0 

Sub-Sahara 

Africa 

19 10 0 

Total 161 19 1 

Source:  Office of overseas schools, statistics as of 9/15/09 

There were 181 fully accredited schools in 2009, with an increase to 197 by 2010. 

ASC is an accredited school by WASC, jointly with an accreditation from China by the 

National Center for School Curriculum and Textbooks (NCCT).  
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The role of teachers in carrying out curricula taught in American overseas schools 

is fundamental and critical to its success, but it is not an innocent or naïve approach. 

Teachers have been the means of expansion of the U.S. educational model outside the 

U.S. A historical stance of teachers abroad will serve as departure to the present situation. 

 

 

U.S. Teachers Abroad 

On July 23, 1901, the U.S. transport ship Thomas set sail from San Francisco Bay 

for the Philippines…[the ship] carried a peaceful army of gentle pedagogues 

whose only ammunition would be schoolbooks, pencil, paper, and chalk… The 

525 teachers aboard the Thomas included 346 men and 180 women, hailing from 

43 different states and 193 colleges, universities, and normal schools 

(Zimmerman, 2006, p.1).   

 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the United States began to establish 

public schools in its new territories gradually expanding to the Philippines, Cuba, Hawaii, 

Guam, Puerto Rico, and Alaska. The work of teachers was to spread universal values on 

“the ideals of freedom and justice” (Zimmerman, 2006, p.4). These pioneers believed in 

„civilizing‟ the uneducated groups of people they encountered in far away lands (Bradley, 

2009) and colonizing through education. 

After WW II, a new group of volunteers set to travel outside the U.S. to serve as 

teachers under the Pearce Corps groups.  President John F. Kennedy founded the Peace 

Corps organization in 1961, as one of the strategies in response to the U.S. foreign policy 

that was under criticism of having a top-down approach around the world. Unlike the 

teachers at the beginning of the century, the Peace Corps wanted to help establish 

peaceful relationship to help “„prevent‟ imposing Western values and standards” 
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(Zimmerman, 2006, p.4).   Pearce Corps volunteers were recruited on the basis of 

commitment to help small communities outside U.S. borders.  Among the various 

projects the Peace Corps groups participated in, there were educational volunteer groups 

that served as teachers in schools around the world.  

Hessler (2009), a writer who spent two years in the Peace Corps teaching English 

at a small college in the central region of China in 1996 says of the experience:  

… most volunteers I knew possessed some strain of idealism…I liked the idea of 

learning a new language, I was interested in teaching for a couple of years… We 

were told that during the Cultural Revolution, the government had accused the 

Peace Corps of links with the C.I.A… It wasn‟t until 1993 that the first Peace 

Corps teachers finally [were reinstated] and I was part of the third group (p.31).  

Volunteers who set to teach through the Peace Corps program were mostly 

college students, young people who were willing to go on an „adventure-seeking‟ 

journey. 

The recent literature on teachers working abroad is based on studies of mostly 

college students that become teachers of  English as a foreign language (Charland, 2003; 

Squire, 2007), as in the Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) program, or studies about 

professors who participate in higher education institutions as part of the Fulbright 

Scholars Program (Komins, 2002, Tomaszek, 2002).  Two programs that include K-12 

teachers are the Fulbright Teacher Exchange program that allows two teachers from 

different countries to exchange positions and work abroad for a school year.  Teachers 

participating in this program are usually from public schools, rather than from 

international schools. The Fulbright Memorial Fund (FMF) teacher program sponsors a 

three-week stay in Japan to visit K-12 public schools and learn about the Japanese 
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educational system. Teachers participating in the FMF program do not get to teach at the 

schools. 

The literature on EC-12 U.S. teachers working abroad is almost non-existing in 

the U.S. and most of the few emerging studies since the 1990‟s are from the UK (Dolby 

and Rahman, 2008), focusing mainly on professional development (Holderness 2002; 

Richard, 2002) and the implementation of the IB program (Hill, 2002). 

When speaking of international education, students in American/International 

school come from various countries and from different racial, ethnic, and linguistic 

backgrounds. The teachers working in these schools are themselves from various 

nationalities.  Banks (2001) argues that there is a need for a new conceptualization of 

diversity issues all over the world.  “In today‟s world, global citizens must be able to 

communicate and collaborate with those whose attitudes, values, knowledge and ways of 

doing things differ significantly from their own” (Cushner and Brennan 2007, p.2). In 

order to do so, teachers abroad may be well placed as those individuals willing to cross 

the boundaries of countries, cultures, and languages. But that does not necessarily mean 

they were prepared for such crossings in their teacher preparation programs. 

This highlights the importance of teacher educators preparing future teachers to 

teach students for global communities, and in order to do so, future teachers need to 

experience moving beyond comfort zones, stepping into new communities and becoming 

part of such communities, whether it is in another “country and culture, or a different 

economic, social, and/or cultural setting” (Cushner and Brennan, 2007, p. vi). The 
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authors add that such experience may take place within the teacher‟s home country or in 

international and cross-cultural experience settings.  

 

Teacher Preparation Programs for Global Diversity 

The majority of prospective teachers in the U.S. are female, middle-class, from 

Anglo-American backgrounds (Lortie, 1975; Zumwalt & Craig, 2005) who participate in 

student programs based mostly on the emulation of Eurocentric approaches to education 

(Cushner and Brennan, 2007; Gay, 2000;). Once in the workforce, this profile is mirrored 

in schools, where teachers are predominantly white, middle class, female (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 2005), and the same profile extends to international schools. 

According to Banks (1995), most teachers in U.S. urban classrooms are likely to 

have students from diverse ethnic, racial and linguistic backgrounds, and in some 

instances, the population of students of color exceeds the percentage of white students. 

Therefore, the need to prepare teachers for diversity (Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Cochram-

Smith, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1994; McIntyre, Rosebery & Gonzalez, 2001) becomes 

stronger in the new millennium (Castro, 2010) that sees an increase of sociocultural and 

linguistic diversity in schools within and beyond U.S. borders. 

Although it would be unrealistic to compare the diversity of students in U.S. 

urban classrooms to students in American/International schools, given the fact that the 

latter do not experience economic stress and that their various nationalities and languages 

are seen as positive for schooling rather than negative or subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999), I 

argue that teachers facing diversity in the U.S. may have commonalities with teachers 
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who face diversity in international settings, because their college programs may have not 

prepared them for social, cultural, and linguistic diversity.  

Many candidates in teacher preparation programs in the U.S. lack understanding, 

both personal and academic, about racially, linguistically, and culturally different 

individuals, complicated by stereotypes that create biased attitudes and misconceptions 

(Casey, 2004; Myles, 2006; NG, 2003). This lends to the perception that urban schools, 

families, and communities are culturally deprived and lacking skills to be successful in 

schools. The situation creates a colorblind approach that extends beyond the preservice 

stage and originates a framework of privilege and non-engagement of teachers who 

cannot teach what they didn‟t learn about (Howard, 2006), or who don‟t question their 

histories as part of privileged opportunities (Ladson-Billings, 1999). Teaching in urban 

schools challenges teachers‟ perspectives and practices, placing the teachers in doubt of 

their own teaching skills and the technicalities learned in college that do not work in 

challenging or different sociocultural contexts. 

Several scholars (Delpit, 1995; Foster, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1995) argue that 

prospective teachers of color bring richer experiences and perspectives than many white 

future teachers who have minimal interest in learning about others who are from racial, 

ethnic or linguistic backgrounds different from their own.  The education of minority 

groups has been a focus in multicultural education (Banks, 2001; Banks, 2000; Nieto, 

1996) in preparing teachers for diversity (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings 1999; Sleeter, 

2001), and to better understand and work with minority student groups. As it is the case 

of preparing black teachers (Foster, 1998) and latino teachers (Ochoa, 2007) to staff 
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schools for minority groups seeking to have teachers similar to the students‟ ethnic 

background.  

Nieto (Foreword in Howard, 2006) cautions that “just as the identities of people 

of color include more than simply being victims, the identities of Whites are about more 

than being victimizers…” (p. xvi).  The victim/victimizer concept falls short of a 

comprehensive and conscious reflection of personal and social transformation. Nieto 

(1998) points out that not because teachers are from non Anglo European backgrounds 

that means they are prepared to teach groups other than their own.  s 

Teacher educators have a challenge in preparing future teachers to develop 

understandings of the complexities of factors to meet the needs of students from various 

sociocultural backgrounds (Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Merryfield, 1998), at the same time, 

“teacher educators have relatively limited knowledge and experience living and working 

with people significantly different from themselves” (Cushner and Brennan 2007, p. xi), 

bringing challenges once in the classroom.  Merryfield (2000) adds that U.S. colleges that 

prepare future teachers are staffed with mostly white, middle class, male professors in 

their fifties, and that some professors have challenges in understanding 

teaching for equity, diversity, and global interconnectedness… [and that while] 

people of color acquired an experiential understanding of discrimination and an 

outsider status by the nature of growing up in a society characterized by white 

privilege and racism,… many of the middle-class white teacher educators had 

their most profound experiences while living outside of their own country (p. 

429).  

 

This would be the case of many teachers abroad who in their adult lives have 

decided to step out of their comfort zones to work in other countries. They experience life 
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changing situations that make up part of their teacher abroad identity, and that is 

accompanied by strong sentiments of rootnessness. 

The emotional adjustments are difficult… most expatriate families leave their 

support systems behind when they come overseas. They may include family, 

friends, babysitters, medical specialists, counselors, business contacts… virtually 

anyone we would normally turn to for assistance. As a result, expatriate families 

tend to reach out to each other for support… but because expatriate are so 

transient, we must also deal with their loss when they move to another country 

(Shanghai Family magazine, June 2010, p.11). 

 

Most teachers were not prepared in their colleges programs for radical changes 

like the one described above. Moving for the first time to a new country to work in 

schools with students different from the groups teachers are used to working with brings 

challenging experiences. It is not exactly a smooth ride. 

 

An additional approach to prepare future teachers for social, cultural, and 

linguistic diverse students has been conducting student teaching by living in the 

neighborhoods and cities where the schools are located (Brennan and Cleary, 2007; 

Mahon and Cushner, 2007; Merryfield, 1996). This provides opportunities for student 

teachers to move beyond the „tourist‟ approach by being immersed in communities and 

schools beyond their sociocultural frameworks; making lectures, films, and discussion 

„come alive‟ (Cushner, 2007).  The University of California has implemented a program 

for student teaching in public schools in Mexico. This initiative has had an impact on 

future teachers that report better understanding of linguistically, culturally, and socially 

diverse students and their communities while living outside of the country (Cushner & 

Brennan, 2007). This program develops biliteracy teachers with a focus on cultural and 
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linguistic competence.  Another program within the U.S. is the project through Indiana 

University (Stachowsky, in Cushner and Brennan, 2007) for future teachers who live in 

Navajo Reservations during their student teaching. In this case, teachers do not need to 

leave the country to be able to immerse themselves in various kinds of communities. 

Many of these teachers have documented their experiences through journal 

writing expressing the impact of their student teaching at the personal and professional 

level, and how the journey changed their teaching practices, validating what Ladson-

Billings (1999) refers to as culturally responsive teaching.  Cultural responsive teaching 

is making “classroom instruction more consistent with the cultural orientations of 

ethnically diverse students, and how this can be done” (Gay, 2000, p.29).  While the 

results from the aforementioned projects are encouraging and positive as a way to foster 

culturally responsive teaching, they do not speak of the impact that these teachers make 

once they enter the profession (Sleeter, 2001), or what happens if they decide to move 

abroad. 

If American/International schools are staffed with teachers from the U.S., I argue 

that it becomes relevant to explore teachers‟ experiences, find out about their lives, 

motivations, and stories they bring with them into their classrooms and schools outside 

the U.S.   

Teachers‟ Lives, History-in-Person 

Clandinin & Connelly (1996) have studied teachers‟ stories of their professional 

lives and stories of their schools‟ contexts that allow them to “…see the professional 

landscape, as composed of relationships between people, place, and things… “ (p.25) that 
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helps validate their own biographies and understandings of students. Casey (1992 in Day 

et al., 2000) supports that studying teachers‟ lives help to understand what she calls the 

“teacher drop-out” situation, which is the result of reducing the teaching profession to 

prescriptive and managerial skills that forces teachers out of teaching. By exploring 

teachers‟ lives such drop out may be prevented. 

Documentation of oral narratives supports how future teachers own upbringing, 

schooling experiences, and personal histories frame their teaching practice (Holt-

Reynolds, 1992). Carethers and Smith (2006) have explored memories and histories of 

preservice teachers via email to break the „silence‟ that surrounded their stories in terms 

of race, class, and ethnicity.  

In a study of African-American teachers, Ladson-Billings (1994) explored the 

lives of teachers to establish connections between the teachers‟ personal experiences and 

their practice in the classroom, finding that teachers‟ previous experiences were highly 

connected with the manner in which they became effective teachers, beyond only 

technical teaching skills. The teachers understood their students‟ communities that helped 

them establish positive relationship and effective practices in the classroom.  Yu et al., 

(2008) asked teachers in Hong Kong to share their own school stories and bring up 

connections and meanings from the past to the present. They concluded that sharing 

stories became a powerful tool for professional development.  Ivor Goodson (in Day et 

al.,2000) emphasizes that research on “teachers‟ life and work may evoke a counter-

culture against a tendency to return teachers to the „shadows‟ or to the instrumental 

places of teaching ... (14). It is with this focus in mind that teachers‟ biographies  matter, 
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and that approaching the lives of teachers working abroad becomes necessary in 

understanding how they create self understandings as they decide to set foot in places out 

of their comfort zones.  

Holland et al. (1998) reminds us that the identity-making process is highly related 

to the experiences of people and how people become to believe in such stories that are 

relevant to them. Byenon, Ileva & Dichupa (2010) used a sociocultural theory from 

Holland and from Hall (1996) to explore the lives of teachers of Chinese ancestry in 

Canada. They found that the teachers‟ roles become potentially “porous as minority 

teachers infuse their roles with new dimensions that draw on their identities” (p.133), 

especially when such identities entered in conflict and the teachers had to negotiate the 

practices and discourses of schools in the dominant Anglo-European Canadian society.   

Merrel, (2003, in Rios, Montecinos & van Olphen, 2007) states that “in order for people 

to develop cultural awareness and an understanding of others, it is important that they 

“get it”… “getting it” implies re-assessing our identities, re-visiting our needs, and most 

of all, re-inventing ourselves” (p.60).  Dantas (2007), adds that it is through language that 

“different elements of culture are transmitted (e.g. knowledge, attitudes, and skills) as... 

status and role-relationship… constructed through multiple literacies (e.g. family, school, 

work) (p.78). It is precisely the value that language brings into play that adds another 

layer in the making of the teacher identity abroad. 
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English as a(n) (Inter)National Marker 

To broaden the understanding of language as linguistic production with meaning 

and purposeful discourse beyond an exchange of sounds, it is necessary to understand it 

as symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1991, Fairclough, 1989). Bordieu states that linguistic 

capital emerges as individuals employ discourses that place them in positions of 

advantage over others, increasing their cultural value. 

In the U.S., English has also been used as a requirement to prove citizenship 

(Spiro, 2008) and to have access to school, where “becoming American is viewed as a 

matter of becoming English speakers” (Olsen, 1997, p.91).  English is a requirement for 

active participation in U.S. schools. Olsen explains that students who do not speak 

standard English or are non-native speakers of English are under constant criticism and 

are put down by others. The role of schools in this context contributes to perceptions of 

excluding non-English speakers and non-standard English speakers by tracking and 

segregating students in many cases.  However, in international schools, the situation is 

presented almost at the other end, where students who attend American/international 

schools develop standard English with native-like accents and sometimes are mistaken as 

„Americans‟ (Bolon, 2002), because of their language use and style.  

At the present, English is becoming one of the tools referred to as “global literacy 

skills”, along with technology (Tsui & Tollefson, 20007, p.1), and a “standardized global 

curriculum” (Spiro, 2008, p.351). The argument is that English has become de-ethnicized 

and is no longer associated with a particular culture. People speak English all over the 

world. Spring (2008) explains that English has become the language of a global 
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industrial-consumer culture, and “half the world‟s population will be speaking or learning 

English by 2015” (Watson, 2007, p.259).  English is more and more becoming a fusion 

with languages in countries where English is not the official language.  The use of 

English in China is a marker of high status, especially in large cities, but it also posses a 

threat to ethnic minorities and their languages as it begins to spread through rural areas 

(Gil, 2006).  In addition, English is the language to disseminate knowledge. “Even in 

countries like China, India and Malaysia where the government established agencies to 

translate scientific and technical terms into the national language, English is now spread 

into university teaching” (Watson, 2007, p.257), and education and publishing companies 

are owned or influenced by foreign companies. 

In a study on international schools, Hayden, Rancic, & Thompson (2000) found 

that teachers and students reported that „being international‟ meant speaking at least two 

languages fluently. One of those languages is English, as most international schools use 

English as the language of instruction.  One of the IB requirements for students is to learn 

at least two languages (Hill, 2002), and even when the IB program is offered in French, 

Spanish, and English, English is the language that the majority of the diploma candidates 

and schools have increasingly selected since 1980 (Carder, 1993). Curriculum choice in 

international schools are centered around the use of English. 

Skutnabb-Kangas (1993) notes that for elites around the world multilingualism 

has become their linguistic and cultural capital, multilingualism is a matter of 

“enrichment and benefits” (p.7) for them. Contrary to minorities, who even becoming 

bilingual brings issues of oppression and subjugation of their mother tongues, and that 
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learning other languages has been “necessary for survival, economically, culturally, 

psychologically, even politically” (p.7). She argues that the opportunity to become 

multilingual should be given to both, majorities and minorities, “in programs that are not 

geared toward the elites (only), but towards ordinary people.” (p.8). Porter (2010) is also 

in favor of “produc[ing] a truly multilingual citizenry [in the U.S.] who can function on at 

least two languages and learn others quickly” (p.5). My personal experience as a 

bilingual (Spanish/English) teacher in the U.S. demonstrates that minority students who 

speak Spanish and have limited English skills, are seen as less „smart‟ by many 

monolingual teachers and peers. 

Carder (1993) speaks of the impact of learning various languages in international 

schools and how English becomes the de facto language for communication among 

students and teachers. At the same time, because of the variety of languages that students 

speak and the high mobility from school to school, students cannot fully develop any of 

the languages they have studied in their transient schooling process. Speaking more than 

one language in international schools is seen as positive, but speaking various languages 

and not quite developing one fully, also hinders students‟ education. 

 

Summary 

This chapter presented the theoretical framework that serves as guide for my 

dissertation to explain how a teacher abroad identity is related to concepts of figured 

worlds, positioning, symbolic capital, and authoring.  
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Including the description and analysis of the economic reforms in China explains 

why international schools are beginning to (re)emerge in this country guided by a 

“capitalist investment with socialist characteristics”, and where the wealthy class in 

China seeks a type of education as an alternate to the traditional educational model in the 

country. 

The newly rich who have had the opportunity to see a world outside of China, has 

begun to seek new model of education for their children. Parents seek the type of 

education that will enable their children to study abroad in prestigious universities, 

mainly in North America. In order to do so, a preparatory education is needed and 

international schools are the option to that path.   

History has provided evidence that international schools sprouted as early as the 

nineteenth century to provide education to those who mainly set out foot outside of 

countries of origin to complete missionary trips.  Although there is no agreement on 

when exactly the first international school was established, it seems to appear that the 

beginning of these formalized institutions began in Europe in the 1960‟s.  In the U.S., 

there were American schools overseas as early as the 1900‟s with the mission of 

colonizing U.S. territories through education. Teachers abroad made up the group of 

educators that perhaps traveled by large boats at the beginning of the century, but now, 

with a simple plane ride and within a day teachers begin their new lives teaching outside 

U.S. borders. 

Presently, there are a variety of international schools in China affiliated mainly 

with developed countries such as the U.S., the U.K., Canada, France, Germany, Japan, 
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Korea, and Singapore. These countries sponsor curricula that are mainly taught in 

English. The schools come together to decide on curricula that is transportable and 

transnational as is the case of the IB diploma.  

The schools affiliated with the U.S. are regulated through the Office of Overseas 

Schools of the U.S. Department of State.  Although these schools may have autonomy in 

certain areas of the curriculum, for the most part, they participate in regional 

organizations and conferences that maintain them abreast of the new educational 

implementations in the U.S. At the same time, these American/International schools 

present a complex and dynamic setting embedded with a multicultural and multilingual 

student and teacher population that is highly transient, making up mobile learning 

communities within these schools.  

One need that these schools have year after year, and more so than in national 

schools, is staffing them with teachers who are willing to cross geographical borders to 

live and to work in countries they have, in many cases, never been to before. These 

teachers, known as overseas or teachers abroad, face unknown forces that impact their 

lives once in the new schools and countries. In the case of China, the country presents a 

sociopolitical, economic, and linguistic system that is no similar to any other country in 

the world. Teachers abroad in China see their lives affected by the almost radical change 

they have to experience as they enter the country and begin teaching in new schools. 

Understanding the lives of teachers, either in teacher preparation programs, or earlier, 

brings to surface the importance that teachers‟ biographies matter once in the classroom. 
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Teaching a curriculum in English is not new for the teacher abroad. What makes 

it striking is the diversity of nationalities and languages they face in working with diverse 

student populations and working with teachers from other countries.  Teachers‟ previous 

experiences, whether family and/or career related, are carried into their new jobs to make 

sense of a changing self and to help explain their new lives and professions.  It is, as one 

teacher at ASC said, “I feel like I am in a new today”. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY  

 

When I first learned about the scientific method as a secondary school student 

research had a single and simple meaning to me. By following the steps of the scientific 

method: identifying an objective, developing a hypothesis, designing an experiment, 

collecting data, analyzing results, and emerging with a conclusion, was the „only‟ way to 

„discover‟ the „truth‟. What research means to me has evolved slowly throughout the 

years of my schooling and what has impacted me the most is the realization that the 

scientific method is not the only way to conduct research, and that “learning is not 

discovered, but constructed” (Crotty, 2003, p.9). As a teacher of young students, I 

continuously witness students constructing their knowledge creatively and imaginatively 

- in ways adults have forgotten about. I just had not made a „formal‟ connection between 

research and knowledge construction. 

My first research attempts as an undergraduate student while studying Psychology 

in Mexico only emphasized my previous assumptions about research. I studied the 

principles of Behaviorism, starting with the classical conditioning by Pavlov (Frolov, 

1937) and ending with the behaviorist approach by Skinner (1974). I spent the first five 

semesters of my undergraduate degree reading articles about experimental designs and 

how to manipulate variables to modify learned behavior in rats and pigeons. I didn‟t quite 

understand then the total meaning of these experiments in relation to their philosophical 

or paradigmatic stance, but I became quite good at measuring the intervals that these 
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animals took in pressing the key to deliver a drop of water or a pellet of food. I didn‟t 

question any of my previous learning. I thought that was the „only‟ way it had to be.  

Reading about theoretical frameworks and philosophical approaches to research 

in graduate school has helped me to make sense of early learning. I realized that I only 

studied one way to do research with limited understanding of what it meant. My 

misconceptions, beliefs, myths, and misinformation have surfaced as I read more about 

paradigms, epistemologies, ontology, and methodologies.  Crotty (2003) mentions that 

assumptions are embedded in every point of our research: observing, interpreting, and 

reporting, and that these assumptions are related to human knowledge and realities in our 

human world. Unpacking, clarifying, and explaining our assumptions are key in making 

our research meaningful to others.  

One of my false assumptions was to believe that when one does research, one 

begins by specifying the epistemology. Crotty (2003) clearly advises: “epistemology as 

our starting point…Hardly” (p.13). He suggests we start with a real-life issue that needs 

to be addressed, a problem to be solved, or a question to be answered. The initial question 

or problem then takes us to other issues or problems to address within our research.  

My perspective as a teacher began informing my research about teachers.  I 

informally entered a research process when I worked at an American school in Mexico. 

When I became a teacher there, I realized that my previous knowledge about Mexico was 

not „compatible‟ with that of the foreign hired teachers. Our pedagogies were different.  

Our views on the same country and students originated from different vantage points. My 

naïve understanding that my colleagues and I possessed the same understanding of our 
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students because „we all were teachers‟ and worked at the same school, did not allow me 

to fully unpack the individualities that each of us brought into the school. I was so 

confused listening to my colleagues at work. The incongruence between my own reality 

at school and the ones my colleagues experienced became evident. 

In my journey to becoming a teacher in the U.S. I had the opportunity to meet 

teachers from countries other than the U.S. and we shared our stories about teaching. It 

seemed as if our experiences had some commonalities. Was it possible that teachers who 

were trained in one country and end up teaching in another face similar situations? And if 

so, what were those situations? Was this only happening to teachers who moved to the 

U.S.? Or was it also true that U.S. teachers experience something similar when going to 

teach in other countries?  

I embarked on the journey of this study with all of these questions in mind and 

with my limited previous knowledge about research . I had to face the questions: Where 

do I go from here as a researcher? Do I really understand methods and methodology? In 

trying to decipher the jargon of research, I sought to understand and utilize my reality as 

a U.S. educator teaching abroad to explore the subject of my research - teacher abroad 

identity.  

 

Research Overview 

In this chapter, I address my overall methodology, the methods I employed, and 

my approach to data analysis. Methodology is about choice, about how we approach a 

“form of inquiry that should be taken seriously” (Crotty, 2005, p.13). It has to do with the 
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way we move toward a problem, a topic we want to explore.  I knew that my study was 

about exploring the individual stories of teachers and the interplay of their stories in 

social, professional, linguistic, and emotional contexts. This wondering also involved a 

country outside the U.S. How to select a methodology that would address both the 

individual and the social?, the greater contexts?  

I am departing from what Crotty (2003) suggests to think about when conducting 

research.  He suggests that the way we pose our leading questions would take us to the 

methodologies and methods to be used within our research, following a sequence “from 

methods and methodology, to theoretical perspective and epistemology” (p.13). These 

four essential elements support each other in our approach to research. Crotty suggests, is 

to take into consideration four basic questions: 

 What methods do we propose to use? 

 What methodology governs the choice and use of methods? 

 What theoretical perspective lies behind the methodology in question? 

 What epistemology informs the theoretical perspective? 

 

Why I selected a particular methodology and how I came to choose a particular 

method in this study needs to be explained and justified. Crotty (2003) states that “there 

is no meaning without a mind” (p.9), that in order to make sense of what we are trying to 

communicate, we must explain, justify, and give meaning to our research so it is clear to 

others. In my study, I carefully chose my methodology. 

I will begin by explaining the epistemology I chose to guide my work and, that 

aligned with the methodology and theoretical framework, how it supported teacher‟s 

individual perspectives and experiences built in social contexts, as well as guided my 

knowledge building through three questions: 
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4. How does a teacher‟s biography relate to the experience of working in an 

American/International school in China?  

 

5. How does a first-time teacher at ASC recreate and negotiate her/his personal and 

professional self understandings? 

 

6. What role does language play in the making of the teacher abroad identity at 

ASC? 

 

A Qualitative Inquiry 

During my graduate school classes I began to explore a few routes to explain 

possible answers to some of my prior questions. I conducted a pilot study interviewing 

teachers who were recruited from Mexico and from Spain to teach in a Southwest State 

public school district. This pilot study helped me to explore the teachers‟ perspectives on 

teaching English as a second language in the classroom. Both teachers spoke Spanish and 

their understanding on using Spanish and English in the classroom, teaching approaches, 

and personal struggles came from previous experiences, awareness, and different 

knowledge about language learning.  

This was my „cue‟, if I wanted to really explore individual stories, perspectives 

and understandings about students, parents, teaching, language, and schools, I must then 

approach my study from a perspective that allows me to see a process. The process 

involved in appropriating certain perceptions and realities over others; in learning and 

applying what one learns in the past to the present. 

When researchers do not make as explicit as possible their (e)pistemologies, 

theoretical perspectives, justification/argumentation systems, and 

methodologies… that guide research processes, their research designs can appear 

random, uninformed, inconsistent, unjustified, and/or poorly reported (Koro-

Ljungberg et al., 2009, p.688).  
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I knew I had a task ahead of me in making decisions regarding all the steps 

mentioned by Koro-Ljungberg et al. (2009), and shared by Crotty (2003).  I had to ensure 

that my selection of methodology appropriately addressed my research questions. 

Assuming a standpoint from an inquiry approach that best suited the topic at study (Moss 

et al. 2009) and because I wanted to explore teachers‟ perceptions, past experiences, and 

self understandings of their new jobs, I considered that a qualitative inquiry approach 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Patton, 2002) would be most appropriate. 

The use of a qualitative design allowed me to gain insight about how teachers 

make sense of themselves at the personal, professional, linguistic, and emotional levels as 

they moved to a new country and to a new job. I moved away from paradigms that 

“called for distance, objectivity, and abstraction” (Behar, 1996, p.13) as in positivists 

studies, and instead looked for ways to be engaged in the construction of the „reality‟ of 

teaching abroad in an active participatory way (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). A qualitative 

approach also allowed me an inductive reasoning to exploring meanings of details that 

would lead to build some possible abstractions (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). 

An inductive approach would help make „visible‟ information that otherwise I would 

miss.  In my engagement in this research I followed an inductive path that called for my 

involvement from a participatory stance (LeCompte, Millroy, Preissle, 1992; Van 

Maanen, 1988) and from making sense of what I was observing, hearing, reading, feeling, 

as the participants and I became engaged in teaching. 

My epistemological awareness informed by an interpretivist approach  helped me 

understand the various contexts that surrounded teachers at ASC.  Interpretivism “looks 
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for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 67). My research was conducted in a country I had never been to before, 

nor many of the participants, therefore I needed to see ASC from a greater perspective, 

socio-historically situated in a specific time. I had to pay attention to the historical 

background of China and the school. An interpretivist view would allow me to use an 

inductive reasoning of  the construction of the world of teaching abroad through mainly 

the words of the teachers. Selecting a methodology that helped me to situate knowledge 

built around a social construction of reality led me to choosing ethnography. 

According to Van Maanen (1988) “ethnographies are experientally driven… yet 

there are very real limits to what a particular fieldworker can and cannot learn in a 

particular setting… how the personal characteristics and working habits of field workers 

mediate the cultural scenes that unfold in their presence” (p.4).  In my case, I wanted to 

deepen my knowledge about teaching in a given school and country. I was seeking to 

interpret and write about what „unfolds in my presence‟ in a way that was contingent to 

both, the researcher and the participants within a given time frame, under a given setting. 

As Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest, it had to be produced by the language and through 

consensus with the participants. An ethnographic approach where I not only immersed 

myself in fieldwork, but also experienced closely the ins and outs of teaching, was 

aligned with my focus on seeking understanding on teaching abroad.  

An interpretivist epistemology was aligned with my theoretical framework, which 

includes the theory of identity-making process in figured worlds (Holland, et al., 1998). 

Holland proposes that the constructs people build through participatory actions become 
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social contexts for individuals to make sense of themselves and their actions. “Figured 

worlds [are] cultural realms peopled by characters from collective imaginings… [they] 

take shape within a grant to the production of activities, discourses, performances, and 

artifacts” (p.51).  Using the approach that Holland suggested, I situated teaching abroad 

as a figured world created and sustained by the actions of teachers immersed in it, with 

specific discourses, characters, and collective actions. Teaching abroad as an imagined 

world that makes sense to those involved in teaching at ASC, but not necessarily to 

others. In this imagined world, there are expressions of unequal relations of power that 

needed to be addressed by means of its symbolic representations. 

The theory of symbolical capital (Bourdieu, 1991) as expressed in the cultural and 

linguistic power that socially accepted artifacts afford to those who „carry‟ their intrinsic 

value, was key in exploring how teachers who speak English and have U.S. passports are 

better positioned to be recruited in job fairs than other candidates.  In addition, looking at 

language as an international language of power (Fairclough, 2006; Macedo, Dendrinos & 

Gounari, 2003) situated the use of English within and outside of ASC. Within ASC, 

English helped facilitate communication among the various students and teachers by 

becoming a lingua franca, but outside of ASC, the teachers could hardly communicate 

through English with local citizens. In this sense, the use of language as mediator of 

action (Vygotsky 1986) added an additional understanding to my knowledge building. 

Then I needed to find a methodology that appropriately addressed the social reality 

manifested in teaching abroad and a critical ethnography facilitated my understanding. 
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A Critical Ethnographic Approach 

Ethnography was first used as a form of qualitative research in Anthropology and 

its use has been extended to educational areas (Anderson, 1989; LeCompte, Millroy, 

Preissle, 1992; Merriam, 1998).  An ethnography is “first, a set of methods used to collect 

data, and second, the written record that is the product of ethnographic techniques” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p.14).  In ethnographies, a variety of methods is used to 

„capture‟ a snapshot of a social reality.  

According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), an “ethnographer enters into a 

social setting and gets to know the people involved in it; usually, the setting is not 

previously known in an intimate way” (p.1). I was moving to a country I had never been 

to before and did not know any of the teachers who would become my potential 

participants. Although I had worked at an American school previously, I was hired as a 

local teacher. This time, I was entering a new American school hired as an overseas 

teacher. I was a neophyte to this world just as many other teachers who arrived the same 

year.  In this way ethnography was appropriate for my setting. 

In ethnography, the researcher describes, analyzes and interprets events (Emerson, 

Fretz & Shaw, 1995; Van Maanen, 1988).  One way to accomplish this is by gaining 

insights through participant observation which means that  “Some ethnographers seek to 

do field research by doing and becoming –to the extent possible- whatever they are 

interested in learning about” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995, p.2). In my particular case, I 

knew I was going to be fully immersed (Narayan, 1993) in teaching at the same school as 

my potential participants.  
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 A new setting, a new environment, a new job, new faces, these instances were 

guiding to a methodology appropriate for conveying meaning to events from the 

perspective and interpretations of the participants.  An Ethnography, in which my role 

was not only to participate, but to portray a particular event in time and space, reported in 

a written form that conveyed to others what happened in the field.  Ethnographies are “an 

active enterprise…On the one hand, the ethnographer must make her way into new 

worlds and new relationships. On the other hand, she must learn how to represent in 

written form what she has come to see and understand as the result of these experiences” 

(Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995, p. 15).  As I began transcribing and reading the 

transcripts of my interviews, I noted the inequities between teachers and parents who 

expected to see Caucasian teachers in the classroom. In my own position as a minority 

teacher with previous marginalized experiences, this immediately „caught‟ my eye. Foley 

(2002) states that “traditional anthropologists dismissively labeled the study of 

colonialism and imperialism as “political science” (p.470). I realized that a traditional 

ethnographic study would not convey the meaning of what I was observing and trying to 

interpret, that it would limit me and that I would possibly assume a more passive role 

than I was ready to accept.   

A critical ethnographic approach (Anderson, 1989; Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 

1995; Foley, 2002; Foley and Valenzuela, 2005; Lassiter; 2005; Werner and Schoepfle; 

1987) was better aligned with my insights about what was happening around me than a 

traditional ethnography. “Critical ethnographers not only rejected positivism but also 

worked the divide between the powerful and the powerless” (Foley and Valenzuela, 
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2005). Bringing together the social elements and individual positions that spoke of 

unequal relations by means of language, race, class, or any other possible manifestation 

of positioning some individuals, knowingly or not, as the „holders‟ of power over others 

was possible through a critical ethnography. I became a neophyte using critical 

ethnography. 

My dissertation is my first attempt at conducting critical ethnographic research 

and to the best of my knowledge I tried to incorporate the elements for such 

methodology. There are some cautionary words regarding critical ethnography “For most 

critical ethnographers, in a class society marked by class, racial, and sexual conflict, no 

producers of knowledge are innocent or politically neutral” (Foley and Valenzuela, 2005, 

p.218). I cannot detach myself from the stance that I am writing from my own 

perspective, as a woman of Mexican descent, in an interracial marriage, as a minority 

researcher, and as a teacher. No knowledge is produced neutrally. And because each 

person constructs his/her own knowledge and explanations about things and events, I also 

wanted to see that individual aspect of such individual knowledge building. 

I also selected a constructivist lens that allowed me to learn about individual 

teacher‟s perceptions, emotions, and subjective positions as they built individual 

identities and understandings about teaching abroad.  “In a very real sense, every piece of 

research is unique and calls for a unique methodology” (Crotty, 2003, p.14).  In this 

sense, individual stories of teachers became central to my ethnography.  
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Case stories   

In my study, I sought to understand teachers‟ experiences teaching abroad through 

their previous experiences, by incorporating their biographies.   Because I wanted to learn 

about the teachers‟ experiences before moving to China, I selected to collect their stories 

in an oral form (Langness and Geyla, 1981).  They became the teller and I became the 

recorder, the listener (Plummer, 2001). Plummer explains that biographies are a form of 

life stories. In biographies, the teller may write their own, or tell the story to someone 

else to tell it or write it. Because I wanted to know how teachers‟ previous professional 

and personal experiences play a role in their present jobs teaching abroad, exploring their 

biographies allowed me to enter their self-narrated stories of their past and make 

connections to their present experiences. Teachers told their stories, and I recorded them.  

In this sense, my researcher‟s lens and reports of their stories had an influence in the final 

writing (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Although I used the participants‟ voice in sharing their 

stories, I could not detach my own interpretation from their words. This is one of the 

critiques ethnographies receive (Van Maanen, 1988), but that I try to minimized by 

implementing a reflexive approach (Davies, 1999) to give trustworthiness to my study.  

When I first selected the participants, I thought I would portray their stories as 

case studies. As I read more about the difference between a case study and a life story, I 

came across with a dilemma. First, a case study is defined as the study of a phenomenon, 

as a unit and bounded system (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003), where the delimitation of the 

case, as a conceptual structure, is around a phenomenon, an issue that “force attention to 

complexity and contextuality” (Stake, 1995, p.16) within that phenomenon.  I knew that 
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my work was not centered on a bounded system placing me outside as an observer. On 

the contrary, the way I understood my work, it rested on a flexible approach to making 

sense of issues happening in the new environment teachers were entering, where I was 

also entering as a participant observer, as a teacher. In addition, I knew that my 

methodology, based on critical ethnography, was central and was going to be crucial in 

avoiding placing limits to whatever happened within ASC and within China. How would 

I go about exploring teacher‟s biographies and their past experiences?, especially within 

the context of a new country. Although case studies can be part of ethnographic research 

(Merriam, 2001), I still did not think of it as a bounded system. I knew I wanted to look at 

teachers‟ identities from a perspective that would allow me to see changes, a process of 

composition and creation, with as much flexibility as possibly. 

According to Glaser and Strauss (1967) “the research goal in a case history is to 

get the fullest possible story for its own sake. In contrast, the case study is based on 

analytical abstractions and constructions for purposes of descriptions, or verification 

and/or generation of theory…” (p. 132). In my ethnography, the purpose was to tell the 

story I found through the teachers‟ lenses, and to tell the stories of persons, as 

individuals. In addition, my own story emerged at times during the interviews and 

conversations with the participants. I sensed that „my‟ and „their‟ stories were shared 

throughout the process of this study, making a case study less defined. With this in mind, 

I decided to collect the teachers‟ stories as a convergence between life story (Langness & 

Frank, 1981) and case study. (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) - I called them case stories. 
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Some have researched the significance of identity production stories (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1996) within the lives of teachers (Urrieta, 2009; Olsen, 2008). The teachers in 

my study described, shared, and explained the transitions into a new country and school - 

their narratives became “socially constrained forms of action, socially constructed 

performances, ways of acting in and making sense of the world” (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2005, p.641) through the „as if‟ world (Holland et al., 1998) of teaching abroad that 

teachers created with others. Using a critically ethnographic approach allowed me to 

describe and analyze the relations that Denzin and Lincoln refer to as socially constructed 

performances with aiming a focus on individual teachers‟ stories.    

 

Teachers as Researchers – Positionality, Reflexivity, Vulnerability 

As a researcher, I brought my own perspective as a teacher into the study.  “All 

research is interpretative, guided by a set of beliefs and feelings about the world and how 

it should be understood and studied” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994, p.13). My own 

preconceptions, my previous teaching experience, my previous job at an American school 

in Mexico, my work in public urban schools in the U.S. became part of my sources of 

meaning and interpretations of data in this study. When teachers become researchers, the 

potential for a reflexive approach to research, and to their own practice, increases as they 

gain insights from the same situations they are immersed in (Ax, Ponte, and Brouwer, 

2008), and as they guide a systematic understanding of their own practice (Cochran-

Smith and Lytle, 1999). Sometimes, teacher researchers contest perceptions about “their 

engagement in teaching, their images of teachers and teaching, as well as their alignment 
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with some aspects of contemporary educational discourse” (Trent, 2010, p. 153). At 

times, I encountered data that left me wondering about sociopolitical issues at school and 

its constituents and that left me thinking about my own convictions. I became the „expert‟ 

at times and the „learner‟ at others. According to Glesne (2005), the researcher becomes a 

learner once questions arise and becomes cognizant that others can help in seeking 

answers and insights to such questions. I mostly felt that my „expertise‟ had a limited role 

since the learning curve during this research was immense for me.  

My own reality was permeated with my own identity as a teacher who had moved 

between countries, had two children attending ASC, and married to a teacher working at 

the same school. These positionalities overlapped at times and elicited various interacting 

voices as “products of social forces and roles” (Ellis 1991, pp. 28-29).  In this case, the 

interplay of the roles I assumed and my viewpoints brought “implications about the 

position of the researcher relative to the people being studied and relative to the reader” 

(Holland, et al. 1998, p. 25), calling for a “systematic sociological introspection” in a 

reflexive manner (Davies, 1999), and as an evolving and ongoing process linked to my 

positionality as a researcher.  

Being a teacher and a researcher simultaneously complicated matters. 

Approaching this research from more than one lens became complicated once in the field.  

I was an insider (Narayan, 1993), because I shared a common background by being a 

teacher hired to work at the same school. At the same time, I was an outsider from the 

perspective of the researcher trying to keep my attention focus on situations, participants, 

events, and contexts. 
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I kept a reflexive approach during my study. “Reflexivity, broadly defined, means 

a turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference…refers to the ways in which 

products of research are affected by the personnel and products of doing research” 

(Davies, 1999, p. 4).  In my role as a researcher, I needed to acknowledge my own 

assumptions and self-reference that would potentially influence my study.  “It is only 

through being reflexive, that we explore our fantasies about ethnographic texts being 

copies of reality. We also deflate any fantasies we hold about absolute truth and 

objectivity” (Foley, 2002, p. 473).   The subjectivity that my own experience brought into 

the study required me to be increasingly reflexive throughout the study‟s duration. 

I became aware that my personal investment in the process made me a vulnerable 

observer (Behar, 1996; Behar & Gordon, 1995; Souto-Manning, 2006) because I shared 

my own story, I was visible through my own words, and emotionally involved.  

Therefore, keeping a journal was necessary and helpful in processing my own 

subjectivity, perceptions, and emotions involved in the process; in reflecting about what 

was going on around me. This journal was a way for me to express my emotions through 

written words that otherwise I could not share with other teachers or my immediate 

family. I accept  that my vulnerable stance permeates my study and, at the same time, that 

being reflexive (Davies, 1999) about it, allowed me to bring trustworthiness to my 

dissertation. 

My Research Site 

I sought a site where I could interact with teachers who were both new to a 

country and to a new school, able to participate in the study. I had originally considered 
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moving back to Mexico and contacting teachers who were about to enroll in the 

alternative certification credentialing program between Mexico and the U.S., but the 

program was undergoing changes at the time. Then I explored the option of looking for a 

job at one of the American schools in Mexico since I was aware that foreign teachers 

were recruited there on a yearly basis. I went ahead and decided to pursue a job there, but 

as I attended a recruiting fair in 2007, I came home empty handed because no positions 

were available for me.   

I attended the next recruiting fair the following year and was offered two 

contracts in China, and one in Russia. Because my family situation involved my husband 

applying for a job too, and moving with our two sons, we chose to sign a contract with 

China, that offered a scholarship for our children. It sparked my curiosity after I was told 

by one of the administrators that parents at the school may have an issue because I spoke 

English with an accent. It was not the fact that I do speak with an accent, since I learned 

English as an adult, it was the tone and the way it was said to me, in a low condescendent 

voice, as when someone would feel pitty for one for not being able to do something 

„correctly‟.  It was the subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999) approach and deficit lens I was 

seen through.  I thought of this place as a possible „rich‟ site (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 

1995).  According to Emerson et al., “…in choosing a site the [ethnographer] should look 

for a setting where gender, ethnic, or class diversity not only seem clearly highlighted but 

also where these issues concern their members” (p.134). The comment about my English 

made me think that in this school, administrators and teachers might have insights about 

language issues.  



 106 

Whether by “fate or destiny”, as one of the applicants in an international job fair 

said to me, or the effects of a competitive selection process, the fact that my husband and 

I both got a job in China without intentionally seeking one there, leads me to believe that 

there are things that happen under the most strange circumstances. ASC selected me as a 

teacher, and I selected ASC as my research site. 

 

The American/international School in China (ASC) 

ASC is located in a large metropolitan area in Shanghai, China.  The city is one of the 

major ports of the country and is considered one of the largest cities in the world.  ASC is 

an EC-12 private, non-profit, co-educational international school, sponsored by the U.S. 

consulate, owned by the Parents Association, and governed by a Board of Directors 

elected by the parents of the school. The school was founded in 1912 and has an alumni 

body from pre and post World War II, many living in the U.S. The school was closed 

from 1949 until 1980, when it reopened on the grounds of the U.S. consulate, operating 

with a program of less than 100 students until 1992. In the early 1990‟s, the enrollment 

reached over 500 students, grades K-12. From 1993 to the present the enrollment grew 

from 800 to over 2900 students. This school is considered one of the largest international 

schools in China. The school location changed in 1989 due to increased enrollment and is 

currently housed in two different campuses. The East campus facilities opened in 1998; 

the West in 2000.  Both campuses have ad hoc facilities for classrooms, science labs, 

drama, art, music, gymnasiums, libraries, sports fields, multimedia equipment, computer 

labs, and cafeteria. 
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The administration and staff is composed of the Superintendent, two Deputy 

Superintendent,  six Principals, Director of Development, Communications, and 

Marketing, Curriculum Coordinator, eleven Counselors, two School Psychologists, and a 

Business Manager.  The teaching staff is composed of about 370 teachers. The majority 

of teachers are from the U.S. and Canada, with over 60 % of the teachers holding a 

Masters degree. 

Students come from over 40 countries.  High school students may choose the IB 

and/or AP programs, with 98% of students attending universities in 17 different 

countries, many of them in prestigious U.S., U.K., and Chinese Universities. 

Table 5. Student and teacher nationalities at ASC 
 

Percentage U.S. Korea Taiwan Canada Singa

pore 

Austra

lia 

U.K. China New 

Zealand 

Hong 

Kong 
Other 

Students  44 16 7 8 4 3 2 1 0 3 10 

Teachers 

 

57 0 0 14 0 6 2 9 7 0 4 

Percentages (ASC Annual Report, 2010) 

 

The school calendar runs from August through early June with a summer 

intersession. Both campuses follow the same curriculum and classes and have an average 

of 18 students. Classes are made up according to “background, language, academic 

ability, nationality and gender” (Annual Report, 2007 p.3), in order to emphasize a 

multicultural approach, both for students and faculty. English is the language of 

instruction with a component of Chinese as support language for students learning 

English, and as a foreign language for students who want to learn Mandarin. The school 
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is fully accredited by the Western association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) and by 

the International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO).   

ASC supported and approved my study. At the interview during the job fair I 

shared with the superintendent that I was considering conducting my dissertation research 

abroad.  Once arriving to China, the process was formalized through the official IRB 

(Appendix C). A copy of my study went into my personal file at school in the division I 

was assigned to. The entry to the site was disclosed to teachers through the administrators 

at ASC. Administration helped me disseminate the intention of my research via email 

(Appendix D) to the school community.  As new teachers and administrators arrived to 

ASC the following year, I shared the purpose of my research with them on an individual 

basis.  

Written consent forms (Appendix E) were given to the participants and included 

the disclosure of the interviewing tool –tape recording- as well as the use of pseudonyms 

to be used for writing purposes to ensure confidentiality and anonymity. A reminder that 

all names used in this study are pseudonyms given by the researcher with the exception 

of the country of China and its cities. 

 

Participants 

There were four participants selected from a pool of twenty teachers. The four 

participants for the case stories included three teachers from the U.S. and one teacher 

from the Philippines; three male teachers and one female teacher; three white male 

teachers, one Filipino male, and one white female; ranging from ages 35-58; with and 
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without children. All three teachers from the U.S. had previously worked in public 

schools.  

 

Selection 

The selection criteria for these teachers followed a procedure based on purposeful 

sampling (Merriam, 1998). The criterion for selection was self-identification as first-time 

teacher abroad. Although my original selection criteria included three conditions for 

participation, 1) only teachers from the U.S., 2) with previous experience in public 

schools, and 3) first-time abroad, I amended this selection when I realized that if my 

study was conducted in an America/International school with a variety of nationalities 

and languages, it should not be limited to only U.S. teachers.   Koro-Ljungberg et al., 

(2009) suggest that, “when researchers‟ and participants‟ roles change during the research 

process, the space for knowing changes, and adjustments in other aspects of the research 

design may be needed” (p.696). Therefore, the only criterion for participating in the study 

(Merriam, 1998) was teachers who self-identified as first-time teacher abroad.  

I emailed the invitation to participate in my research and made an initial list of the 

teachers that responded to me. I knew that I wanted to select at least a teacher from each 

division –elementary, middle, and high school- as a representation across campus.  An 

initial short interview was conducted with all twenty volunteers to participate. At this 

interview, the question: How did you end up here in China? served as a probe.  The initial 

interview took place mostly in the teachers‟ classrooms. However, some were conducted 

in their homes, in cafes, and even two in a bar, based on the participants‟ place of choice.   
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Table 6.  Participants 

Participants 

(*) case story 
Gender Country of Origin E- elementary 

M- middle school 

H- high school 

Race or ethnicity 

 

* Mark M Philippines E Filipino 

Karla F USA E White 

Susy F USA E White 

Tony F USA E White 

Lenny F USA E White 

* Tiffany F USA E White 

Carlie F USA E White 

Jenny F Australia E White 

Claudia F New Zealand M White 

Arianna F USA M White 

Esther F USA M White 

Ernest M New Zealand M White 

Marcus M USA M White 

Nancy F Canada H White 

Lola F Canada H Afro Caribbean  

*Charlie M USA H White 

Joel M Canada H White 

Saul M USA H White 

* Richard M USA H White 

Emma F Indonesia H Indonesian 
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The table shows the initial group of twenty participants: thirteen females and 

seven males. Thirteen teachers were from the U.S., two from Canada, two from new 

Zealand, one from Australia, one from the Philippines, one from Indonesia. The teachers 

were ages 25-65, married and single; with and without children. The majority of the 

teachers were white. The teachers racial background is similar to that of teachers in the 

U.S., mostly white, female, middle class (Lortie, 1975; Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). 

In addition to teachers, a total of eleven parents and seven administrators 

participated in interviews and/or informal conversations for data collection purposes.  At 

the initial interviews, some of the participants were eager to know if they were „selected‟ 

to participate. I explained to them that it was going to be a process and that a „quick 

qualification‟ was not the route I was following.  I had my questions in mind and was 

looking for teachers who had rich stories about their experiences at the job fair, their 

emotional investment at telling a story was a key for me. I was looking for stories that 

resonated with my research focus. At the same time, I wanted to see if potential rapport 

could be established, a „connection‟ with the person. Seidman (1991) explains that  

in qualitative research, rapport is a distance-reducing, anxiety-quieting, trust-

building mechanism that primarily serves the interest of the researcher… it is 

something that is continuously being negotiated between the researcher and 

researched and can at any time be rejected by research participants (p.96). 

 

Although an initial interview is sometimes not enough to develop a rapport, it is 

however the first face-to-face opportunity to establish a connection with potential 

participants. In this sense, I followed my researcher‟s „hunch‟ to select those who 

presented potential rich information. As Plummer (2001) notes, “qualitative researchers 

only really seek samples that are „information rich‟... „critical case sampling‟ where 
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stories are selected on the basis of providing detailed information on key, critical 

experiences” (p. 133). Keeping in mind what Plummer suggests, I approached those who 

presented rich experiences at the initial interview.  

In qualitative studies, the selection of a sample occurs with a purpose in mind, not 

randomized, and preferably small (Merriam, 1998). A small sample allows the researcher 

to pay attention to detail and to explore in depth an issue. To this end, I selected five first-

time teachers abroad initially. However, one of the teachers resigned at the end of the 

first year. Denzin and Lincon (2005) caution that the expectations of the ethnographic 

researcher should remain flexible at all times, as it is the research process itself what 

shapes the steps, and adapts to unforeseen circumstances. At that point, I decided not to 

„replace‟ her, but to keep the information I had gathered up to then to include it in the 

report as general notes.  I kept four case stories in order to focus my attention on them. 

As I got to know other teachers who arrived the following year, I found some who 

provided me interesting insights about getting a job at ASC. I proceeded with asking their 

consent to participate in my research and included their narratives as part of the study. At 

the same time, as data began to unfold and new teachers mentioned other staff, I decided 

to include other teachers who had been at ASC for longer than two years or who had 

worked at other international schools. My research gained from both perspectives, 

especially to see the contrasting narratives that onsite teachers had and how they 

„recruited‟ new teachers into their perspectives and views of the school. 
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Data Collection 

My research questions shaped the selection of my methods, and “not the other 

way around” (Plummer, 2001, p. 122). In other words, by having a clear focus of my 

research through my questions I chose certain methods over others. For example, I had 

previously conducted in-depth interviews with teachers during a pilot study, and I felt 

comfortable using this tool again to have teachers orally share their experiences. 

Qualitative research includes and studies a “collection of a variety of empirical 

materials… that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals‟ 

lives” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p.3-4). Selecting the methods was also based on my 

focus at looking at the social and the personal. 

My data collection needed to support a meaning-making process that took place 

as individual teachers embedded themsevles in a new job. I employed in-depth, semi-

structured interviews (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Mertens, 1998), direct observation 

(Trochim, 2001), participant observation and field notes (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw, 

1995; LeCompte, Millroy, Preissle, 1992),  researcher‟s journal (Davies, 1999), and 

document review. The collection of data using qualitative tools, such as teachers‟ 

narratives of their experiences, open-ended interviews, direct observations, and 

documents allowed me to understand the meanings teachers built of their experiences. 

 

Semi-structured Interviews  

According to Fontana and Frey (2005) the use of interviews, for both quantitative 

and qualitative studies, are key in collecting meaningful information aligned with the 
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study.  The authors indicate that in qualitative research using semi-structured or 

ethnographic open-ended interviews, allows the participants to be less „concerned‟ about 

giving the „right‟ answers to specific questions, in comparison to structured interviews, 

where questions are less flexible.  

During some of the initial interviews I met the participants in the location of their 

choice -cafes, restaurants, bars, classrooms.  Soon, some participants and I learned that 

the best places for interviews were either in a classroom, empty office, or in a house, and 

no in noisy sites. Many interviews took place in classrooms, as they were available after 

school and the interviews required a quiet place where we could close the door for 

recording purposes. 

I used semi-structured, open-ended interviews that were organized according to 

my research questions and probes that would help the teachers think about specific topics, 

for example, about their experiences in college, or about the recruiting fair. These 

questions or probes (Schutt, 1999; Taylor and Bogdan, 1998) allowed the participants to 

expand their answers and comments, and many times ended in informal conversations 

between us.  Probing includes 

…ask[ing] open-ended questions, descriptive questions about general topics; wait 

for people to talk about meaningful experiences in their lives or what is important 

from their points of view; probe for details and specific descriptions of their 

experiences and perspectives (Taylor and Bogdan, 1998, p.106.) 

 

The protocol I used for interviews followed probing that set a conversational tone. 

Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) suggests that asking simple questions and using probes 

allows participants to extend their answers.  
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Interview Protocol Probes 

Research question Focus Interview Topic Probing 

How does a teacher‟s 

biography relate to the 

experience of working in an 

American/International 

school in China?  

Past stories, 

Biographies 

Schooling and 

family 

Where did you go to school?  

Tell me about your family? 

 

Your previous 

experience as 

teacher 

Teaching in 

country of origin 

How did you decide to 

become a teacher? 

Tell me about the school(s) 

you taught at before? 

How does a first-time 

teacher at ASC recreate and 

negotiate her/his personal 

and professional self 

understandings? 

Motivation to 

seek a job 

abroad 

The job fair what motivated you to teach 

abroad? 

What were your thoughts in 

selecting ASC? 

 

Arriving to 

China 

Transitions Tell me about your first days 

in China? 

Tell me about your first days 

at ASC? 

Your experience 

teaching at ASC 

You as a teacher 

Colleagues, 

students, and 

parents 

How is your school year 

going? 

 Tell me about your job 

teaching at ASC? 

Tell me about your students? 

Tell me about your students‟ 

families? 

What role does language 

play in the making of the 

teacher abroad identity at 

ASC? 

 

About language English and other 

languages 

students speak 

Do you it is important to 

learn English? 

What are your language 

goals for your students? 

 

 

I tried to have the participants take their narratives in directions that were relevant 

to them and not only based on answering a question. Probing took place throughout the 

interviews as needed. Probing relates to knowing when and how to gain more information 

through interviewing.   

By probing, I also learned to give participants „waiting‟ time as Taylor and 

Bogdan suggest, to give people the opportunity to express their meaningful experiences. 
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Schutt (1999) also stresses the importance of giving respondents plenty of time for 

elaboration and reflection during the interview. As a novice interviewer, I initially felt 

that whenever I paused to give „waiting‟ time to the participants was uneasy, almost as if 

silence was uncomfortable to me. As time progressed into the research process, the 

interviews took more of a natural flow and a tone of informal conversations, especially 

once a rapport (Seidman, 1991) was established. 

In addition to probing and rapport, I worked to establish trust with the participants 

since “gaining trust is essential to the success of the interviews and, once again, trust can 

still be very fragile” (Fontana and Frey, 2000, p.655). Trust was very important in my 

research because the teachers needed to have first, the security that the information they 

were sharing was confidential, and second, I shared with some of them with my own 

story, my personal thoughts. Levy and Holland (1998) note that “one doesn‟t discuss 

potentially reputation-threatening private worlds with someone, unless one trusts him or 

her deeply” (p.338). I found that interviews and conversations were a two-way trust 

relationship. 

Taylor and Bogdan, (1998) suggest that the number of in-depth interviews 

depends on the initial contact with the informants based on the information the 

participants provide and the probing of the interviewer. They suggest “anywhere from 

several sessions to over 25 sessions” (p.95). I decided to conduct as many interviews as 

necessary with each of the participants until the data processing started to show 

repetitiveness of information (Patton, 2002), at which point the pre-scheduled interviews 

ceased, but the informal conversations never stopped. 
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The length of formal interviews ranged anywhere from 30-120 minutes.   There 

were approximately 75 hours of recorded and transcribed interviews. The choice for 

recording (Stake, 1995) was made because of the possibility of listening over and over to 

the interviews, in addition to reading the transcripts. Whenever I listened to the tapes I 

could almost visualize the participants on the day of the interview, remembering their 

facial expressions and mannerisms as we carried conversations.  One of the case stories 

decided not to have his interview taped and preferred using his real name, however, for 

issues of privacy, I gave him a pseudonym. I chose to use my computer to take notes as 

he was talking. I began transcribing his interviews on the same day and gave him the 

transcript as soon as possible to make sure that what I captured on paper was what he had 

said.  The participant reviewed the transcripts and made corrections accordingly.  

Another of the participants would often ask me similar questions to what we were 

conversing about, for example, “So, how about you? Why did you get a job here?” I 

found myself giving very short answers at first for I wanted to concentrate on her story, 

not mine. This participant wanted to carry a two-way conversation.  As Foley & 

Valenzuela (2005) report, they used a “conversational or dialogic style of interviewing, 

which encouraged the subjects to participate more… at times, we shared more personal 

information about ourselves than do conventional interviewers” (p.223). Later on, I 

realized that I myself needed to talk about my own experience. As Coffey (1999) 

expresses, 

it is inevitable that prolonged fieldwork will promote emotional ties and personal 

attachments that go beyond the parameters of the field. Just as important are the 

parameters that the field will impose on the long-term nature of those attachments 

(p.47). 



 118 

Although I used my journal and reflexive notes, during the second year the 

conversations had touched on issues that were relevant to both, and that needed to be 

talked about between people trusting each other.  At this time, whenever the tape recorder 

was turned off, that was when the participant would reveal some important details. I tried 

my best to record those details as field notes and/or journal writing as soon as I possibly 

could after our meetings. What I learned from this experience is that the longer I was in 

the field, the closer I was getting to the participants.  

 

Participant Observation 

Participant observation requires the researcher to be present in as many events as 

possible where participants take place in order to feel, think, perceive, and interpret the 

daily meanings of their actions in the field (Davies, 1999).  My participant observation 

began the first day I landed in China. I began as participant of the cohort group of 

teachers that arrived in August 2008. During the initial orientation week, I met many new 

teachers and started documenting my first observations in the form of field notes right 

away. 

According to Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995), “the ethnographer seeks a deeper 

immersion in others‟ worlds in order to grasp what they experience as meaningful and 

important” (p.3). As an ethnographer researcher, I was performing activities similar to 

those of my participants. I was a teacher working at the same school, immersed in similar 

routine situations. For example, staff meetings, training, teaching, meeting with parents, 
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leading committees, and organizing extra curricular activities among others. In Trochim 

(2001) words, 

participatory observation requires that the researcher become a participant in the 

culture or context being observed… The researcher needs to become accepted as 

natural part of the culture to ensure that the observations are of the natural 

phenomenon (p.161). 

 

In my particular case, I became a participant observer at different levels. One of 

the participants became my son‟s teacher. This made me assume the role of parent 

whenever I had to meet the teacher for school related meetings about my son.  This 

allowed me the opportunity to cross-reference information I had gathered through 

observations. Later on, I became a teacher of one of the participant‟s children. Assuming 

my role as a parent and teacher allowed me to become the insider observer (Foley, 2000). 

As a researcher, I took advantage of these roles that overlapped at times. From the point 

of view of data gathering through observation, my parent/teacher/spouse roles allowed 

me to transgress the spaces that are „suitable‟ only for teachers, parents, colleague, or 

students. As a parent, teacher, researcher, and neighbor to some of my participants, these 

roles were exhausting at times, especially because my „sixth‟ sense in search for „data‟ 

was „on‟ most of the time. As Behar (1996) points out, 

…our methodology, defined by an oxymoron “participant observation” is split at 

the root; act as a participant, but don‟t forget to keep your eyes open…. Nothing 

is stranger than this business of humans observing other humans in order to write 

about them (p. 5).  

 

I knew that during my first year I was going to gather as much information as 

possible through a „fresh‟ set of the senses. My senses had not been „tinted‟ with routines 

(Patton, 1990).  I would not be a first-timer anymore the following year.  Therefore, I was 
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constantly thinking „participant observation‟ and „keep your eyes open‟ while going 

through my own adjustments.  There was a constant awareness that I had to take my field 

notes, experience as much as possible, start my interviews, and collect documents. 

During the second year, I learned to make a schedule that would allow me to 

prevent from overlapping events or from limited attendance from my part. After I knew 

what events were predictable given the school calendar, I would choose which ones to 

attend and who I was going to focus my attention on. For example, during parent-teacher 

conferences, I only had 30 minutes to observe this event in middle and high school in the 

first year. But in the second year, I was able to block half a day to attend this event in 

both divisions.  

The second year I also concentrated on classroom observations in order to 

conciliate or to see disjuncture between what the teachers said during the interviews and 

how they acted in the classroom. Adler and Adler (1994) note that “observation has been 

characterized as the „fundamental base of all research methods‟ in the social and 

behavioral sciences” (p. 389). My research relied on observation as one of the main 

methods for data collections in social contexts. Observations in different settings beyond 

the classroom were also conducted: during Board meetings, parent meetings, extra 

curricular activities, social events, and events that pertained specifically to the four case 

stories.   

During classroom observations, I looked for information regarding the use of 

language and the approach to teaching diverse students. I paid special attention to the 

relationship among students and teacher, trying to vary the time of the observations to see 
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different activities throughout the day. A road block in observing secondary level was 

that the schedule rotates on a daily basis. I would come sometimes to observe just to find 

out that it was a test day, or assembly, or that they went on a field trip.  Nevertheless, the 

study‟s duration allowed for those unexpected events and for rescheduling of 

observations. 

Table 8.  Phases of the study from 2008 to 2011 

Year 1  

First semester 

Getting to know the school and new country. Disclosure 

of study, field notes. Initial 20-30 minutes informal 

interviews to identify possible participants for life story. 

Field notes 

Observation of city and school. 

Year 1 

Second semester. 

Continue getting to know the school and new country. 

Observations in general meetings and public spaces: 

parent association meetings, after school activities, 

teacher social gatherings, getting to know the other two 

divisions (MS and HS). Selecting possible case stories 

and begin interviews. Field notes. 

Year 2 

First semester 

Continue interviews and begin observations of case story 

participants in classrooms and various events. Field notes 

Preliminary data analysis 

Year 2 

Second semester 

Provide case study participants with transcripts of 

interviews for feedback and approval of content.  Only 

one of the participants made a clarification of data and 

the rest did not return the transcripts but orally approved 

of the content.  Field notes.  Data analysis. 

Year 3 

First semester 

End interview process. Field notes 

Data analysis 

Begin  writing 

Year 3 

Second semester 

 

Final ethnography writing 

 

 

Data was collected during three full school year cycles.  
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Field Notes and Researcher‟s Journal 

Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, (1995) observe that researchers/observers often fail to 

address a key issue: writing field notes. The researcher‟s lived experience has to be 

documented in written form because “…writing field notes, not writing polished 

ethnographies, lies at the core of constructing ethnographic texts” (p.viii).  Because of the 

relevance of field notes in ethnographic research, the investment placed on the researcher 

to write field notes is also tied to the serious responsibility and moral intellectual work 

invested in such writing (Vann Maanen, 1988).  A commitment to record what was 

observed was relevant to my research by participating in the field with a conscious effort 

of jotting down notes “through the senses” as Emerson, Fretz & Shaw suggest, using 

“active rather than passive verbs, sensory rather than analytic adjectives, and verbatim, 

rather than summarized dialogue (p.35). As a teacher, I have the habit of traveling the 

school hallways with a small notebook in my pocket and a pen hanging from my ID to jot 

notes about my students. This routine served me well during my research and gave me 

the opportunity to jot down notes just about anywhere around the school.  

The type of notes I wrote during the school day were anything from a single word 

to lengthy records. If I was at a meeting, for example, I would write a key work on a 

piece of paper then transcribe it as soon as possible before the memory of the moment 

faded (Patton 1990; Spradley, 1980). If I knew in advance that an event was going to take 

place, like a presentation or assembly, I would grab my pocket notebook. I consistently 

kept four small notebooks; two in my classroom, one at home, and one in my purse.  
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Whenever possible, I typed field notes directly. The notes were mainly records about 

conversations, facial gestures, people, descriptions of events, and dialogues I overheard.  

My field note taking began as early as 2007, during my first experience at a 

recruiting fair. I recorded lengthy field notes of two recruiting fairs. My field notes during 

the first fair were mostly of dialogues and conversations I held while standing in line 

waiting for an interview. The notes from the second fair focused more on interviews and 

interactions among teachers and administrators I observed at the opening and closing of 

the event.   

My field notes became my main source of information to record events during the 

transition period in the first months. I recorded my arrival to the country and exploration 

around Shanghai. At school, I began taking field notes the very first day I stepped into 

ASC, especially during the first days at work. Emerson Fretz & Shaw (1995) states that  

field notes are written accounts that filter members‟ experiences and concerns 

through the person and perspectives of the ethnographer; field notes provide the 

ethnographer, not the members, accounts of the latter‟s experiences, meanings 

and concerns (p13). 

  

He also suggests that field notes of events and reflections and insights about those 

events should be done together, as opposed to having two separate documents that at a 

certain point may not be connected to each other.  I found this useful for my study 

because I wanted to keep the connectivity between three types of notes: descriptive, 

analytical, and reflexive. Strauss and Corbin (1998) emphasize that “field notes are data 

that may contain some conceptualizations and analytical remarks, but are limited in terms 

of depth of analysis” (p. 123).  My notes contained a two column entry. The actual note 

was on the left, and my insights about analysis or any connections with concepts were 
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written on the right side.  These analytical notes would usually take place very early in 

the morning, in a quiet environment at home. 

My reflexive notes (Davies, 1999) were written in a separate notebook or typed. 

My reflexive journal became my „escape‟ whenever I felt that the emotional charge of 

situations was getting a „hold of me‟ and I found myself at odds, frustrated, and puzzled 

by my own experience and by the multiplicity of my roles. I would write and write, 

mainly in Spanish. There are certain emotions that I can only express in my first 

language. At the same time, my reflexive notes allowed me to „clear‟ my own thinking 

and be able to compare later on with my analytical notes. My field notes were organized 

in computer folders by the week/month/year.  

 

Documents 

The collection and analysis of documents took place in two groups, one regarding 

data about the country, city, and school; the other about the teachers.  Learning about the 

country was mainly conducted through a variety of books on China available in English, 

local newspapers and online articles from non Chinese newspapers. Whenever I had a 

question about the country, I would ask the Chinese teachers at ASC to clarify for me. I 

had the opportunity to host local Chinese teacher interns in my classroom every year and 

their conversations about their schooling process provided me with rich information 

about China and its educational system. I attended as many lectures a possible that were 

related in one form or another to the country and the city, in and outside of ASC, 

conducted in English.  
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I reviewed four city magazines aimed mainly to foreign families from July 2008 

to June 2010: City Weekend Magazine (monthly publication), Shanghai Family (monthly 

publication), STAR: schools-students-success magazine (bimonthly publication), Active 

Kidz Shanghai magazine (quarterly publication). I selected these magazines because they 

cater to the foreign families in Shanghai, are published in English, and advertise 

international schools. I was able to follow up on school trends.. This information was 

necessary for me to have a bigger picture of the emergence of international schools in the 

city. By collecting information on the age groups they served, curricula and facilities, I 

was able to have an overview of the international schools as a group for the city and what 

parents were looking for in schools.  

I learned about ASC as an American/International school by consulting a variety 

of school documents that were aimed at different audiences. Marketing brochures were 

geared to prospective parents; annual school reports and WASC reports to various 

stakeholders; Board minutes to the school community; curriculum frameworks  to 

teachers; PTSA notes to parents; email communication to parents and teachers; the school 

magazine to teachers and parents; and the student magazine to students and teachers.  The 

goal in collecting all these documents was to get a solid grasp of the school as an 

institution within its premises and towards the community. What I learned from the 

document analysis was that ASC is highly dependent from the U.S. educational system in 

some of the trends about curriculum. Nevertheless, the effects of federal mandates on 

public schools in the U.S. such as No Child Left Behind, do not affect schools like ASC. 
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Gathering information about teachers besides interviews and observations came in 

the form of email communication, collecting specific articles from the parent and student 

magazine, articles from the International Educator newspaper, and any other piece of 

information that would be included on newsletter or any written school document.  I 

supplemented document information through online research from various sites
13

. 

Accessing documents electronically.   I researched documents through websites 

whenever possible in English and tertiary references that offered the translation from the 

Chinese versions.  I used worldwide data such as the UNESCO demographics, as the 

original source was in Chinese. My experience with accessing electronic information 

from China was frustrating at times due to the firewall that the country uses for screening 

internet information. Internet access in China is not as freely accessible as it is in the U.S. 

Often times, a message with an error would appear. For example, when trying to access 

information from the National Bureau of Statistics in China the link would show,  

 

(http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/)  
“Internal Server Error 

The server encountered an internal error or misconfiguration and was unable to complete your request. 

Please contact the server administrator, xjwan@stats.gov.cn and inform them of the time the error occurred, 

and anything you might have done that may have caused the error. 

More information about this error may be available in the server error log 

The connection was reset      

The connection to the server was reset while the page was loading. 

    *   The site could be temporarily unavailable or too busy. Try again in a few 

          moments. 

    *   If you are unable to load any pages, check your computer's network 

          connection. 

    *   If your computer or network is protected by a firewall or proxy, make sure 

          that Firefox is permitted to access the Web.    

                                                 
13

 International Schools council. www.iscresearch.com 

International Schools Review. www.isr.com 

National Bureau of Statistics in China. www.stats.gov.cn/english/ 

Shanghai Census 2000 http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm.   
http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/2003/shtj/tjnj/2007/tjnj/e2025.html    

The International Baccalaureate Organization.  www.ibo.org 

The office of overseas schools, U.S. Department of Education. www.state.gov/m/a/os/ 

 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/
http://www.iscresearch.com/
http://www.isr.com/
http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/
http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm
http://www.stats-sh.gov.cn/2003/shtj/tjnj/2007/tjnj/e2025.html
http://www.ibo.org/
http://www.state.gov/m/a/os/
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This was a common message that would appear sporadically for various sites, 

including accessing to the University of Texas libraries. This was an unexpected situation 

for me. I was used to having full access through electronic media while living in the U.S. 

The road block that I encountered in China was regarding mass communication censuring 

policies. Internet service was unreliable, especially close to major official holidays. One 

way I solved this situation was to access information through the proxies provided by the 

school within the premises of ASC. Another alternative was to ask people going to the 

U.S. to buy books for me.  I also brought books back with me whenever I went to the 

U.S. Although I compiled a good selection of books, I missed out on others that were key 

at times. I tried to access these books electronically either from ASC or whenever I 

traveled outside of China.  

 

Data Analysis 

My data analysis began in the second year of the study. I had a preliminary set of 

interviews, a few observations, and field notes.  I read what I had collected, keeping in 

mind my research questions and theoretical framework. According to Merriam (1998), 

data analysis is a “complex process that involves moving back and forth between 

concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between inductive and deductive reasoning, 

between description and interpretation” (p.178).  During my study, I had various sources 

of data that needed to be compared and aligned. I proceeded to do so by organizing my 

data in three levels: individual coding, emerging themes/individual teacher stories, and 

cross analysis of case stories. 
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Coding 

All data analysis was done by hand. The advantage of hand-coding over the use of 

computer software is that by manipulating the set of data, the researcher begins to 

familiarize herself with the data since there is no classification system in mind in the 

initial approach (Allan, 2007; Patton, 2002). My data analysis was a lengthy manual 

process.  

The first level of the process was reading the interviews and looking for general 

pieces of information that were related to general concepts such as biography, language, 

students, parents and recruiting fairs. Charmaz (2005) explains that “coding is the method 

of connecting data, issues, interpretations, data sources and report writing” (p. 451). 

Furthermore, it is “active, immediate, and short, and focuses on defining action, 

explicating implicit assumptions, and seeing processes” (p.517). In my case, I began an 

initial coding with the interviews I had so far and my typed field notes on an individual 

basis. 

The initial list of codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was done by reading the 

interviews and using a color coded highlighting process. I used large charts where each 

concept had a color assigned and I highlighted chunks of text. According to Lincoln and 

Guba (1985), chunking becomes a unit of data that represents a unit of data by itself in 

relation to the information it contains related to the research. As I read the interviews I 

would jot down notes on the right hand side of the chunk of data with one or two 

descriptive words.  
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I also began an analysis of the data on China, Shanghai, and ASC. This was done 

mainly through documents, field notes and observations. The data in this case was more 

linear in terms of historical analysis and I created a timeline by month and year, one for 

the country and one for the school. 

The second level consisted of adding information as it became available through 

transcripts and more documents and field notes. At this stage, some emergent themes 

began to show across participants and I read the interviews over and over, adding more 

notes to the right side of the paper. According to Patton (2002), analysis involves 

„discovering patterns, themes, and categories in one‟s data” (p.453). At this level, some 

connections among data began to appear aligned with my research questions. Patton 

suggests coding in categories that follow the language used by participants. To this end, 

phrases like „first-year teacher‟, „when I arrived in China‟, „learning English‟, „the 

interview at the job fair‟ were flags that later on became categories. Comparing field 

notes side by side with the interviews allowed me to apply what Merriam (1998) means 

by funneling, or “step-by-step” (p.180) process, in which related patterns or themes were 

clustered and labeled, and in this case, using the participant‟s words whenever possible. 

By comparing interviews and field notes, I found similarities among the notes I 

had written on the right hand side. Sometimes my notes had to change as I would notice 

information that I had skipped in the previous reading. I set up a record for each 

participant in which I placed the interview transcript and began adding field notes or any 

other piece of information pertinent to that record. In this sense, I organized four 

individual records and repeated the process for each file. If I found notes about China 
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during the review of my data, I added to the timeline or placed them in the files labeled 

„country‟, „city‟, „school‟. 

The third level consisted of doing a cross comparison between the four case 

stories. I followed a similar approach used by Holt and Reynolds (1992) with life stories 

by writing individual case stories based on interviews and other documents, then 

comparing stories for common patterns, responses, and questions across participants. 

This allowed me to check for reliability across data. Throughout my data collection and 

analysis, I kept in mind what Plummer (2001) emphasizes, 

„Analysing and interpreting‟ should always accompany the research interviewing 

since accumulated „data‟ will give insights into new research problems;  

„presenting‟ should not all be done at the end but during the course of the research 

as it can sharpen the analysis and alert you to changing issues; and planning –and 

preparations- will inevitably be taking place constantly” (p. 122).  

 

I found that reading the interviews repeatedly and listening to them prompted me 

to gain new insights and jot down analytical notes not included the first time around. At 

the same time, chunks of information that did not seem relevant at the beginning began to 

appear later on, or information that would appear „blurry‟ had to be explored again in the 

next interview. My reflexive notes were embedded throughout the data analysis. 

 

Validity and Triangulation 

The patterns, themes, comparisons of interviews, and information from 

documents helped me triangulate the data as Merriam (2002) suggests in using different 

data sources to validate findings.   

For qualitative work, reporting means narrative reporting that shows not only 

things that happened in the setting and the meaning of those happenings to 
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participants, but the relative frequency of occurrence of those happenings –so that 

the reader gets to see rich details and also the broad patterns within which the 

details fit. The reader comes away both tree-wise and forest-wise- not tree-wise 

and forest foolish, or vice versa (Moss et al., 2009, p.504).  

 

In my research, the various sources of data provided for a variety of information, 

and only after being sorted out through the various steps of analysis for coding, themes 

began to appear as repetitive and frequent throughout the study. This meant that by 

comparing the themes that appeared in and between interviews against other sources of 

data, supports the repetitiveness of data, making it valid.   

According to Merriam (1998), in qualitative research, the role of the researcher 

becomes a significant means to validity. The researcher has to be cautious against biases 

the research may have during the process of data collection and analysis due to skill of 

the researcher, human attributes, and personal beliefs (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In 

making sure that I minimized my own biases, I used a variety of sources of information 

that served as triangulation and trustworthiness to the study. Denzin (1978) speaks of the 

importance of using a variety of methods and lenses through which the data is processed 

making it valid. I used a variety of data sources used to validate the results of my 

research. 

Table 9. Triangulation of data  
Methods Interviews Participant observation  Document review  

Sources 

of data 

Semi-structured face-to-face 

Email 

Casual conversations 

Classroom observation 

School observation 

Variety of school events 

Events outside of school 

Observation of the 

city/country 

 Researcher‟s journal  

Emails 

Field notes 

City and school Magazines 

Local and international 

Newspapers 

Board minutes 

School annual reports 

Books on China 

Marketing brochures 

Websites  
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 My research is subject to the validity of my results; Crotty (2003) says that “at 

best, our outcomes will be suggestive rather than conclusive” (p.13). Understanding the 

reasoning behind every step I selected for my research provided enough support for the 

data analysis. My analysis followed the interplay of data and literature review.   

According to Foley (2000), “the only grounds social-science scholars have for claiming 

some degree of objectivity or truth is critical self-reflection about their relationship with 

the groups being studied.” (p. 53).  In my study, reflexivity played a major role during 

data collection and analysis. I wrote my dissertation while in the field still to be able to 

check for any possible misunderstanding from the researcher‟s perspective, and from the 

main sources to clarify misinterpretations. 

 

Summary 

As an undergraduate student, I had misconceptions about research and thought 

that there was only one way to „discover truth‟ - by using the steps of the scientific 

method. As a teacher, I have perceived incongruities between my beliefs and the way 

reality shows in my classroom every day.  As a graduate student, I realized that realities 

vary depending on the lens one is looking through, and I encountered a wide variety of 

explanations of why research could assume various forms and types, and how results can 

be reported in many ways. This gives more sense to my daily job as a teacher and, at the 

same time, allows me to question why certain situations or events are presented in a 

particular way. 
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Many of my assumptions have been dispelled through embarking on this study. 

Those assumptions are related not only to personal beliefs and understandings, but also to 

the use of tools for research. Through this study, I have learned to justify and explain why 

certain epistemologies work better than others depending on the type of research one is 

conducting. Selecting to approach my study with a qualitative lens from a critical 

ethnography perspective has challenged me intellectually. As a beginning researcher, 

having to make sense of epistemologies, methodologies and methods for the topic I 

wanted to explore provided me with a better understanding on why certain interviews are 

more suited than others, how to go about collecting data from various sources, and the ins 

and outs of analyzing each piece of information. In addition, conducting research in an 

unfamiliar country allowed me to become more creative when resources for literature 

review were not available. 

Based on the possible data collection, I chose to use semi-structured interviews, 

and participant observations. Knowing that my methodology involved critical 

ethnography, the selection of field notes and keeping a researcher‟s journal came into 

place. My researcher‟s journal helped me to be reflexive (Davies, 1999) about my work. 

The inclusion of documents, and observations of teachers in various settings and events 

added to my methods and helped with the process of trustworthiness, validation, and 

triangulation of the study, The participants in this study produced knowledge by 

representing and conveying the „reality‟ of teaching abroad.   
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CHAPTER IV 

THE FIGURE WORLD OF TEACHING ABROAD 

 

I think the rhythm of the cycle is different depending on the role of the person at 

the school. A teacher‟s cycle is different than mine, and that of the Principals. I 

guess in mine, I need to map out our school and an annual agenda. There are 

things that always happen during the months of August and September. And a lot 

of it has to do with re-teaching and re-representing the mission and the vision of 

the school, reminding to stake holders and returning teachers, and you are 

introducing to new teachers and new parents who we are.  And you have to do 

that every year, and if you don‟t do that every year in an international school 

where people come and go, you are going to lose your identity, you are going to 

lose your direction. So I think that is an important part of the beginning of every 

school year.  I guess that translates right into your classroom as a teacher, when 

you receive your new students, forming new groups, you are binging families 

together. And that takes time, and it takes care and takes attention. And if you 

don‟t attend to that as a teacher, down the road your classroom is going to be 

dysfunctional. They are not going to get along…so all of that you invest and 

funnel into your cycle, you get dividends down the road because you have … the 

children working together. There are definitively repetitive roles, tasks that take 

place similarly each school year to accomplish the work of the school. (Danny, 

administrator interview, 5/5/09) 

 

The above comment by one of the administrators at school makes me wonder what he 

refers to as repetitive tasks, roles, and about representing the mission of the school every 

year to teachers and parents so the school won‟t lose direction. He alludes to the school 

year being different from the teachers‟, parents‟, and administrators‟ perspectives. He 

also speaks of people coming and going every year, and how people come together to 

“form new groups” and “bring families together”, otherwise the school would be 

“dysfunctional.” He speaks of tasks that take place year after year at the school.  All these 

tasks, actions, people, and directions to guide the school make me wonder how they 
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unfold during the school year. How do they become a reality to some? and what does it 

mean to people involved in this world? 

It is with this wonder in mind that I introduce this chapter in portraying the 

making of the figured world of teaching abroad.  Teaching abroad takes place all over the 

world, in small and large cities, in developing and developed countries, in small and large 

schools.  It is necessary to have a macro lens of the figured world of teaching abroad to 

zoom into the micro world of teaching abroad at the American/international school in 

China (ASC).   

By “figured world” we mean a socially and culturally constructed realm of 

interpretations in which particular characters and actors are recognized, 

significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over 

others…These collective “as-if” worlds are sociohistoric, contrived interpretations 

or imaginations that mediate behaviors and so, from the perspective of heuristic 

development, inform participants outlooks (Holland et al., 1998, p.52) 

 

In figured worlds, people try to 'figure' out who they are in relation to others 

(Urrieta, 2009), it is a type of imagined community (Anderson, 2006) among those who 

are part of the community, where people try to make sense of themselves. People try to 

go about their daily actions depending on how someone else responds to those actions 

(Leontiev, 1998). Teachers engage in new relationships as they enter new jobs, new 

communities, new schools where they will teach.  Teaching abroad becomes a reality for 

those involved in it, but may not make much sense to other teachers outside of it, for 

example, teachers working in the U.S. 

The word expatriate emerged throughout the data collection and it was often used 

by people in school. This word comes from the Medieval Latin expatriatus, meaning to 

leave one‟s country. It is defined as “to withdraw (oneself) from residence in or 
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allegiance to one‟s native country.” An expatriate (in abbreviated form, expat) is “a 

person temporarily or permanently residing an a country and culture other than that of the 

person‟s upbringing or legal residence” (Merriam-Webster dictionary). I use the word 

expatriate or „expat‟ as it appeared in textual quotes or during interviews. 

 

 Macro Figured World 

At AAIE [Association for International Educators] symposium on recruitment, 

many of the Task Force members appointed last year emphasized the need to 

spread the word in all Anglo Saxon countries about international opportunities, as 

far more potential candidates are ignorant of this vibrant network than are 

knowledgeable (TIE, April 2009, p.4). 

 

This quote refers to the recruitment of potential candidates especially from certain 

countries of the world that could become interested in teaching in international schools. 

The comment refers to this “vibrant network” as an unknown world to many teachers in 

practice. This figured world in the international arena would be considered a macro 

figured world. 

“Macro figured worlds are those larger conceptions spanning across time and 

space, often functioning more like abstract constructions than specific local practices” 

(Urrieta, 2009, p.71). In my study, the macro figured world encompasses foreign teachers 

working in international schools in countries all over the world. Every year, teachers 

from mainly English speaking developed countries, decide to leave their jobs as teachers 

in national public schools to seek a job abroad. Teachers symbolically enter the figured 

world of teaching abroad when they make the decision to apply for a job in another 

country. Even before they physically arrive to their new school assignment they begin to 
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cross a threshold in a symbolic way by means of wondering what the experience would 

be like, by thinking about what school they would like to apply to, by creating a 

preconceived idea about the new country.   

The process of becoming a teacher abroad begins when a teacher makes the 

decision to enroll in any of the various search agencies that organize job fairs for 

international teaching jobs all over the world. Teachers who are already in the 

international circuit decide to move to a different country to continue teaching. A job 

abroad promises the opportunity to live in another country, with a different cultural frame 

of reference, and possibly, a language other than English.  

While teaching abroad is not a career option that is on most U.S. domestic 

teachers‟ radars, it is an obvious choice for many of those who are already on the circuit.  

People generally learn about overseas teaching opportunities through acquaintances. 

Although schools seeking teachers or administrators advertise their openings year-round, 

these advertisements are geared towards professionals already teaching abroad who 

understand the idiosyncrasies of the environment. The International Educator (TIE) is the 

most popular of these publications.  

Those teachers who have committed their careers to teaching abroad find it is 

hard to understand why every teacher would not try to spend at least one term of 

teaching in an international school outside of their own country… fewer than 2 

percent of US, UK, and Canadian teachers are even aware of our network of 

quality international schools (TIE, April, 2009, p.21).  

 

There seems to be a veil over this type of teaching opportunity that most teachers 

and teachers in preparation programs are not aware of.  Even though online job posting 

services are also available, in the end, most veteran international teachers rely on word of 
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mouth to get an accurate picture of potential work places. And so, for the uninitiated, who 

may not have a pool of informed acquaintances to rely upon, the landscape can be murky. 

In addition, newcomers lack a perspective to know what questions are important to ask in 

the first place when researching job opportunities. The above quote continues, 

Career opportunities are much more prominent than in national schools… the 

majority of new principals in international schools come from experienced 

international teachers, and more professional development for those seeking to 

gain leadership skills is provided in the international schools network than in any 

other school system (TIE, April, 2009, p.21).   

 

Advertisements disseminate that there are opportunities to escalate through the 

ladder of the school organization and encourage the idea that leadership opportunities 

would become available.  

During the three years of this study, I witnessed a range of possibilities in terms of 

professional development choices, both to increase certain skills in teaching and to learn 

about how to lead a department or project, including enrollment in a combination of on-

site and online Masters program for teachers abroad. Although these are attractive and 

unusual opportunities compared to public schools, at the same time, there are other areas 

that make the job more challenging. There is high turnover among teachers; long term 

school initiatives are a challenge due to the high mobility among families and teachers; 

contracts need to be signed early in the year; and teachers coming from different 

countries have different training backgrounds and teaching philosophies.  

American international schools that recruit U.S. teachers often refer to base 

salaries in the U.S. to make their packages attractive to potential candidates. Most salaries 

are tax free and in some cases, the exchange rate is favorable to the USD.  It is general 
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knowledge that “…in most countries teachers can save anywhere from 5,000 to 30,000 

annually, even when the cost of living varies from country to country” (TIE, April, 2009, 

p.21).  Many International schools offer benefit packages to help attract candidates. 

School-provided housing or a housing allowance, health care, travel costs, relocation 

allowance, tuition for dependent children, and professional development opportunities are 

offered. 

Teachers‟ benefits vary from school to school. If budgets allow, international 

schools prefer recruiting teachers with experience; some will look either at hiring singles 

or teaching couples.  Married couples without children are an advantage since schools 

don‟t have to provide separate housing. Some schools will not hire families with children 

because they can not provide scholarships, and others will cap the number of dependent 

children. Some schools prefer less experienced teachers in order to save on beginning 

salaries or single teachers who may not need a comprehensive benefits package. But all 

these logistics are inconsistent for teachers abroad. One of the administrators at ASC 

speaks of his search for a job abroad in the 1980‟s. 

We began our overseas teaching career on a Sunday afternoon. We went down to 

the Public library, and there was a blue bounded book called Schools abroad of 

interest for Americans. I had no idea about international school systems. We 

pulled the book out the shelf and sat there with our nine month old son. This was 

like October or November. We just flipped through and said well, let‟s just see. I 

remember we had a list with 33 schools when we were done and we said, maybe 

in one of those. [We began] that Sunday afternoon with the blue bounded book 

and we ended up in Hong Kong. But we had no idea about hiring fairs or about 

anything. And the fact is that in those days, 1983-4, they didn‟t hire at the fairs. 

They interviewed and then they went back to schools. They saw the resumes and 

then around March they would start offering jobs. It is so different now. You 

know what it is like now, bum-bum-bum, people are offered contracts on the first 

day, but back then…We have been overseas since 1984. It is a long time! (Danny 

interview, 5/2/09). 
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The uncertainty of what was to come after sending letters of interest and waiting 

for replies was a common anxiety. Today, the international school system that the 

administrator mentions in the above quote is faster in terms of wait time to get an answer, 

but it is still a complicated system. 

 

The Journey of Finding a Job Overseas 

Your application has been approved and your file is now active. As an active ISS 

candidate, you are now eligible to review positions listed on recruitment 

online…Our placement statistics indicate that those who have interviewed at an 

ICR (International Recruitment Center) account for 82 % of our total 

placements…Candidates may be contacted by schools at any time during the 

recruiting year. The ICR locations this year are in Bangkok, Thailand; San 

Francisco, California; Boston, Massachusetts” (personal email communication 

1/23/07). 

 

International School recruiting fairs are run by several private recruiting 

organizations of which the three most popular are: The Council of International Schools 

(CIS), International School Services (ISS), and Search Associates (SA).  In 2007, I 

learned how to register with one of these organizations by filling out an online 

application, submitting letters of recommendation, copies of my valid teaching 

certificates, and paying annual registration and recruiting fair fees. As soon as all 

documents were in place, my personnel file became active and I was able to begin 

searching the database that contains hundreds of positions all over the world.   

Every year teachers on the international circuit make important career and life 

decisions with remarkable little information at their disposal… you might still be 

faced with the unenviable task of deciding whether to move to a country you have 

never visited, live in a house or apartment you won‟t choose, and work in a school 

you‟ve never seen, with students and colleagues you‟ve never met... International 

teaching candidates take a tremendous leap of faith when they accept contracts 

under these conditions (Dillon, TIE, October 2008, p.9).  
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In my case, although I was able to begin my search in late September, most 

position openings are not known until late November/early December when current 

teachers‟ decisions for the following year are made known to their schools. And even 

though it is faster compared to the process in 1984, the feeling of ambiguity prevails 

throughout the process of finding a job in a recruiting fair. 

The world of teaching abroad for candidates begin at the recruiting fairs a teacher 

attends.   Holland et al. (1998) remind us that in the making of identities, people bring the 

personal into the social, where the individual emotions, feelings, and perceptions acquire 

meaning as people engage with others in “… the imagining of self in worlds of action, as 

social products” (p.5).  In teaching abroad, this engagement in imagining oneself in a new 

school world begins to take place over a period of four intense days. 

Recruiting Fairs take place in hotel conference rooms. Recruiters arrive from all 

over the world on Wednesday having previously reviewed candidates‟ files online. They 

leave invitations of interest in candidates‟ mail boxes stationed in a makeshift office. The 

registration for candidates begins on Thursday afternoon followed by an orientation 

session that evening.  

Recruiters at the fairs have to be highly organized in order to conduct interviews 

in a span of two intense days. A well organized plan is the best tactic administrators 

count on when searching for candidates they have not met yet.  

At the job fair the staff must maintain a mammoth spreadsheet, which must be 

managed on a daily basis, and keep track of the offers that have been made, the 

offers that are outstanding, and the offers that have been accepted. Resumes must 

be reviewed, the ever-changing list of openings must be updated on the [school] 

website, and references must be checked” (School magazine, January 15 2010, 

p.9).  
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I recall a ball room at a hotel when attending a job fair in the U.S. West coast. The 

room had three computers for candidates to check availability of positions online, and 

tables where candidates‟ files were kept on alphabetical order. The job postings would 

change throughout the day after the initial opening that took place in the morning.  The 

next year I attended a job fair in Boston. My notes of that job fair read, 

It‟s Friday morning, there was a two hour initial „meet and greet‟ session last 

evening where the director of the fair spoke about being flexible and to keep an 

open mind in searching for a position. In his words: “Approach the fair with an 

open mind and let the winds take you to places you may never even have dreamed 

of. Some of the great gems of this world are the places that you would never 

consider. Some are not the places that pay the most money or even have the best 

reputations. Some candidates approach the fair with the notion that there is only 

one school or one city for them. I strongly suggest against this approach.”  Today 

Friday, the recruiters are sitting behind tables around the perimeter of a large 

ballroom organized alphabetically by country. The school‟s vacancies are posted 

behind each table on large posters taped to the wall. When the doors opened, we 

all hurriedly walked to line up behind the tables of schools offering positions in 

various subject areas. Everyone carries a pile of resumes, teacher portfolios, and 

schedule sheets to recording the time of scheduled interviews that begin the same 

afternoon. The atmosphere has a nervous, rushed quality. I notice that when a 

candidate reaches the table he or she has a preliminary three minute interview 

were an initial eligibility can be determined.  I hear several questions while I am 

in line waiting my turn. Do you hold a U.S. passport?  What is the candidate‟s 

age? (as the host country‟s legal system for working visas may have an age limit)  

Do you have previous experience abroad? Recruiters offer to schedule a private 

20 minute meeting later that afternoon if a candidate seems a viable potential 

candidate. Two hours after it begins, this initial sprint comes to an end. Recruiters 

and candidates return to their hotel rooms to prepare for afternoon interviews 

(2/13/08). 

 

For the remainder of that Friday, candidates attend initial and follow-up 

interviews. Potential teaching couples are interviewed together and separately to make 

sure both match the schools‟ needs. If a position is offered, a commitment to a two-year 

contract generally must be made within 24 hours.  Many times, candidates receive 

multiple offers; the pressure of making a choice increases. At the fair, “the forces of 
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supply and demand are in raw evidence, and competition can be fierce” (Star magazine, 

09/08. p.22). Administrators check with each other regarding those teachers that have 

received multiple offers. Schools compete for teachers. It is a giant, fast moving chess 

game, with teachers and administrating alike quickly trying to calculate their best options. 

Now I‟m learning that we could have taken the interview from that Warsaw 

school. A lot of people tell me that it is a really good school. I just kept thinking 

Poland, cold! (Saul interview, 12/2/08). 

 

Saul, a first time teacher abroad at ASC, commented that when he attended the 

job fair he was invited to a longer interview with a school in Poland, but he decided 

against it due to the weather in the country. 

At the job fairs, teachers begin to comment on their experiences during the 

interview process as they cross each other in hallways and elevators.  A social gathering 

is hosted Friday evening - a celebration for those who have accepted contracts and a 

chance to network for those who haven‟t. The following day the schedule repeats itself 

but with a decidedly more desperate feel as candidates and recruiters are forced to look at
 

second or third choices as an option. 

By Sunday morning, just 48 hours later, the event closes. Recruiters move on to 

the next fair if positions remain unfilled. Candidates head home either with a new job 

contract or disappointed.  

After the two-day interview process at the recruiting fair, my husband and I 

signed the offer and went back home.  There was a feeling between ecstasy and 

hangover. The excitement of having received three offers of employment after 

going though drilling interviews together had left us without energy, but we were 

excited to know that the so awaited time to go abroad was going to become a 

reality (Field Notes, 7/6/08). 
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The intense interview system at the recruiting fair leaves any participant with a 

sense of emotional drain after attending interview after interview, from one hotel room to 

the next. Feelings of excitement begin to appear, while others go back home without an 

offer.  In some instances, teachers are ready to take up any job as long as they are given 

the opportunity to realize their dream of going abroad. 

 I recall a teacher, a single mom, who came with her son to the fair and did not get 

a position. She was devastated that she was not going abroad that year. She was almost in 

tears asking other teachers to ask their new employers to give her a chance. She gave us 

her phone number to plea to our new employer to hire her once we moved abroad. I recall 

the same feeling the previous year when my husband and I attended the fair in San 

Francisco and did not get a single offer. We wanted to know what was „wrong‟ with us 

that no school made us an offer. Getting a job brings enthusiasm and anticipation; losing 

a possible job leaves a feeling of worthlessness. 

I realized early on that we were not going to make it for the German run because 

they all were IB and they wanted to know if [my husband] was English IB. They 

said No, we only pick IB. But then I tried to go to Holland, and I begged, begged! 

But they didn‟t have a preschool or Kindergarten position for me, at least we tried 

(Tiffany interview 12/12/08). 

 

To me, the schools are a business. I understood that they were not going to hire 

me, so second time around, instead of coming after a country, we went after the 

positions. From the business perspective, I think they have to place teachers 

where they need them (Field Notes, 12/12/08). 

 

The above comments speak of the hopes and emotional investment candidates 

place in seeking a job and their deceptions with unexpected outcomes at recruiting fairs. 

Expressions of comparing salaries, benefits packages, countries, recruiters‟ interview 
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styles, and positions obtained or denied filled out the conversations held at the end of the 

recruiting fairs. 

 

Transitions After Signing a Contract 

The next step in the process is going home with the news you have a new job and 

you are moving to a country you probably have never been to. The goodbyes, packing, 

passports, visas, medical check ups, shipping, and finishing your present job take all the 

time in the months left between the job fair and the time to move. Decisions of what to do 

with housing, pets and whether to take a favorite photo, toy, or item to the new country, 

begin to arise. Once in the new country, teachers are picked up by a school representative 

who takes them to the new apartment.  

Jet-lagged by the long flight from home all you to do is smile and thank your 

guide, receive the keys to your new home. The teacher with blood shot eyes signs 

the acceptance sheet and the school rep is gone with the teacher standing in the 

middle of his/her new home with bags all around when the silence is punctuated 

by the irregular drip of a leaky faucet. So it begins the new life of an international 

teacher (Star magazine, 9/08, p.23). 

 

When new teachers moved to China, they are picked up by one of the school 

administrators and taken to what will become the home for the next two years.  There is 

anticipation of what the new housing will be like, 

It is a nice packet. I didn‟t realize that until after we arrived. I mean, they offer 

this and they offer that, and it sounds good in paper but, it was hard for me to 

make a picture in my head, especially the houses. What kind of house is it? I don‟t 

know, is it going to be a house? Is it going to be an apartment? Is there going to 

be one bedroom? Is there going to be one huge room for all of us? (Field Notes, 

12/12/08). 
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The anticipation of trying to „visualize‟ what the new house is going to be like 

begins to surface as soon as a contract is signed. Then the idea of leaving a job back 

home begins to set in. My husband and I both had to resign to our teaching jobs in order 

to move to China. There were months of tension and restlessness until we finally arrived 

to China and placed set foot on the land we had been thinking about for months. 

Teachers abroad are considered patient and flexible individuals by some. An 

administrator at ASC emphasizes these traits, 

If you are in international education, if you are an international school person, it 

means that you must (emphasis) be flexible. You do have to pay attention to the 

details of that the school offers in terms of taking care of you, but you have to be 

flexible. You can‟t say “I‟m only going to this place” because it will never happen 

(laughs). I think it might, but it‟ll be an absolute …. I‟ve been here for nine years 

and I‟ve been very happy for all those years. But if you had asked me if I would 

ever go to China when I was in graduate school I would have said, What? (Annie, 

5/10/09). 

 

In the above comment, the narrative that teachers abroad are individuals willing to 

face the unexpected and to cope with change is emphasized by administrators at school.  

At ASC, the words „flexible‟, „patient‟ and „the best teachers‟ were embedded in 

comments that often emerged throughout observations and interviews, especially when 

addressing the overseas teaching staff.  

 

A Mobile Life Style 

I attended the job fair in Ohio and the principal from [the East campus] 

interviewed me. He said the position was for [the West] and I actually never met 

our Principal until I arrived here. I did 6 weeks of studying abroad my last year in 

college. I traveled to Italy and went to many places. That‟s when I got the travel 

bug. I researched many schools before I went to the fair, emailed people, 

contacted schools, and did all this stuff so by the time I went to the fair I was 
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ready to get a job. No one in my family has traveled or lived abroad before 

(Carlie, 4/18/09). 

 

Teachers who decide to teach abroad assume a mobile status (McCaig, 1994); 

they prefer exploring and moving to new countries.  Carlie is a single teacher and in 2008 

she was in her first year of her teaching career. She came to ASC as soon as she 

graduated from college and in her above comment she expresses how a study abroad trip 

to Italy left her thinking that she wanted to live in another country.  

Teachers abroad assume a sense of “temporary homes” (Pollock & Van Reken, 

2001), a movement without considering permanency. Teachers decide to leave their 

countries of origin and embark in the international circuit by moving from school to 

school, country to country.  At recruiting fairs, and at ASC, teachers spoke of the 

temporariness of their new school and country. They talked about where they would go 

next, which school and which country.  Contrary to immigrants (Ogbu, 1990) who move 

to a new country with the idea of settling for long periods of time, teachers‟ new home 

are just a stop, there is no sense of permanency (Van Reken, 3/18/10).  The concept of 

„home‟ becomes blurry.  The country of origin was home, but now the host country 

becomes a temporary residence and teachers go back home on vacation, in the country of 

origin, in the summer months.  

After I spend some time at home [in the summer] I‟m sure I‟ll pick things that 

surprise me, and things that I forget about, and coming back here will be coming 

back home. I sort of shifted homes (Richard, 4/10/09).   

 

Richard expresses that he „shifted homes‟ between his previous home in the U.S. 

and his present home in China. He also knows that by being away from home, his country 

of origin, he would probably forget a few things about it. Home becomes „portable‟.  
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McCaig, (1994) states that for Global Nomads, as she labels people who move 

from country to country, “home becomes wherever you are in the world” making a global 

nomad a citizen of the world. She explains that Global Nomads “have been crossing 

boundaries and borders of personal, social, national and cultural identity since childhood, 

[creating] a sense of restlessness, conflicting loyalties, and the sense of never completely 

fit[ting] anywhere” (Global nomads, http://www.globalnomads-dc.org/, 1/2/10). The 

Global Nomad concept states that the world becomes home for people who cross borders, 

affecting individuals at various levels, including the formation of identities that enter in 

tension due to this movement. The concept of global nomad is similar to what Anzaldua 

(1994) refers to as hybrid worlds, in which the boundaries of one world mix with another. 

In these instances, people who move from one world to another face tensions, 

controversies, and challenges that need to be unraveled by each person. In teaching 

abroad there is a constant movement of teachers and students.  

A candidate who came to interview at school for a superintendent position 

responded to a parent who had asked why there was such turn over of teachers at ASC: 

“No matter how much you pay teachers, people move. They didn‟t leave their home to go 

and establish another home in another country, people want to move” (Field Notes, 

5/25/09).  This person described the state of a temporal home that teachers experience 

when living abroad.  He emphasized that regardless of money, teachers abroad would 

move because they purposefully became teachers abroad to be able to go to other 

countries. 

http://www.globalnomads-dc.org/
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Because of the mobile status among foreign families, international schools 

become the temporary anchors for those who are temporarily established in a country, as 

the quotes below express. 

International schools truly form the center of expatriate communities. [It is] all 

important that a child and their family feel at home within the school... It is all 

about „raising kids in a mobile society‟ (Shanghai Family, 2009, p.2).  

 

These [international] schools represent strong communities of families with 

common interests (TIE, April 2009, p.21). 

 

It is within this sense of transience among people that teachers abroad come to 

encounter and become part of this group. As one of the administrators put it, “we are the 

transient „bubble‟ people” (Danny, 5/25/09), meaning that mobility is a common 

characteristic among people in international schools. 

Within schools, teachers abroad also speak of this mobility in terms of traveling. 

Preparing flights, hotels, itineraries, or selecting the travel agency that offers an 

affordable package is a common activity among teachers at ASC. Common questions 

among teachers, parents, and students include: Where are you going this summer? And, 

where did you go for the holidays? Teachers‟ countries of origin become the summer 

vacation site and China becomes home. Summer travels turn into a juggling of days and 

nights between staying with family members, friends, and hotels. 

Yeah, of course, we‟ll go home. Stay at Mum‟s for two weeks, my sister‟s for 

another week –maybe less- the kids get a bit restless there. And then your Mum 

and Dad‟s? yep, Okey, that‟s another week, maybe longer. By then we‟ll need 

some space of our own and stay at a hotel somewhere for a family break –just us. 

Then your brother‟s? and after that Louise and Phil‟s? That just leaves us with a 

few weeks at a hotel although that‟ll be pretty expensive. Or we could go home 

earlier? Yep, perhaps that‟s what we should do –go back two weeks earlier- and 

we‟ll be home. The kids will settle back quickly, and we can relax and not have to 

fit in around other people. What do you think? (TIE, December 2008, p.12).  
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The above description illustrates how traveling takes place for people who 

decided to move abroad and returned to the home country for a vacation. Teachers 

become visitors in the country of origin and have to organize their stay by visiting family 

members and friends, in a nomadic way, especially for the summer months, when most 

teachers return to their country of origin. A teacher told me “yeah, [my daughter] counted 

how many beds she slept in this past summer and it was 22! including the times she had 

sleep-over‟s. We were so ready to come back home [to China]” (Field Notes, 8/15/09). 

Summer breaks feel long when teachers have undergone nomad traveling from 

hotel to hotel.  I experienced this mobility during the summer months. In 2010, my family 

visited five countries, slept on 15 beds in a period of seven weeks, with the longest stay 

of nine days in one place. At the end of summer, we were more than ready to come back 

to China and rest in our own beds.  The single fact that teachers decided to move to other 

countries opens up a window to new learning. 

International educators are fortunate to witness amazing landscapes, events and 

rituals. Our common curiosity puts us in positions to interact with people whose 

background knowledge and daily lives differ greatly from our own… Often we 

become privy to the passions of members of our host country, and though we 

often do not assimilate, we do integrate experiences and we learn (TIE, February 

2010, p. 19). 

 

The questions: where are you going for the break? and, where did you go for the 

holiday? never failed to be asked during the years I spent at ASC. I would not expect to 

hear these questions during a holiday from my colleagues back in the U.S. It became tacit 

knowledge among teachers that one of the motivating factors for stepping out of our 

countries of origin was the ability to travel.  Some teachers are reflective about their 

travels as the following quote expresses. 
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I would say I‟m more educated because I travel a lot, I know more about myself 

than before, about other cultures than before. I understand why people think the 

way they think, I am more conscious about my students and how they learn. 

(Mark, 5/17/09). 

 

As Mark states, he has learned to understand people and different ways of 

thinking through his travels. By traveling and seeing other social systems, cultures, 

experiencing languages, and learning about others, the figured world of teaching abroad 

offers the possibility for learning from first hand experience (Cushner, 2007; Merryfield, 

1996; Rios, Montecinos & van Olphen, 2007). In addition to increasing understanding 

about others, stepping outside of the country of origin offers the possibility to see one‟s 

country from outside. 

I think some of the worst elements of the American stereotypes were validated for 

the eight year that Bush was in the … They were obnoxious, ignorant of World 

affairs, pushy, greedy. Ah, something that I didn‟t feel quiet personally, but as a 

student of history you do feel a lot of bad zone… the more you read about what is 

going on the last 50 year, 60 years, 500 years, and a lot of nasty stuff that I never 

learned when I was taking history classes. And while we are here, maybe we were 

just escaping the country while Bush was still President, because maybe we 

thought someone was going to take it all on us... (Richard, 5/15/09). 

 

As a Social studies teacher, Richard contrasts his perception of the U.S. in the 

context of world affairs and expresses how what he learned as a student did not include 

these aspects of History. Smith (1991) found that “Absentee Americans”, as he labels 

people who have spent time abroad, “develop, at one point or another, contradictory 

views in regards to remaining „faithful‟ to the principles of the U.S.” (p.105). By seeing 

other countries, systems, and countries of origin from outside their geographical borders, 

their ideas are brought into perspective.  Teachers abroad see the United States through 

an outsider‟s perspective and hear reports and news from mainstream media coming from 
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the U.S., as well as news coming from the local regions. Teachers reflect on the pros and 

the cons that were left behind in pursuing a job abroad.   

That‟s one of the things I learned been overseas, it is important [to speak the 

language] when we go back to the Philippines and I have to have that connection.  

My mom says why are you watching Filipino TV? (Mark, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark decided that he valued his home language by being away from his home 

country and he wanted to return to it whenever he could. He wanted to keep a connection. 

Perhaps by being away he realized that he needed to maintain closeness through his 

language. Being away from one‟s country of origin brings things into perspective 

(Merryfield, 2000; Rios, Montecinos & van Olphen, 2007) and one appreciates things 

differently.  

Although teaching abroad seems „idyllic‟ at times, it is also true that in the figured world 

of teaching abroad a sense of „alert‟ is also „on‟ during those travels. As an administrator 

said, “besides salaries and travel, what keeps teachers in international schools is safety 

and security, political stability in the host country” (Ben interview 5/25/09).  Teachers 

abroad keep track of political unrest in various countries as they know friends, or friends 

of a friend, who work at international schools. This phenomena was true at ASC.  As I 

was typing these findings, the unrest in Tunisia began at the end of 2010. I began 

wondering about the safety of two teachers who had moved to Tunis the year before, and 

who had been my son‟s teachers.  

 

The Micro Figured World of ASC 

Everyone is welcomed by the superintendent and administrators on the first 

official working day for beginning teachers. There are 74 new staff members. 
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Everyone is excited talking about the jet lag and the flights to get to China from 

different countries. I immediately pick up on English accents; teachers from 

Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and the U.S., chatting and smiling. Some of us 

first time overseas; others have been teaching abroad for years. I wonder what it is 

going to be like working here (Journal, 8/7/08). 

 

 As teachers from all over the world come together to work in international 

schools, the first day reporting to work is full of curiosity about who the other teachers 

are. Where are they coming from? Are they first-timers abroad? Have they been in the 

international circuit for a while? Why did they choose China? 

Although the macro level of teaching abroad is understood as foreign teachers 

working all over the world, the particularities of this figured world take on a variety of 

forms depending on the individual international school and the country where the school 

is located. Micro figured worlds “are local, temporal and specific manifestations of the 

larger macro figured world” (Urrieta, 2009, p.72). In this study, foreign teachers working 

at the American School in China create the dynamics of this micro figured world as they 

begin their teaching jobs abroad for the first time. Their experiences and daily practices 

ultimately shape understandings of themselves, and their identity production.  

Identity is a concept that figuratively combines the intimate or personal world 

with the collective space of cultural forms and social relations…the imagining of 

self in worlds of action, as social products;… identities are lived in and through 

activity and so must be conceptualized as they develop in social practice… over a 

person‟s lifetime (Holland, et al. 1998, p.5). 

 

For teachers who arrive at international schools for the first time, there is a 

development of a teacher abroad identity that is circumscribed to various contexts within 

the school, and that responds to various forces at the social, professional, personal, 

emotional and linguistic sites.  My personal understanding of  identity involves each 
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person‟s emotions, will, thoughts, cognition, and perceptions, that grow strong until they 

become „realities‟ to that person, as he/she makes them his/her own. Each person lives in 

his/her own „reality‟ that may correspond and be in accordance, or not, to other person‟s 

„reality‟, depending on the context in which they occur, and on individual previous 

experiences.   

I consider ASC as the space where the micro figured world of teaching abroad 

takes life, becomes a reality, and where teachers engage in this world through their active 

participation.  In doing so, I followed a teacher, Claudia, in trying to portray the school  

for one school year from her perspective.  

Claudia arrived to ASC to teach middle school in 2008. She was a first time 

teacher abroad with extensive teaching experience in New Zealand and the U.S. She is a 

white, female teacher in her late forties, married, with no children. Claudia moved to 

China alone because her husband was working in the U.S. She expressed that their 

relationship had been through long distance commitment before and that it worked for 

both of them.  This is what made Claudia stand out to me - that she lived away from her 

husband and that they commuted between countries to visit each other during extended 

breaks.  Claudia was not the only teacher who had a long-distance marriage.  There were 

five more teachers I knew of in 2008; two female teachers without children whose 

husbands lived in Switzerland and Japan, one female teacher with adult children whose 

husband lived in Kenya, and two male teachers whose wives lived in Beijing, one of 

them had a child at ASC; the other a child attending a school in Beijing. In all cases, the 

spouses had jobs in other countries and the teachers at ASC had signed contracts to work 
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in China.  Traveling and mobility seemed to be a notion these teachers at ASC seemed to 

be comfortable with. For me, this was my first time learning about commuting long 

distances between two working people who wanted to maintain their jobs in different 

countries. This presented an opportunity for me to seek Claudia‟s understanding of 

teaching abroad from her perspective. In addition, I had sought Claudia‟s approval to 

include her story as part of the case stories. Unfortunately, our formal interviews had just 

begun when she decided to resign during her first year at ASC. She had to return to New 

Zealand to take care of her mother. Some of the conversations we had and field notes of 

her are included in this section as a means to follow her in leading a closer view of ASC, 

from the perspective of a new teacher at ASC.  

I will include information about the school history and demographics to help paint 

a picture of its institutional characteristics. It is important to have a sense of what the 

school looks like with its policies, curriculum, sports, and people, to help create an image 

of the micro figured world of teaching abroad at ASC, because it is the various contexts 

that surround a teacher abroad what provides the sources for meaning of their actions.    

 

New Teachers Arrive 

This morning we are going to learn a few words in Mandarin for you to use when 

talking to your ayi
14

… please save the hand out with useful words to use when 

you ask your ayi to prepare food for you. The list has names of vegetables, fruits, 

and other essential foods. Before going into the details of how you are going to 

get a card from the Chinese Bank, let‟s review a few essentials about taxes in 

China and whether you decide to get paid in USD, RMB, or both… Remember 

                                                 
14

 The word ayi means „aunt‟ or „aunty‟ in Mandarin. Historically, an aunt has been able to help raise 

children in the household, along with grandparents. At the present, the word ayi is used as a label for 

anyone helping with domestic chores, with children, or sweeping the streets in the city. 
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that the bus is going to take all of you on Saturday to finish processing visas. Do 

not make plans to leave the country before October because visas will take that 

long. Also, you cannot check into a hotel without your passport, for those who 

wanted to explore the city. We‟ll keep those for the visa in the meantime… If you 

were assigned to live at the [ ] compound, make sure to tell us if you are missing 

anything from the furniture list and register with the compound management 

office. We‟ll take care of registration with the Shanghai Housing Bureau for now, 

but that will be your responsibility once you return from your first long trip in the 

summer… It‟s midday now, time to go for lunch in the high school cafeteria. This 

afternoon you are reporting to each principal for a tour of your division. Make 

sure to be on time this afternoon for the buses that will take you to grocery 

shopping. You have two hours to do that, just let the driver know if you decide to 

take a taxi back home on your own.  Also, there are three trips scheduled for the 

next three Saturdays, you can sign up for golfing, electronics shopping, and 

furniture shopping (Field Notes, 8/9/08). 

 

As new arriving teachers, the learning curve began the first day of orientation by 

getting acquainted with all the procedures about how to establish residence and get 

settled in; how to take care of housing and paper work. Many decisions need to be made 

during orientation week. Returning teachers came back to work the week after orientation 

and this was  when the specificities about classrooms and teaching took place.  During 

this first week, we all began to form connections with each other. Those who lived in one 

of the two housing compounds started to get closer by means of geographical proximity. 

By the first day of school, teachers had already been in the country anywhere from one 

day to a week. 

I came to Shanghai two days before we started school. I am assigned to live in the 

apartments where they send all the singles, where all the administrators live. I 

guess they do that so the administrators can keep an eye on the teachers, ha-ha!  I 

got this job and my husband is still in the States, we are ok with that. I used to 

work in New Zealand and we went back and forth. I guess you can say that‟s our 

life style. I just met the librarian and another teacher who is going to be assigned 

to middle school like me. I like to know who is going to be living in my building. 

The place seems pretty nice. There is a club house, a pool, a restaurant, and I 

guess someone said there is a little clinic too. (Claudia, 8/12/08). 
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Claudia begins to settle in her new assigned apartment. Like her, there were other 

teachers talking about their apartments and the excitement spread.  One of the compounds 

is located right across from the school; the other is about four large blocks away and there 

is a school bus service every morning and afternoon for teachers.  

Foreigners moving to Shanghai with a pre-arranged overseas job, typically enjoy 

generous benefit packages including a car with driver, comfortable Western style housing 

in gated compounds
15

, health insurance in foreign staffed clinics and hospitals, and 

allowances for their children‟s enrollment in international schools.  This was my case 

(except for a car and driver) when I arrived to begin my assignment as an overseas 

teacher in 2008. My journal reads, 

The apartment is big, almost bigger than my house in Texas. It has 4 bedrooms, a 

kitchen, living room, and three bathrooms. It is definitely bigger! There is some 

furniture like a sofa, couch, dining table and chairs, beds, desk, two chest drawers, 

three night tables, a hutch, and a TV set. There is a plastic tub with basic kitchen 

utensils such as plates, knives, cups, pan, and silverware.  The refrigerator has 

some water bottles. There are cereal boxes, milk, a few snacks and Nescafe! 

(Journal entry, 8/2/08). 

 

We are very pleased with our living headquarters. We all start unpacking and the 

excitement of „dividing‟ the house and appropriating beds and bathrooms begin. 

“I want this bedroom says my son” “I‟ll take this other one‟ says my other son.” 

“Don‟t worry about reserving your bedroom” I respond, you can change 

bedrooms later on. There is plenty of room…  Figuring out money exchange is 

like play money. I can‟t figure out the exchange rate and I‟m feeling „rich‟ with 

all this cash at hand. The vice principal gave us about 60,000 RMB
16

 in an 

envelope yesterday, all in cash. “We should buy a modem to set up the internet 

right away” says my husband (Journal entry, 8/3/08). 

 

                                                 
15

 Compound is the word used in China to name large housing units composed of buildings, town houses 

and/or single homes. It would be the similar as using the word „subdivision‟ housing in the U.S. Some 

compounds in China are gated communities. 
16

 RMB means Ren Min Bi, the official name of the Chinese currency, better known as kuai or yuan. The 

exchange rate in August of 2008 was 6.85 RMB per 1 USD. 60,000 RMB was about 8,760 USD. The one 

time allowance given by the school for a family relocation. 
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The homes are styled similarly to any housing in the U.S. with air conditioning, 

amenities.  This residential set-up pleased the teachers who were wondering what 

housing for teachers in China would be like since the day a contract was signed at the 

recruiting fair. I myself was envisioning to come to a rather small apartment, may be a 

two-bedroom small unit.  This type of housing for foreigners has a historical reference in 

regards to the foreign settlements established in Shanghai prior to 1949. 

  

Foreign Residents and Sheltered Lives 

History. As early as the mid 1840‟s foreign territories or concessions had formed 

in Shanghai. The concessions served French, American, British, and Russians mainly, as 

districts for businesses and/or residences. Some wealthy Chinese families lived in the 

concessions as well. The concessions were enclaves
17

 that mirrored living conditions and 

standards of the resident‟s country of origin, including laws that applied only to those 

areas and that afforded its inhabitants economic, education, and religious privileges. The 

concessions were off limits to poor Chinese citizens except for those entering as domestic 

help. Of these concessions, the French Concession and the International Settlement 

established by the British were most widely known. 

The 1915 census (Pann, 1/11/09) states that the total population of the French 

concession was 2,405, and that of the International Settlement was 18, 519 foreigners, 

making a total of 20,924 foreigners living in the city with more than 30 nations 

represented. At that time Americans accounted for 1448; in fourth place after the 

                                                 
17

 The word enclave is defined as a territory which geographical boundaries where a country is sovereign, 

and that lie within the boundaries of another county (Merriam-Webster dictionary). 
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Japanese, British, and Portuguese residents living in the International settlement. The 

French population remained stable. By 1920 there were 23,307 foreigners. The city saw a 

steady increase in foreign residents up to 1945 when it began to decline and by 1949-50 

all foreigners were made to leave the country. 

Table 10.  Foreigners living Shanghai prior to 1949 
 

1910 1920 1930 1942 1945 1946 1949 

11,497 23,307 36,471 
(The 1930 census 

data indicates 

3,119 Americans) 

150, 931 122,708 65,409 28,583 

Pan, Lynne. Census and population,  p.3 

http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm. Downloaded 01/11/09 

 

Living conditions for foreigners in Shanghai before the 1949 revolution were 

typically very comfortable. According to Ballard (2008), who wrote a memoir growing 

up in the International Settlement prior to the Revolution, foreign families could afford to 

have a “large number of servants…entirely typical among the better-off Western families, 

[that] was made possible by the extremely low wages paid” (p. 17). The boundaries of the 

concessions were erased in 1949 and the city government opened the areas to local 

Chinese families, frequently subdividing formerly large single family homes into smaller 

multi family living spaces.  

The City of Shanghai. The official area of Shanghai is 6,340.5 square kilometers, 

with a population of 16.74 million people (Census 2000)
18

.  It is considered one of the 

largest metropolitan areas in the World, “occupying the 5
th

 place in 2000 among the 

largest cities, next only to Mexico City, Tokyo, Sao Paulo, and New York” (UNESCAP, 

                                                 
18

 Census 2000. (http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm ).   

http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm
http://home.wangjianshuo.com/archives/20081102_shanghai_population.htm
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1/11/09, p. 2)
19

.  To support the need for man power to fuel the ongoing development 

boom, the city hosts many migrant workers coming from small provinces in search of 

jobs, making it the most densely populated city in China, with 2,931 people per square 

kilometer (Shanghai Daily, 2008; Shanghai Expo Education, 2008).   

Shanghai has a number of nationally recognized universities and colleges. It is an 

emerging modern city with stunning skyscrapers and state-of-the-art infrastructure. The 

city began a massive infrastructure project in 2008, right after the Olympic Games in 

Beijing, to prepare for the Shanghai Expo (World Fair) that took place for six months in 

2010.  Roads seemed to emerge overnight as old residential areas and farmlands were 

demolished to make room for the new construction. Shanghai had been in rebuilding 

mode, 7 days a week, 24 hours a day, and this relentless shift gave the city a sense of 

chaos at times. Stores, buildings, and roads appeared from almost nowhere. When I 

arrived in the country in August of 2008, I saw a vast swath of open space that had 

previously been small farms and simple residences along the road that took me to my 

apartment. In March of 2010, only nineteen months later, a new transportation hub 

including an enormous train station with high speed rail to Beijing, a second terminal for 

the national airport, as well as kilometers of elevated freeways and interchanges, and 

extensions of two metro lines had been built and opened. They were modern and 

impressively overwhelming in magnitude.  

We got lost because the roads were blocked due to construction and the detour 

took us all the way to the airport and all over the place.  Phone calls were made to 

several people at school, to the bus headquarters, and even asking other drivers 

along the road. Nobody knew where we where or how to get out of the mess. It 

                                                 
19

 The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) 
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took 2 hours and 10 minutes to get from the East to the West side of the city. No 

one had a map either, which in any case, it would had been useless as the city is 

constantly changing. (Field Notes, 9/13/08). 

 

People would easily get lost due to the incessant rebuilding. A house, a business, 

a restaurant that served as landmarks on the streets would be useless to refer to because 

they could have disappeared over night. 

Present. The early 1990‟s saw the reemergence of interest in Shanghai by 

international business. Economic reforms of the 1980‟s opened the doors to foreign 

businesses once again. As part of this arrangement, the government now gives limited 

number of work visas to overseas companies setting up in the city and to organizations 

providing support services -education, health, foreign services, and entertainment. The 

former French concession still remains at the present with its old mansions subdivided in 

small housing units that mostly host small businesses run both by foreigners and local 

citizens in search of making a living in the new economy. 

In 1998 there were 1,058,000 immigrants living in Shanghai from other provinces 

and foreign countries. “In 1997, 67.5 % of the total migration was due to business 

activities and trade. International migration in Shanghai now runs at the highest level in 

China” (UNESCAP, p.5).  It is estimated that there will be 1,000,000 foreigners living in 

the city by 2010 (Community Center Shanghai, 2008), and the number continues to 

increase due to the expansions of the country. Walking through the main streets of the 

city, one can see Chinese locals and foreigners walking through Westernized districts in 

western style clothing; some driving large and luxurious cars and living in large houses or 

villas. The downtown streets host huge department stores and malls. “Shanghai was one 
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of the largest cities in the world, as it is now, 99 percent Chinese and 100 percent 

Americanized” (Ballard, 2008, p.15). This is the city that hosts ASC, a cosmopolitan city. 

Contextualizing the school within the greater Shanghai brings us to the 

neighborhood and to the location of the school. ASC is one of two campuses mainly 

located in the outskirts of the city. Its premises are impressive to the eye. 

The family went to visit the school on our second day in China.  „This is a huge 

place‟ I thought. I walked in awe to see the new campus after crossing the main 

gate guarded by young Chinese men in dark blue uniform who saluted us in a 

military style, feet together and hand to the side of the forehead. The salute made 

me feel as if I was an official visitor in a government institution. My husband and 

our two sons were amazed; none of us knew what to say and we only smiled in 

return. It sure was an awkward moment because no one had saluted us like this 

before. It made me feel important. I thought the building looked like an embassy 

or the headquarters of a multinational corporation when I saw the school, well 

fenced and guarded (Journal entry, 8/3/08). 

 

The first impression of the school is impactful. I have observed a reaction of 

surprise in visitors and teachers who walk onto the campus for the first time. More than 

anything else, what impacted me the most was the military style salute from young 

guards. I have never been to a place so guarded, both school and housing. 

As Claudia spends the first couple of months in school, I ran across with her one 

day in the cafeteria and began chatting. I have seen her before in some of the meetings for 

all teachers, but her classroom is in middle school, in the next building. I do take an 

opportunity to say Hi every time I pass by her classroom on my way to visit my 

husband‟s classroom. 

I lived in the States before and worked at a school that by no means resembles this 

one.  In New Zealand, the schools are not as fancy as this one either. I am 

decorating my classroom with all the stuff I brought from home, but it isn‟t that 

much. I found out that all the books I have emailed the previous teacher to order 

for me were ordered. I was asking for a couple of copies of the book, not for a 
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whole set. It‟s nice that I‟m going to have a book for each kid, but now there are 

all these boxes in my classroom, all over the place, waiting for me to be 

unpacked. Luckily the team leader said she will help me… I like the school, it is a 

neat place, with all the green lawn, the cafeteria, people are nice and helpful.  The 

team leader said that the Internet is not good in the school and that they are going 

to make changes this year.  I went ahead and set up my Internet at the apartment 

as soon as I arrived because I needed to email my husband. I also bought one of 

those cheap phones for here, but I use Skype to call my husband. This is the only 

way we keep in touch with each other when we are apart. The middle school 

secretary is also going to help me out to find an ayi to clean my apartment. I guess 

I can share one with any of the other single teachers. Do you know if the 

passports are ready? I‟m going downtown with two other teachers to spend the 

night at a hotel for the October holiday. We had to ask for a special paper at the 

Visa place that said they have our passports, otherwise we can‟t stay at a hotel. 

I‟m so glad we are going to have a whole week to rest. This has been a bit too 

much for me. I can‟t wait to spend a few days downtown. (Claudia, 9/29/08).  

 

Claudia gives us her impression of the school regarding the materials she has for 

the students and helpful staff at school. Her comments are also about her housing 

situation and her plans for the first holiday in October –the Anniversary of the 

Revolution. We have been hearing fireworks for a week now. When I asked one of the 

teachers in my grade level she said that I‟ll get use to hearing fireworks all the time, not 

only on holidays. 

 

ASC Historical Background 

The American School in China is an independent, non-profit EC-12 institution. It 

was founded in 1912. The school served about 500 students grades K-12 during the years 

leading up to the Revolution. Students came from families of missionaries, diplomats, 

foreign business families, as well as wealthy local Chinese families. An alumnus from 

1949 recalls about his family living in China back then, 
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My father was a missionary of the Presbyterian Church doing education 

community service, and helping the poor. My father lived 25 years in China and 

had to leave in 1950 when the Consulate asked all Americans to depart China. It 

was devastating for him to leave the country. My father loved China and never 

recovered from having to leave the country. He became the head of the East Asia 

branch in New York and hoped he could return to China one day, but it never 

happened. My father was torn between believes of church, War, advocating for 

the poor, and in favor of changes in China...  I was born south of Beijing and went 

to ASC for two years, grades 9 and 10, then had to leave with my mother and 

younger brother. My dad followed. I remember that the school had more Western 

looking students than you see now, even though back then Chinese students were 

allowed to attend the school. We had very wealthy Chinese students coming here, 

also children of diplomats, but in general more Western looking students… 

(Victor interview, April 3, 2010). 

 

In the above comment, Victor, a son of a missionary man, remembers his father‟s 

love for China and how, at the age of 75, he has returned to see the school. He shared 

with me that because he spent most of his childhood in China, his dream was to come 

back to the country and divide his time between China and the U.S. once he retired, and 

he was already on the path as he spent six months in one country and six in the other. 

While Victor was living in Shanghai in 2010 he often visited the school as did other 

alumni that lived or traveled in the city. 

In April of 2009 four alumni came to school to talk about growing up in the city 

and their experiences attending the school from 1930‟s to 1940‟s. They were from 

Germany, the UK, and the U.S. They remembered their life in Shanghai and the Japanese 

invasion in China from 1937-1945. Japanese troops invaded Shanghai in 1941 and as a 

result many foreigners began to leave China. Two of the alumni relayed their experiences 

of being sent to confinement camps set up by the Japanese. One German citizen lost his 

passport resulting in escaping the city in a Swedish carrier.  At that time, the American 
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School was still in operation until 1949, when it had to close due to the triumph of the 

Revolution headed by Mao Zedong and the establishment of the Communist Party.  

With the re-establishment of foreign relations between China and the U.S., the 

school reopened in 1980 with about 20 students, located on the grounds of the U.S. 

Consulate. The school offered grades PK-5 from 1980 to 1991. In 1989, the school 

outgrew the space provided by the U.S. Consulate and leased an old school building that 

had previously housed a girls‟ middle school. This location was in the Western outskirts 

of the city, in what became the nucleus of a burgeoning community of foreigners by 

2010. Grades 6-8 were added in 1992, followed by grade 9 in 1993, and finally grades 

10-12 in 1995. 

The school‟s continuous growth was driven by the enrollment of the children of 

foreigners who had relocated to Shanghai to work for companies taking advantage of the 

new foreign investment laws. By 1996, the school outgrew its location for the second 

time.  A decision was made to open a second campus and the school rented an old 

mansion located in downtown Shanghai. By 1998, this downtown campus outgrew its 

capacity and moved to its current location on the eastern outskirts of the city, another area 

where foreign investment had begun to develop. In the meantime, the West campus had 

also shifted to a new location to accommodate growth. These two locations, on the limits 

of the city, are the campuses present locations, a 90 minute drive from each other. The 

following chart serves as a snapshot of the continuous growth in student enrollment: 

Table 11.  ASC Student enrollment 

Early 1900‟s 1980 (reopens) 2006 2007 2008 2009 

500 20  2585 

 

2,890 

 

2,985 

 

2, 995 

 

Source: ASC student and community profile, 11/9/09. 



 166 

As of 2010, the governance of the school was represented by a Board composed 

of nine members. Six members elected by the parents, two members appointed by the 

Board, and one appointed by the Consul General of the United States resident in the city. 

The addition of a board member appointed by the U.S. Consul was first initiated when 

the school reopened in 1980. U.S. consulate financial support for the school comes in the 

form of in-kind donations aimed at student programs.  

 

Present - Two Campuses 

I had to go to the other campus last week. I was so impressed by it. It looks very 

different from this one. I had to work with the teachers from my department 

because you know how they say we have to work together. We had to work on 

developing the standards and benchmarks to input in the online curriculum. I still 

don‟t know how that works. It is just too much for me to retain in my head, so 

different from where I come from. First the emails every day by the dozen, lots of 

emails that don‟t even apply to me, then the Wednesday faculty meetings and 

learning how to do the Blogging. I don‟t know how it is for you guys in 

elementary, but we have to make sure all homework and exam dates are on the 

blog, on top of asking the students to keep up with all the other stuff in the 

classroom.  They say to update it every week but quite frankly I think that‟s too 

much. I can hardly keep up with this technology and on top of that the internet 

connection is still bad. I hear they are going to do a total fix this summer. Then I 

have to teach this other class after school because we all are expected to do it… 

Have you been to the other campus?  It took forever to get there. We had to be 

picked up at 6:15 am from our apartment and barely made it by eight. We worked 

in the library, which is much nicer than ours. The atmosphere feels more relaxing 

in general. I think they are a bit smaller than we are, but the teachers live far 

away. They have a commute every day. I‟m glad we live right here across from 

school. I wouldn‟t like to live downtown. I like to be close by, plus the comfort of 

the compound, you can‟t beat that one. (Claudia, 4/3/09). 

 

Claudia speaks of her first visit to the other campus. She had to work with 

teachers form her department, which is a common practice within a school trying to align 

the curriculum. By April, Claudia is feeling overwhelmed by the various tasks that need 
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to be accomplished besides teaching. She also speak of a „relaxing atmosphere‟ in the 

other campus and makes initial comparisons between these two locations. 

The ASC‟s two campuses are located on leased land that can only be leased long 

term and not owned outright in China.  “The school or Association is authorized to 

purchase lands (or land-use rights) buildings, or other facilities for the School, or to enlist 

loans or lines of credit to finance such capital purchases” (Article X, section 

two/Expenditures and debt/ Board by Laws, Finance committee, May 2008 minutes). The 

East campus is on a 23-acre and the West on 26-acre lot. They are purpose-built 

structures with spacious areas and state-of-the-art facilities.  

The West campus is surrounded by a fence on all sides and has three guarded 

entrances.  It is a modern facility with clean, lighted hallways, spacious 

classrooms, and well manicured lawn.  The campus is divided into three main 

buildings; elementary, middle and high school. There is a state-of-the-art 

auditorium, an aquatics center, and a cafeteria divided into two sections, one for 

elementary and the for other secondary level. There are two playgrounds, a 

running track, and soccer and baseball fields.  Each section has its own gym and a 

MS/HS shared library. My first lunch in the cafeteria was an unexpected surprise 

compared with my previous experiences of public school cafeterias in the U.S. 

There was a variety of choices of freshly prepared meals, with a variety of meats, 

sandwiches and salads.  Most teachers working at the West campus live in 

apartments located a block from the school. A few live in the city. People who 

have lived near the campus for more than five years say that the surrounding area 

has been increasingly looking more Westernized
20

. There is a Starbucks, Cold 

Stone ice cream, Subway sandwiches, and a McDonalds, along with a local wet 

market and eateries that sell Chinese dishes (Field Notes, 8/30/08).  

 

The East campus is located right next to a golf club. In fact, a visitor has to go 

through the gates of the golf club to access the school.  The buildings are three-

story structures with spacious hallways connecting the three divisions. Right 

across the campus there is a housing subdivision that reminded me of a suburban 

middle-upper class neighborhood in the U.S. Single homes with large yards and 

garages hosting late model luxury cars. Most teachers live in another area 30-45 

                                                 
20

 I use the word Western in its general definition as modern culture of Western Europe and North America.  

Western of, relating to, or characteristic of western regions or the West. (Merriam-Webster Dictionary) 



 168 

min. towards downtown and they take one of the school buses to their apartment 

complex, while a few walk to the surrounding homes across from the school.  

Teachers who live in the homes around school speak of being isolated from the 

city, “My husband and I used to live here across from school, but you are isolated 

and it takes 45 minutes to get to the store.  I think that if you have kids it is OK 

because you are right across, but I take the commute now for the advantage of 

living in the city” (Field Notes 1/15/09).  

 

By looking at any of these campuses one might think that this is not what people 

would expect to see in a country with a communist political system. This is definitively 

not what new teachers had in mind when coming to China as Joel, a young single teacher 

who had just arrived from Canada said, 

Wow, what an incredible reality. All I had in mind about China is what I learned 

in the History books, about Mao, people growing rice, and the Cultural 

Revolution. I know it is foolish for me to say that I was thinking about landing on 

a very rural kind of city. Even though I saw some pictures of Shanghai, but I was 

thinking more of a typical Chinese neighborhood and the school much smaller. 

(Joel, 9/10/08). 

 

What Joel had in mind did not match what he found once in China. His visual 

representation came from books that portrayed China in a historical time and perhaps did 

not include current information, even though he said he had seen photos of the city. The 

size of the school was bigger than he thought before he came. My own expectations about 

the country and the school were similar in regards to expecting a less cosmopolitan city 

and a smaller school, because I had based my visual images on the previous schools I had 

worked at, including the American school in Mexico, which is smaller in comparison to 

ASC. It is unrealistic to compare public schools to private schools at many levels, but I 

could not take away the images I had from my own experience when trying to visualize 

the school I was coming to. 
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Anyone entering the halls of the school on either of the campuses would 

immediately recognize some artifacts that identify any public school in the U.S.: student 

work on bulletin boards, the U.S. flag, U.S. textbooks, and all materials in English.  The 

school provides transportation services for students and staff as well as buses for those 

participating in extra curricular activities. Every bus has a driver and a monitor, all wear 

uniforms, including white gloves for the drivers. There is an average of 50 student buses 

and 15 staff buses running per day through different routes in the morning and after 

school per campus.  

The facilities in the West campus were larger than the East campus from 2000-

2005. The East campus did not have a grade 12 until 2008, when the first generation of 

high school seniors graduated.  Because of this, parents preferred having their children 

enrolled in the West rather than in the East location. The increased enrollment in the 

West location continued even after the East campus completed the PK-12 range and 

added new facilities that put it on par with the West campus between 2005 and 2008. In 

2010, the West location had a student enrollment of 1822 and 1173 in the East campus. 

The general administration tries to keep both campuses aligned as much as 

possible in regards to facilities, programs, and curriculum content. As often as possible, 

teachers are encouraged to work together via videoconferencing, especially when it 

comes to developing course content that will impact both campuses.  Major celebrations 

like the beginning and end of school year and school wide professional development take 

place in one location attended by teachers from both campuses. But in spite of the efforts 

made to unify the two campuses, there is a rivalry between the East and the West campus 
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and it is acknowledged by students, parents, and teachers at several levels: athletics, 

academics, quality of facilities, and student population. 

There is an average of five percent of the student population, per semester, 

transferring from the East campus to the West location. The students who leave the East 

campus vacate seats that become available for new students. At the West location, the 

available empty seats are taken mostly by transfer students instead of new arrivals. This 

one directional movement creates a tension as well and seems to validate some parent‟s 

impressions that the West campus is superior. This migration is resented by teachers 

working at the East campus. The following conversation between two teachers from the 

East campus and the researcher during a social event expresses this perception (Field 

Notes, 1/15/09): 

Teacher 1:  The veteran teachers say that the West campus is square 

Luisa:         Why? 

Teacher 2:   We can‟t do anything [on the East] without the [West] approval 

Teacher 1:  Our campus makes the West campus with all of our students 

transferring there. We are growing your kids. 

Teacher 2:  I lost the best kids in my class to the West last year 

Teacher 1:  The West campus is a neck broker because the curriculum is very 

rigid 

Luisa:         What do you mean? 

Teacher 2:   We are creative in the East campus and teachers are all friendly 

Teacher 1:   [Teachers‟] housing is also much better than the West, but we have 

a 30-45 minute commute  

 

The teachers clearly label many of the discrepancies between the two campuses 

including transfers, curriculum, and teachers‟ housing. “We are growing your kids” is a 

phrase that states how teachers perceive student transfers and denotes how teachers had 

started working with students, but cannot complete or see the results of their work since 

the students move.   
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Because the West campus is frequently at maximum capacity, parents enroll their 

children on the East campus with the purpose of eventually securing a transfer to the 

West location as soon as an opening becomes available.  There seems to be an impression 

among some parents that the quality of education at the West campus is more rigorous, 

something highly valued, especially among Asian parents (Borden, 2005; Sue & D. Sue, 

1990). This notion exists in spite of the efforts by the administration and Board to foster 

an atmosphere in which the two campuses operate as one school; following the same 

curriculum, having parity in resources, and providing the same services.  A parent shared 

with me that, “the school [West campus] is very elitist for limiting the enrollment of new 

students. I cannot get my daughter into this school. They [admissions] say I have to take 

her to the East campus for a year before she can come here” (Field Notes, 4/29/10).  

These kinds of comments were often heard among parents. A neighbor of mine who had 

tried to have her child enrolled in the school was sending him across town to the other 

campus, on a ninety minute ride each way. In that respect, Claudia says, 

I have this student who says that her brother is going to the other campus. How 

can that be? That‟s insane, and they live right next to this school.  I don‟t know 

why parents want to do that. But hey, here I am, living so far apart from my 

husband and I‟m surprised that these kids travel two hours to go to school!  I 

guess I‟m not used to seeing kids do that, but maybe if I had kids it would be 

different. But why are the parents so insistent in sending their kids to this school? 

There are more schools all over town (Claudia, 12/5/08). 

 

In this comment, Claudia questions the idea of having children enrolled at ASC 

given the limited enrollment availability in one of the campuses. There are other schools, 

perhaps as large as ASC around the city, but parents prefer ASC over those schools. The 
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prestige that the school has had since 1912, as it often is alluded in presentations to 

parents, strengthens the idea that in general ASC is a sought-after school. 

In an attempt to subdue the feeling that the West campus provides a higher level 

of education, the interim superintendent wrote an article in which he tried to address the 

competition between the two campuses, “Many in our community focus on Ivy League 

acceptances and in this area [the East] campus is doing very well, already this year, the 

senior class has three Ivy acceptances” (school magazine, 1/15/10, p. 12). This example 

shows the narratives that embed the school in terms of constructed expectations with the 

idea that because one of the campuses is doing well in acceptance of students to Ivy 

League schools, then it may guide the parents to choose enrolling their child there, 

instead of insisting for the other location.  

The school sends mixed messages by focusing mostly on test achievement, 

colleges acceptances, and a myriad of school programs the school offers. The high school 

prepares college symposiums for parents and students mostly by the tenth grade, but 

many grade ninth students attend. Parents of Junior students are expected to attend these 

presentations where time tables for college preparation are distributed, including details 

about attending college fairs beginning in September and responding to deadlines from 

various Universities by May (Field Notes, 9/9/09). Parent participation at these 

symposiums, and in general to various events and meetings, are highly attended.  As a 

parent, I witnessed how the school‟s guidance to provide parents with relevant 

information was highly orchestrated. The information led parents and students by the 
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hand on each step of college applications for the kids.  Services such as these made the 

school attractive to many.   

 

Administrators Finding the „Right‟ Fit 

I want to hire people who have certain attributes, who can adapt to the 

international setting is one of them. I want to hire people who demonstrate 

success. I want to hire people who are confident and collegial in nature and can 

work well with others. I wanna hire people who have, who have demonstrated 

through their previous experiences the kind of [skills] that it takes to be successful 

in an international school. They‟ve been involved in coaching, have gone on trips 

with kids, and all of those kinds of experiences. I wanna hire people who have 

demonstrated successful classrooms, teaching expertise. I wanna hire people who 

are self-motivated, self-initiated, but know how to work successfully with others. 

For the last four years, we have been trying to find people who have technology 

skills and can help us to move forward…after we have our checklist that remind 

us of the [personal] attributes then under that is… particular skills we need that 

overall are [aligned] with the school goals, the vision of the school, or we might 

need to bring in a particular area of expertise. And that may vary division by 

division… So after we look at personal attributes, then look at the skills set 

[according] to the needs of the school. (Danny, administrator Interview 5/22/09). 

 

The comment explains that administrators seek candidates not only with expertise 

and successful teaching backgrounds, but also for willingness to be involved in 

extracurricular activities. Looking for people who know how to work with others and 

who fulfill the checklist of skills that ASC needs at a given time is a priority. One of the 

qualities the school looks for is the candidate‟s potential contribution to the community in 

the form of coaching after school, joining committees, leading a department, and working 

with students and parents beyond the classroom.  

The hiring usually takes place during the job fair season, January to March, but on 

October 6, 2008, a memo was sent to staff indicating that changes needed to be made in 

order to recruit on an almost year-round basis. 
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…the intention is not to force individuals who wish to continue at [school] to do 

so. The school seeks stability in our teaching community and therefore 

encourages teachers to stay long term. However, we are asking that if you know 

you will be leaving, to advise us so that we can prepare for your replacement 

(Memo, 10/6/08). 

 

The Board had to approve the compensation package earlier in the year and the 

teachers needed to sign contracts by December 1
st
.  This new policy put pressure on all. 

Barely four months into the school year and teachers needed to make decisions about the 

following year. The atmosphere immediately changed and teachers began to question if 

they and others would be back next year.   

Well, for us to stay is like it depends on the kids. If the kids are happy we are 

happy. It is nice that my kids are connecting with other kids but I keep on 

thinking, Oh gosh, we hope you make friends! We sort of go back and forth.  The 

kids miss their friends and are looking forward to go back to the States… but the 

other day, we were having dinner and my son said, wouldn‟t it be fun if you guys 

found a job in Africa?, so we can go to Africa? This is the first time I heard him 

say what if, something I would not have had expected before we moved here. It‟s 

like he has changed and has started to notice possibilities beyond this first 

experience (Field Notes, 1/12/08). 

 

Most teachers who have children speak of the comfort of the family in terms of 

emotional and social stability to be able to make commitments for another year after the 

initial two-year contract. The highly selected staff tends to move often. a characteristic 

inherent to international schools. The yearly turn over at ASC is approximately fifteen 

percent, about 50 positions, which is considered low in comparison to campuses of the 

same size. 

We have had many new teachers, mostly from attrition and growth. We had 74 

new teachers last year, and the year before 90, and the previous year 60, mostly 

from the growth that [the East campus] experienced. This time we only had 30 

new teachers [per campus] (Annie, administrator interview, 2/27/09).  
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Annie expressed that the number of teachers had been high in the last three years 

and was expecting that number to decrease.  This number varied each year of my stay at 

ASC and I did not see less than 30 teachers hired at any point. In 2011, there were about 

24 new teachers coming into the elementary school only, in addition to new hires in 

middle and high school. This is a high number compared to schools in the U.S. The 

deputy superintendent reported that during a two week period of attending recruiting fairs 

in February 2009, he had interviewed 

…over 50 candidates and offered contracts to only the best and brightest talent we 

could find either at the fairs or through referrals and contacts at other schools. 

Sometimes we offered contracts to teachers and they had offers from three or four 

other prestigious international schools. There are times (rarely) when we are 

turned down by the teacher candidates and they choose another school (Parent 

magazine, 2/10/09, p.2). 

 

Beginning with the recruitment fairs, overseas hired teachers are positioned as 

„the best‟ and „brightest‟ by and within the school.  The hiring season becomes the top 

item in the agenda as early as October when the school begins to plan attending several 

fairs. ASC administrators recruited in seven job fairs in 2010.  

There is a real sense of satisfaction when you work hard to find the right people –

and you know that the talented and highly qualified people are going to have 

offers from five or six international schools to consider- and you learn from them 

that they chose [our school]. Our principals want to know what the candidate has 

learned during the past three years that will make them a better teachers, how they 

learned it, and what are they learning now (School magazine 1/15/10, p.9). 

 

 The school system uses a very detailed and systematic approach to hiring teachers 

who will be committed to attending ongoing professional development. I do remember 

the year I interviewed and how meticulous questions were about what I was currently 

learning, what kind of professional development I had attended in the last year, and what 
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kind of goal I had in a particular area of teaching I wanted to strengthen. The three 

interviews were with the superintendent, and two with two different principals. The 

interviews were done together, my husband and I, and individually, within the span of 24 

hours. 

After an initial two year contract, there is a retention incentive at ASC for 

overseas hires who decide to renew their contract. This incentive is also offered after the 

third, fourth, and fifth year; on the fifth year, the incentive also includes optional paid 

airfare to attend a job fair. There is no limit as to the number of years a teacher can stay at 

ASC. The only exception to this rule is the age factor of 65 (age limit to issue a working 

visa in the PRC).  There are employees who have been at ASC for 10-15 years, both 

teachers and support staff, mostly local PRC hires.  

 

The Power of Becoming an Overseas Hired Teacher 

Teachers working at ASC come from a variety of teaching backgrounds. Some 

worked in inner city public schools while others worked for small private schools in the 

U.S., and still others went to international schools directly after graduating from college, 

but most teachers have had previous teaching experience.  Some teachers have held other 

jobs prior to becoming teachers. One teacher reported working harvesting tobacco, while 

another conducted telephone interviews, and one worked at a company as a general 

manager.  

Many teachers have advanced degrees and all are certified in their subject area. 

Each year, additional certifications are added to their resumes as teachers attend summer 
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institutes in the US, Canada, or Europe. Teacher qualifications are 38% BA, 60% 

Master‟s Degree, and 2% PhD (Annual Report, 2010).  This data indicates that 62% of 

teachers hold a degree above BA, which translates into highly qualified staffed 

classrooms.  The following table shows the percentages of teachers by country of 

passport. 

Table 12. Teachers at ASC as per country of passport (percentages) 

Country U.S. Canada Australia U.K. China New Zealand  Other 

Teachers 57 14 6 2 9 7 4 

 Source: Annual Report 2010 

 

Over the three-year study, I met teachers from the Philippines, Vietnam, South 

Africa, Trinidad and Tobago, Mexico, India, and teachers of Chinese descent born in the 

U.S. Teachers who carry a PRC passport are mainly hired to be teachers of Mandarin 

language, but the majority of teachers are from the U.S. and Canada. 

Classroom teachers are categorized depending on the type of contract and 

passport of country: Overseas hires, Local hires (foreigners), Chinese hires (mostly 

teachers of Mandarin language), Support staff (foreigners), Chinese support staff. The 

school specifies the definition of overseas and local (foreign) hires. According to the 

Human Resources department (2010) the classifications are: 

Locally Hired Teachers: Locally hired teachers are those who already reside in 

Shanghai prior to being hired by the school. Their reason for coming to Shanghai 

is frequently to accompany a spouse or partner who is working in Shanghai. Since 

the school has not recruited these teachers to come to Shanghai specifically to 

work for [ASC], their contract does not include support benefits such as housing 

or transportation. Salary and benefits such as health insurance that are related to 

the work contract are included in their contract unless provided through the 

spouse's contract in Shanghai. The School will consider local candidates for a 

position before recruiting teachers from abroad.  
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Overseas Hired Teachers: Overseas hired teachers are those who are recruited 

from abroad by the School specifically to work at [ASC]. Since the School is the 

primary sponsor in China of an overseas hired teacher, it will provide relocation 

benefits as part of the contract of employment. Overseas hired teachers may be 

recruited through advertisements and follow-up interviews, recruitment fairs 

and/or other venues. Overseas hired candidates will only be given consideration 

after it is deemed that suitable local hire candidates are not available. (H.R. 

department, 2010). 

 

Support staff are composed of mostly secretaries and teaching assistants. Chinese 

support staff is composed of employees who lead support departments such as the copy 

room, the supply room, and the technology lab.  

This classification provides overseas hired teachers with symbolic capital 

(Bourdieu, 1991), over the other group of teachers not only because the concrete benefits 

are greater, but because of the narrative that only the „the best‟ overseas hires chosen 

from a pool of candidates.  The breakdown of teachers/staff per campus is as follows: 

 

Table 13. Teachers and staff at ASC 
 East Campus West Campus 

 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 

Overseas 

hire T. 

125 116 124 153 154 159 

Local hire 

(Expats)T. 

26 25 28 28 26 23 

PRC 

Hire T. 

14 16 15 18 17 19 

Support 

staff (Expats) 

30 33 35 49 50 50 

Support 

staff PRC 

39 38 40 79 78 81 

Total 234 228 242 327 325 332 

T.- Teachers include Psychologist, Counselors, Librarians, Nurse, Technology Teachers, 

Activities/Athletic Director, and Aquatics Director.   

Source: Human Resources Department (11/10/10) 
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Classroom teachers are the ones who provide the students with the curriculum in 

English that will eventually lead to a U.S. recognized high school diploma. Overseas 

hired teachers composed the majority of classroom teachers and were at the top of the 

hierarchy that also set a tone for how teachers were positioned by one another. 

Holland et al. (1998) make a distinction between two aspects of identities in 

figured worlds; one is the narratives and storylines; the other is the positional identities.  

Relational identities have to do with behavior as indexical of claims to social 

relationships with others. … Positional identities have to do with the day-today 

and on-the-ground relations of power, deference and entitlement, social affiliation 

and distance –with the social-interactional, social-relational structures of the lived 

world (p.127). 

 

The relations of power Holland mentions are related to hiring practices at ASC 

that places overseas hired teachers with better benefits packages than other teachers.  

Local hired teachers try to understand the disparity of benefits between overseas and 

local hires. Some teachers who are foreign local hires have tried to change their status to 

overseas hires. In those cases, the administration advised these teachers to resign from 

their current assignments and attend a job fair to re-apply for the position. 

A former principal explained that parents expect to see more overseas hires in the 

classroom than local hires.  This administrator had hired Mark, a Filipino teacher, and 

had complaints from parents who would not accept him as the classroom teacher. Even 

though this administrator might have felt different about hiring minority teachers, she 

also felt the pressure to fulfill some parents‟ expectations to see a Caucasian teacher in 

the classroom (Field Notes, 3/11/10). 
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When I interviewed another administrator regarding the parents‟ expectations 

about teachers, the response centered around teacher qualities rather than on what kind of 

physical characteristics parents expected to see in teachers. 

I probably more interview teachers around my describing our community to them, 

as opposed to whether they fit some criteria that the parents want.  I think that the 

one area that relates to that, and especially in this school community, is that 

parents have high expectations for some long return commitment. They want 

continuity, especially at the high school level.  [The school] deserves that, and I 

think it is because of the young community and the size that we are.  They think 

something is wrong when people only want to do two-three years. They think, 

what are we doing wrong? We got to be able to keep people longer. So we 

interview around… no that there is something wrong, but we want them to stay 

longer.  It is a higher priority here than in some other place. (Danny, administrator 

interview 5/22/09). 

 

The descriptors of what a teacher „should look like‟ from parents‟ expectations 

was not the goal in hiring, what was more important, from the administrator‟s point of 

view, was to keep the teachers for longer than a two-three year contract. Contrasting with 

this comment was what Emma, a teacher from Indonesia, said. 

I am used to not being seen as equal to the white teachers. When the Principal 

hired me he asked if I was ready to face the parents when the parents saw me I‟m 

Asian.  I know they wanted [my husband] for his specialty, and he is white, so 

they found a position for me.  I think it is the parents, they expect to see the white 

Americans because we are an American school.  I worked in Kuwait and Saudi 

Arabia and there it is even worse, the hierarchy of regions. If you are Filipino or 

Chinese, in general Asian, you are less than a white person.  You [refers to 

researcher] and I are dark and we will not been seen as the other teachers. Some 

people say it is racism but I‟m not sure, I think the administrators are pressured by 

the parents who expect to see certain type of teachers. If you look different it 

might not be so much of a problem if you are an administrator, but for the 

classroom (exclamation), parents expect to see a white teacher with perfect 

English (Emma, 5/10/09). 

 

An additional layer to this hierarchy refers to the narrative that some parents 

expect to see a Caucasian teacher in the classroom. Emma makes an allusion to both skin 
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color and language. In her words, „white‟ and „perfect English‟ acquire a connotation of a 

higher position, of power, of racial and language discrimination.  These comments bring 

to surface concepts of race, in which a group „white Americans‟ is considered better than 

the others. By being white, some groups are by de facto recognized as superior (Harris, 

1993).  In addition, undocumented Filipinos come to China in search of jobs, some of 

whom work as maids for foreigners or for wealthy Chinese families. The previous 

experience of this teacher was concurrent with stories I heard from three more teachers 

about working in the Middle East, were issues of race are a pronounced struggle.  

These positioning based on hiring practices and race brings us to one of the 

characteristics of figured worlds.  According to Holland there are “some figured worlds 

we many never enter because of our social position or rank; some we may deny to others; 

some we may simply miss by contingency; some we may learn fully (p.41), teachers 

enter different positions according to hiring practices. Urrieta (2009) adds, that “we may 

yet enter other figured worlds only temporarily and peripherally, while in others we may 

come to assume positions of relative power and prestige” (p.29). Minority teachers enter 

the world of teaching at ASC but are denied full acceptance by expectations placed by 

some parents, and in occasions, by some staff. 

I personally had a racist experience when I wanted my teaching assistant to 

substitute for me. I was told by a secretary:  “I don‟t think your TA can sub for you. You 

are going to be gone for a week and for that many days the parents would say something 

about it.  You have to tell her you‟re sorry but she cannot sub for you. The parents want 

to see a Western face and she is Filipino”  (Field Notes, 1/20/10).  She said this in a low 
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voice, almost secretively.  This comment took me by surprise and I was left speechless. I 

knew this was not right.  If we were in the U.S., this would be a racist decision, pure and 

simple, but I was here in another country, where my guard was always up trying to figure 

out if what I say and do is „legally right‟ in this setting.  

 

Parents‟ Expectations 

The conversations and interviews I had with teachers revealed that teachers were 

surprised by the high academic expectations that parents had for their children at ASC.  

One of the reasons why families chose ASC over other institutions is the high academic 

recognition the school has been credited with over the years. According to the 

superintendent, the school is placed as “one of the top tier schools in China” (Field Notes, 

10/26/08).  The fact that the school was founded in 1912 gives it longevity and 

experience most parents value when searching for a well-established institution. “Parents 

know that [ASC] is a big school famous for a strong curriculum… I‟d like my kids to 

graduate from ASC”, said a parent (Field Notes, 12/15/08). Parents look at the type of 

curriculum, the teaching staff, and the facilities of the campus, especially for students 

who will be enrolled in high school and will soon become candidates for college 

enrollment.  

There was this mother the other day that came into my classroom and asked me 

where I was from. They were with the admissions office people, you know how 

they take the tour of the school.  I told this mom that I was from New Zealand and 

she started asking me about the kind of education program I went though in New 

Zealand. She then said that I don‟t have an accent from New Zealand and I said 

that I lived in the States for a long time. I think I do speak like from New Zealand 

but she said no. She was with her husband and they were asking all these 

questions about middle school. I almost felt as if they were giving me a quiz or 
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something like that. I hope their child is not in my class because then I‟ll have to 

answer all kinds of questions (Claudia, 11/1/08). 

 

Claudia mentions her surprise at having parents asking questions regarding 

teacher preparation qualifications more than regarding school programs. Over the three 

years of the study, through my observations of parent activities in which I participated as 

a parent of two children at school, I documented that academic expectations of parents 

are higher than I have experienced anywhere else before. This is not to say that parents in 

other schools don‟t have high expectation for their children. Speaking from my view as a 

teacher for over 25 years, parents always want the best for their children from schools. 

What was striking was the way in which those expectations manifested.  

 In most cases, mothers were active participants in school, but this participation 

took different approaches. I will use general categories to denote the major groups of 

parents that were at ASC, but I make clear that many more nationalities and ethnicities 

were represented among parents, although in very small numbers. Additionally, I clarify 

that some Asian parents have influences of Western styles of child rearing school 

children.  

Western foreign mothers are usually trailing spouses that, although in many cases 

hold degrees from other countries, do not have working visas in China and, willingly or 

not, have become stay-home moms. They look after their child and organize play dates 

and mostly non-academic activities. Asian mothers -Chinese, Korean, Taiwanese, and 

other- are either a stay-home moms or professionals working mainly in family business.   

Of the Asian moms that worked, grandparents and/or maids looked after the children. 
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The stay-home mothers organized academic activities for their child after school, such as 

piano, ballet, drawing, math, English, and Chinese lessons.  

Of the Korean mothers I met from 2008-2011, all of them were stay-at-home 

parents. This is consistent with what Borden (2000) explains as the tradition and 

responsibility for the children‟s education to fall on the mother‟s shoulders. It is the 

responsibility and expectation of Korean mothers to stay home making sure the children 

participate in various school related activities and are academically successful.  Stay-

home moms devote time to make a plan for the formal education of their child. It is 

common to hear students talking about all the classes they have to attend throughout the 

week. 

In a parent-teacher conference, a Korean mother shared that her 5 year old son 

attended ASC Monday through Friday, went to the Korean school fours hours on 

Saturdays, and had a tutor for Chinese language twice a week for 30 minutes (Field 

Notes, 3/30/10). A Chinese mother who traveled back and forth between Canada and 

China, also asked me if I could tutor her child after school. “I want my daughter to learn 

phonics. My friend‟s daughter is already reading the little books and I am concerned for 

my daughter” (Field Notes, 4/3/10). My response was that her four year old daughter did 

not need a tutor because she was at grade level in my classroom, and I did not considered 

her academically behind from any of her peers in my class.  This was the third time she 

had approached me about the subject, and the mother asked “would you then be able to 

tutor her next school year?” Comments like this with a focus on academic achievement 

were often heard by teacher, especially as the children moved into secondary school. 



 185 

Myself, being a preschool teacher, I was not used to hearing parents who constantly 

asked about progress on mathematics, reading, and writing, for their four-year old 

children. 

According to Borden (2000), the South Korean movement towards democracy 

that began as early as 1990‟s, has had minimal influence in the conceptualization of 

education that has been based in rigid precepts and rote memorization. 

The teacher/student relationship, like all else in Korean society, takes on 

Confucian overtones. The teacher is considered by both the child and society to be 

fulfilling very much a parental role…teachers, as holders of knowledge, came to 

be associated with social superiority and high status (p.49). Even as Korea looks 

to the West for guidance in this area [education], the West (particularly the United 

States) looks with envy on education in countries like Korea and Japan, which 

appear to have such an effective system. The truth is that Korean education shines 

where memorization and “one right answer” styles of teaching and learning are 

most appropriate: in mathematics. Korean students do well in many other areas, 

but their excellence is mostly on recall rather than on deeper understanding (p.54). 

 

Mr. Borden lived in Korea for twenty years and has a biracial family Korean-

American, speaks of the subject and portrays the teacher as the person who will be 

respected by Korean society standards. During the workshop I attended with Mr. Borden, 

he also emphasized the historical perspective, in which the previous generations have had 

to go through dueling competitive exams to get a spot in Universities. Competitive exams 

to enter schools were also experienced in China, especially after the Cultural Revolution, 

where limited seats were, and still are, available in secondary schools and universities. 

Therefore competitive entrance examinations are held every year all over the country. If 

we removed the historical context of these two countries and only pay attention to the 

comments we hear at school, they could be interpreted in many ways.  
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Parents just care about the kids passing the exams and getting the good grades. I 

have parents who call me because their kid got a B and they want to send the kid 

for tutoring. I don‟t recommend tutoring for a B, unless is a D or F, but the 

parents, they just want the perfect grades!  (Claudia, 5/2/09).  

 

I really like this school because the kids are well behaved. You don‟t have to deal 

with attitudes of coming to school like back at home, especially the high school 

kids. You don‟t see all the scary issues you see back home. Their math is so high 

that we have to give them all these tests to place them in the right program, and 

they can handle it… (Saul, 2/3/10). 

 

The comments portray a complex picture of how to „read‟ parents‟ expectations in 

regards to their children‟s academics.  Teachers like to work with students who „listen‟ 

and are „well behaved‟. At the same time, they are upset to have parents to push for 

higher grades. If we consider that the generation of parents of students attending ASC is 

coming from a generation who had to go through difficult entrance exams, then there lies 

a possible reason for why some parents are so insistent with grades. 

 

Who Attends ASC? 

My favorite vacation is going to Hong Kong Disney. I had a picture taken with 

Mickey. I also went to Beijing and saw the Great Wall of China and the Olympic 

Stadium (Field notes, 1/15/10). 

 

One of my students is going to Dubai for the Chinese New Year break. it‟s 

unbelievable that this kid is going there. He just came back from traveling in 

Thailand in December. These kids are seeing the world (Claudia, 1/15/09). 

 

These comments, made by an elementary school student and a teacher, shows the 

early experiences that students at the school have by means of traveling and moving 

through various countries at an early age. Their travels are praised by teachers and 

embedded in dynamics of academic expectations as the next comments suggest, 



 187 

Students here [in China] are more quiet and follow their teachers requests than the 

students in Peru.  There, the kids are flojos (lazy) and challenge everything. They 

are always asking ¿Por qué? (Why?)  They know that they will go to the best 

Universities and their future is all paved out.  No concerns about their grades or 

their school work.  Students here [in China] are quiet and do as teachers ask 

without much questioning (Tony, 9/29/08).  

 

This is a good school kids are not ridiculed like in the States because they do their 

homework.  Kids get the best education in this school with great sports activities, 

languages, and academics. It‟s OK to be an achieving kid… We got great SAT 

results (Ernest, at open house, 9/4/08). 

 

Tony compared students in Peru who were not „achieving‟ and praised students at 

ASC, while Ernest had complimentary words on the students‟ attitudes and disposition 

towards academics, studying and scoring high on standardized tests, „we got great SAT 

results‟.  Teachers‟ narratives about students were centered on „following their teacher 

requests‟ and „doing their homework‟  

Students at ASC tried to explain how they felt about being positioned by teachers 

and parents as „smart kids‟. They tried to find ways to express their understanding of 

where they saw themselves in this web of relationships, and how they could obtain high 

grades. 

Top five ways students suck up to their teachers: compliment their appearance, 

flirt, feed them home-made baked goods, give expensive gifts, and employ your 

parents…students may cry about their parents‟ high expectations, but they sure 

know how to use their parents to meet those expectations because without the 

parents there is no money to buy gifts and baking goods; all of those strategies are 

done with the goal of obtaining good grades (Student newspaper, 4/21/10, p.24).  

 

New teachers are caught off guard by the dynamics of student achievement in 

different subject areas. A comment from a Music teacher expresses the struggle between 

academics in math and science versus the arts, “my students are technically great on their 

instruments but are uncomfortable improvising; a style of playing that is more 
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spontaneous and less absolute than performing notated music. The students are simply at 

a loss” (Field Notes, 12/5/08). This comment suggests that because students practiced 

their instruments and can play them, does not necessarily transfers into creativity and 

expression, something that teachers at ASC also expect from students.  

In positioning the students as high achieving, the social construct of high 

academic expectations continue to feed itself in a vicious cycle. If adults responsible for 

looking after the education of students are not quite clear about what is going on around 

them, then the students, who look for guidance, try to make sense of the discourse of high 

academics from their perspective.   

Thanks to the unrepresentative demographics of the student body, a large number 

of HS pupils are taking on higher-level courses and pushing the academic 

envelope at a rate that is well above that of an American public school. The 

shared resource, in this case, is academic distinction… while this is all well and 

good for the current generation of students, it bodes disaster for future ones. A 

generally accepted average of four or five AP courses may skyrocket when 

parents and students alike are desperate to differentiate themselves from the rest 

of the pack (Student newspaper, 3/6/09, p.4). 

 

Figuring out the number of high level courses to take was reinforced to me by a 

parent when I asked about her son‟s school year, she responded: “I guess I thought it was 

OK, but now I think he has to take another AP class because five is only average, so that 

way he will be ending with seven to make it worthwhile, compared to other kids” (Field 

Notes, 10/1/09). The number of AP classes or which IB courses to take is a subject 

among high school students. In the second semester of 2011, the school established a 

policy in which a student could not take more than three AP classes a year.  
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There is a contradiction related to feeling overwhelmed with school and finding 

the right balance between expressing the stressful student life centered on academics, and 

asking for help.  Students expressed this ambivalence, 

I am president of club so-and-so, on the varsity for whatever sport, and on the 

high honor roll. Students on these days have a ton on their plates, and who can 

blame them? Most people are just trying to work their way toward a promising 

future, starting to an acceptance to an Ivy League school…For one, being an 

overachiever require time, and everyone has so many hours in the day… people 

take hours out of their sleeping time in order to finish everything…Sometimes, 

the load you try to take on may be too heavy for you to carry (Student newspaper, 

10/27/09, p.3). 

 

Sometimes the students do not want to talk to counselor about their stress level 

because of fear of giving the impression that they can not handle academics, and 

that counselors may write something related to it in their recommendation letters 

(Student newspaper, 11/3/08).  

 

Students worry about not being able to fulfill their parents‟ and teachers‟ 

expectations.  Students at ASC were continually trying to understand how others position 

them in relation to academics and how they understood and at times resisted this 

positioning. As Holland et al., (1998) note, one of the characteristics of figured worlds is 

“social encounters in which participant‟s positions matter” (p.41).  Students are 

positioned as seeking high grades, and teachers are positioned as the individuals 

„dispensing‟ grades for the students. The dynamic of relations between students and 

teachers, adding the expectations of parents, makes it difficult for the new teacher abroad 

to come to an understanding of how or why this happens.  The situation is not a cause and 

effect linear relationship, but rather a multilayered set of conditions from historical, 

cultural, and social standpoints. 

I quite honestly don‟t understand why the parents insist on wanting their kids to 

be accepted to all these top colleges. I‟m not sure if this is the right path but all I 



 190 

know is that the kids need to be kids. They are being pushed so hard by teachers 

too. I mean I like the idea that my students are a bunch of smart kids and that they 

need to learn to be responsible for their studies, but this is too much. My parent 

conferences went well until the last one, when a parent kept on asking me why her 

daughter had only 90 something and what she needed to do so I can give her a 

higher grade. (Claudia, 4/9/09). 

 

As Claudia mentions, grades drive many actions at the school. At ASC, academic 

achievement, specifically grades, become one of the cultural artifacts of the figured world 

of teaching abroad at ASC. “Artifacts „open up‟ figured worlds. They are the means by 

which figured worlds are evoked, collectively developed, individually learned, and made 

socially and personally powerful” (Holland, et al., 1998, p. 61); examples of artifacts are: 

selecting more AP classes, winning a science international competition, and finding a 

tutor for a child.  Artifacts denoting academics, although pleasing teachers to a certain 

degree when working with „well behaved‟ students, was mostly disliked because of the 

stress it placed on everyone at school. At the same time, it was fed by the expectations 

that because the kids are „smart‟ they can perform better at a competition or a test, or that 

they would be accepted by an Ivy League university.  

In addition, the school as the institution of choice for multinational companies 

that subsidize their employees‟ school age dependants‟ tuition, added to the prestige that 

the school had among parents. A look at some factors regarding tuition and demographics 

would give a view of the campus from another perspective. 

 

Student Demographics 

ASC is an expensive school, “but its tuition ranks second to the bottom when 

compared to a group of ten similar schools” (Field Notes, 5/10/09).  International 
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companies secure places for their foreign employees‟ children under the Admission 

Reservation Agreement or ARA, which is a seat guarantee flat fee the school charges to 

companies. This is a 10 year agreement with a flat fee per seat quoted at 20,000 USD for 

students in grades 1-12 (Board minutes, Finance committee, 5/20/08). There were 

approximately 400 students under the ARA. The school offers tuition scholarships for 

dependents of teachers who have been hired overseas (one child‟s tuition per teacher). 

The following chart shows regular tuition in USD and RMB according to grade 

level. Additional fees include application fees, late tuition fees, ESOL services, 

technology -laptops for middle and high school students-, transportation, and cafeteria 

services. 

Table 14. ASC Tuition Fees 

Program USD  RMB 

Pre-Kindergarten 14,476 104,118 

K-Grade 5 22,164 157,962 

Grades 6-8 22,700 161,816 

Grades 9-12 23,764 169,470 

Additional services 14,500   99,072 

Source: Admissions office brochure 2009, (amounts rounded to the nearest zero based on exchange rate at 

6.85 RMB per one USD. 

 

Compared to other international schools in the city, parents show a preference in 

having their child enrolled at ASC. Waiting lists are common and spaces are limited, as 

the comments below show. 

 When I wanted to enroll my child I was told there is a hierarchy, first children of 

American companies, then those who are from American curriculum, then those 

who are from European companies, last those who pay out of pocket. (Field 

Notes, 2/23/10). 

 

 I hear that it is very hard to get into that school so I decided to enroll my two kids 

in the British school. My husband and I think we will change them to [ASC] when 
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they are older because we want them to be [academically] challenged (Field 

Notes, 3/15/10).  

 

The comments suggest the parents‟ preference to enroll their children at ASC (see 

Appendix B). Some families move residences just to be close to the school, “we lived in 

Hong Kong but I wanted my son to come to this school so we moved here. I go back and 

forth to attend my business” (Field Notes, 2/22/09). I remember seeing this parent at 

sports events on weekends, until his son graduated. He was my neighbor and sold his 

house to move back to Hong Kong. 

According to the Student and Community school handbook (2009), “there are 350 

USA-affiliated companies with families whose children attend the school. About half of 

the companies are not multinationals but rather privately owned Chinese businesses. 

These are owned by returning Chinese who hold passports from other countries” (p.8). 

The breakdown of the major multinational companies that secure a seat at ASC for their 

employees‟ children dependents is shown below. 

Table 15. Companies subsidizing tuition fees under the 

 Admission Reservation Agreement (ARA) 

Company Number of students 

Samsung 46 

IBM 43 

GE 40 

GM 39 

LG 37 

Honeywell 25 

Delphi Automotive 21 

Johnson and Johnson 20 

Source: Student and Community Profile Handbook, 2009. 
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A look at the chart shows that most businesses that have ARA agreements with 

ASC are automotive and electronic companies, commodities that are increasingly 

appearing in China. The companies staff positions with foreign employees that stay in 

China for a couple of years. A large portion of the student population is transient at any 

one time, depending on the international assignment parents have with companies. 

Families stay for an average of 5.8 years (Admissions office, 5/25/10). These data also 

suggests that the student and parent population has been immersed in prior international 

living experiences. 

Parents would question administrators and Board members when they thought 

classes went beyond optimal capacity, “Why are so many classes with 20 students? What 

is it going to be done to lower the class size?” (Field Notes, 11/20/09). Although the 

number of students per teacher continued to increase every year, the class sizes are small, 

mainly in the core subject areas.  

Table 16.  Students-teachers-administrators ratios 

Year Number of 

students 

Number of 

teachers 

Number of 

Admin. 

Teacher-

student ratio 

Admin.-

teacher ratio 

01-02 1, 544 171 18 1:9.0 1:9.5 

02-03 1, 728 193 19 1:9.0 1:10.2 

03-04 1, 850 202 19 1:9.2 1:10.6 

04-05 2,094 237 19 1:8.8 1:12.5 

05-06 2, 330 260 22 1:9.0 1:11.8 

06-07 2,630 290 22 1:9.0 1:13.2 

07-08 2, 888 341 26 1:8.5 1:13.1 

08-09 2, 985 361 27 1:8.2 1:13.4 

09-10 2, 950 349 26 1:8.4 1:13.5 

Source:  ASC Annual Report 2009-2010. 

 

The table shows the low class size ratio on average, mostly for core subject areas, 

but when compared to special programs such as Art, Music, and P.E., class size tends to 
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be higher. For example, a music teacher in MS served 170 students in 2010, without a 

teacher assistant, while an early childhood classroom had an average of 15 students with 

a full-time teacher assistant. A high school class has an average of 25 students without a 

teacher assistant. 

Table 17. Students as per country of passport 
Country U.S. South 

Korea 

Taiwan Canada Singa

pore 

Austra

lia 

U.K. China Malaysia Hong 

Kong 

Other 

Students 44 16 7 8 4 3 2 1 2 3 10 

Source: School Annual Report 2010. 

 

Students come from 43 different countries as per passport.  Students from 

countries other than the U.S. account for 56 % of the population.   Although the chart 

shows 44% of students from the U.S., the actual makeup of the student population is 

more of East Asian heritage, especially at the West campus.  A Korean student made this 

comment “I checked the school site and it says like 50 something American students and 

like 10% Koreans, (laugh) I think it is the other way „round” (Field Notes, 9/22/10).  One 

of the reasons why the statistics show that almost half of the student body is American, it 

is because of the “birth tourism‟ phenomenon, in which parents purposefully travel 

overseas to have a baby in the U.S. and secure a U.S. citizenship. These students also 

constitute most of the ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) population at the 

school. 

The placement of students in classrooms follows careful planning so that there is 

relatively equal representation of nationalities and language backgrounds in every 

classroom. The following is a sample of students in my PK classroom of 15 children in 

2008-2009: 
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Table 18.  Student classroom placement (sample) 
Number of students Passport country Home Language (L1) ESOL (L2/English)  

9 USA 7 Mandarin 

2 English 

7 

1 Canada Mandarin 1 

2  Hong Kong* Cantonese 1 

1 Taiwan* Taiwanese 1 

1 Philippines Tagalog 1 

1 The Netherlands Dutch/English 0 

* Taiwan and Hong Kong are part of the PRC, but people carry special ID cards that identify them from these 

independent regions and can enroll at ASC, with permission from the Ministry of Education. 
 

Ten students hold passports from English speaking countries. Eleven were ESOL 

students with six different L1 represented.   Each classroom had a similar makeup that 

varies little from year to year. This multilingual and multicultural environment 

complicates matters when trying to teach a curriculum that is U.S. based because of the 

social references which textbooks employ. 

I‟m teaching Social studies and quite frankly have to modify some information 

here and there. The kids have no idea of what I‟m talking about with all this 

history in the U.S., then I try to explain it but it is so far away. I am using other 

resources and will have to find other books because I didn‟t know these ones were 

not going to work that well as I thought. The good thing is that whenever I talk 

about issues in other parts of the world, kids make connections because they have 

traveled so much that they know about geography, and languages, and currency.  

They teach me a bit of those things sometimes (laugh). (Claudia, 2/3/09). 

 

Claudia speaks of the challenges of using textbooks from the U.S. that have 

references that students are not familiar living outside the U.S. On the other hand, she is 

please to know that the students have a wealth of information about the world they have 

gathered through traveling. A closer look at the school curriculum would give more 

details on how teachers make sense of it. 
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School Curriculum 

The admissions department describes the school as a successful rigorous college-

preparatory program and as “a top-tier benchmark school in China, where 98% of 

students go to universities or colleges of their choice” (school magazine, 01/10, p.10).  

Aligned with this description of the school, the mission statement reads: 

By the year 2012 [ASC] will be recognized as a leader international school in 

Asia and the world by providing a rich cultural and social learning environment 

for families who seek an exemplary core American educational program. ASC 

will prepare each child for academic and personal success in higher education and 

the life in a global society.   To accomplish this mission, [the school] will 

maximize benefits derived from the cultural and linguistic learning experiences in 

China and from the rich multi-cultural backgrounds of ASC families… [it] is one 

of the most talked about schools in the region…and is swiftly becoming the most 

desirable educational institution for families in Shanghai and the most sought 

after place of employment for teachers wanting to work in Asia (Annual Report, 

2007 p.2). 

 

The statement points to the school‟s core American educational program and 

competitiveness in seeking status as “a premier American school in the region for 

families and teachers.” The core curriculum in all three divisions –elementary, middle, 

and high school- is aligned via standards and benchmarks that mirror those of U.S. 

curricula.  The school purposely uses U.S. adopted readers, textbooks, programs, and 

materials to provide continuity to students who move to another American/international 

school in a different country or return to the U.S.   

At the elementary school level, students take core subject areas; Language Arts, 

Math, Science, Social Studies, and special areas; Art, Music, P.E. Chinese and ESOL 

lessons vary depending on the student‟s home language. In middle school, students have 

the same core and special subjects, with the addition of Spanish and French as choices for 
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foreign language. In high school, students take the same core and special subjects with a 

variety of elective college prep courses. No ESOL is offered after grade 10. 

ASC offers an International Baccalaureate (IB) diploma and Advance Placement 

(AP) courses in high school. Both programs require external examinations and are 

recognized as pre-college academic preparation. A conversation between two parents 

exemplifies the reputation that ASC‟s curriculum had as a preferred college prep 

program: 

Parent 1:  I chose this school because [the British school] didn‟t exist and it is just all 

business with that school.  We also looked into [another] HS but they didn‟t have 

the IB like here. This is the best school for IB and AP. It is expensive but it‟s 

worthy. My oldest son is going to graduate as an economist from a College in 

London and he said that the first year was so easy because he was well prepared 

from this school (Field Notes, 3/15/09).  

 

Parent 2:  You make me feel much better because I was thinking how expensive the 

school is. We are paying for our tuition because my husband has his own 

company. The company that my husband used to work for paid for the tuition 

when we were here a few years ago. Now we pay on our own.  We went to 

Australia, then to the States, and when we came back and wanted the kids back at 

[ASC] but couldn‟t find place at the West campus where the kids were before. We 

were gone for three years, so that‟s why we have now one kid in this campus and 

one in the other. We live downtown (Field Notes, 3/15/09). 

 

Having the security that their children will acquire the academic program parents 

are looking for, makes it rewarding for them to know that the tuition is not in vain. In that 

sense, the school invests the resources in providing staff and programs to look after the 

students. 

Sports are offered on a seasonal basis and students compete with other schools in 

the city and outside the country: rugby, soccer, volleyball, tennis, lacrosse, basketball, 

softball, table tennis, floor hockey, track, swimming, badminton, baseball, track and field. 
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There are cultural activities that are embedded as part of the curriculum in which students 

travel to different regions of China to experience the culture and language.  

Even though the availability of extra curricular activities is aimed at providing 

choices that would make students academic load „fun‟, the amount of choices only adds 

to the busy schedule and load students have to handle.  The following are two contrasting 

comments: 

[ASC] has such an extensive program. This campus alone offers 173 extra 

curricular activities supported with only 75 teachers in high school who provide 

activities for 758 students (Annie, administrator interview, 2/27/09). 

 

Starting even months before the actual sports begin, the pre-seasons draw in large 

numbers of students, some of whom are members of music or drama activities or 

participate in clubs like community service…time scheduling is made much more 

difficult due to the tight frames of pre-seasons sports… the widespread belief is 

that the players have to attend in order to make the cut for the team. Even if that 

belief is false, there is still peer pressure, which causes players to feel like they 

need to attend to be a part of the team (Student newspaper, 11/26/08, p.27). 

 

I recall the day when I interviewed Annie and she was proud to say that the school 

offers such a variety of choices. The students on the other hand thought that having that 

many choices only hindered their student life and added to their time demands. 

In regards to programs for students who need special support for identified 

learning disabilities, the school does not provide any special services for students.  Lack 

of personnel and/or programs to address the area of Special Education is common in 

international school settings. 

Learning support/Special Needs Units are often only an „add-on‟ when it becomes 

obvious that additional help is needed to provide for the previously unidentified 

needs of particular children…Most international schools cannot provide the 

essential support in the home language for children with special needs (TIE 2010, 

p.19).  
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In the case of ASC, the admissions packet to prospective parents states,  

parents of students who have special needs will need to consult with the school to 

be sure [there are] resources to serve their child before applying…parents coming 

from countries where ample support services are available should be aware that 

[the school] has limited resources to work with students who have special needs 

(Admissions packet, 2008, p.4). 

 

Even though ASC is an American school and follows a U.S. curriculum, the 

school is not bound by federal regulations and laws in regards to Special Education. 

Therefore, it did not provide the services.    

 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 

The school had a total immersion program in place with ESOL support. Teachers 

at ASC relied solely on the strategies that ESOL teachers provided to students in a 

combination of pull out and push in interventions. A pull-out intervention is when the 

student goes to the ESOL classroom and leaves the regular classroom; the student misses 

whatever takes place in the regular classroom while attending ESOL lessons. A push-in 

strategy refers to the ESOL teacher going into the student classroom and helping him/her 

while in regular classes. Based on observations mostly in elementary classrooms, where 

most of the ESOL students are concentrated, teachers kept their teaching at a regular 

pace, as if teaching students who only spoke English, regardless of how many ESOL 

students they had in their classroom.   

During the time I spent at ASC, teachers did not receive training on the language 

acquisition process; interventions relied on ESOL teachers mostly. This is congruent with 

Carder (1993) who states that “[because of] the lack of bilingual programmes in most 
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international schools, the ESL conundrum is at the heart of the language issue” (ch.4). 

The program at ASC was a total immersion in the classroom, but in a setting like ASC 

where multiple languages coexisted outside the classroom, teachers tried to make sense 

of it in various forms. 

My two Korean students are lost because they don‟t understand what I say, poor 

little things (Arianna, 9/15/09).  

 

These kids are awesome; they speak two or three languages at such early age. Can 

you believe it? (Claudia, 3/3/10). 

 

I don‟t know what to do with my students who don‟t speak English. My new 

student cries a lot and when he is not crying he is just quiet (Carlie, 10/11/10).  

 

These are examples of typical comments that take place among teachers regarding 

linguistic challenges that they have with their students. While Arianna and Carlie express 

confusion and perceive students as „poor little things‟, Claudia shares excitement at 

hearing her students speaking more than one language. This approach to language 

learning also influence decisions made by teachers and parents. 

Parents living abroad are faced with the decision of deciding which languages -

parental native language(s), local language, school‟s instructional language, and/or 

foreign languages- their children should develop. “My wife speaks Japanese, I speak 

Spanish, we communicate in English, and our daughter is learning Japanese and Spanish” 

(Parent, 5/10/09).  While most parents at ASC would probably agree that knowing more 

than one language is an asset, this „linguistic dilemma‟ is one of the challenges parents 

face when choosing an international school for their children.  Most of the students in the 

waiting list are ESOL students. The admissions school policy reads: 
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All students applying to [ASC] must demonstrate adequate English proficiency to 

perform successfully in our academic program. Although ASC offers an ESOL 

program for students with developing proficiency in English, ASC does not offer 

a modified curriculum or modified exams for ESOL students…candidates who 

may be eligible for the ESOL program will be given an English language 

assessment prior to acceptance and enrollment (admissions packet, 2009). 

 

The make up of the ESOL school population was  

The East campus has 41% heritage students where Chinese is spoken at home and 

59% speakers of Chinese as a second or foreign language. The West campus has 

62% of students with Chinese as L1, and 38% of students who don‟t hear Chinese 

at home” (Annie, administrator interview, 2/27/09). 

 

Students at ASC learned English and most spoke Chinese but the language 

learning process for highly mobile students has layers of complexities due to the inherent 

discrepancies of language programs offered by international schools in various countries. 

A common dilemma of students who learn languages other than their home language is 

that it may place them at a disadvantage socially once they return to their home country. 

“A teenager loses touch with the language of social discourse –the current jokes, the 

sports teams, and the top musical groups… They learn that it is better to keep a low 

profile for a while, listening to what everyone else is talking about before beginning to 

unfold” (Carder, 1993, Ch.4). This is a road block that students attending international 

schools have to face at some point.  

Conversely, if a child‟s home language is not English or any of the other 

languages offered at ASC, when the child returns to their parent‟s country of origin s/he 

finds difficulties in communicating with country peers.  The inability to fully participate 

in the social environment brings emotional challenges and social segregation, as language 

is the mediator for making sense of the social context (Vygotsky, 1986).  Once the 
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students leave ASC, the linguistic context changes depending on which country they 

move to next. Just like with students, teachers also experience languages throughout their 

stays in different places. 

I speak some Spanish I picked while living in the States. The school I worked at 

had a large population of Spanish speakers. I love the language and I wish I 

could‟ve learned it better… I personally don‟t think I‟ll learn Chinese because it 

is too much for me right now. We have to sign contracts for next year and it is 

only December, event tough we are supposed to be here for two years. They still 

make you sign one every year. I am barely finishing settling down in my 

apartment and I have to sign a contract for next year already, so learning 

Mandarin will have to wait. (Claudia, 11/15/08). 

 

Claudia worked in the States with Spanish speaking students in her previous 

school. She decided not to learn Mandarin because she expresses having to handle too 

many things including signing a contract for the following year. As she said, new 

teachers are barely settling in when employment decisions for the next year have to be 

made. The calendar in international schools is generally six months ahead in comparison 

to schools in the U.S. Teachers at ASC had to order overseas supplies early in October to 

secure on time shipments and customs clearance by the beginning of the following school 

year.  As the comment below shows, and that serves as closing of this section, each group 

of people –administrators, teachers, parents, and students- at school has a perception and 

view of how the school year goes at ASC. 

In my perspective, I always have one foot in the next school year, always 

(emphasis) , everything I do …Next year, in terms of tasks orientation, begins in 

late October when we start planning the budget and we have to built support at the 

Board level and the community for whatever the budget is going to call for.  So 

we spend a lot of time, already, developing our budget parameters, predicting our 

enrollment, all of those kinds of things. So, OK, we welcome people back in 

August and September and I can tell you by mid October what next year‟s work is 

being tasked in terms of budget… so you always have one foot in the next school 

year. Then of course, in the international setting, being different, we are looking 
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at contract renewal discussions in November. And in early December people are 

making up their minds, where as in a national system that might be in April, May 

and June. And of course the recruiting of staff is in January for the following 

school year. So those, personnel cycles, probably encroaches, cost a greater 

proportion of the school cycle than might other cycles, because of the nature of 

what we do, in an international school. I think that, yeah, I would say that 

November through late February a lot of my work is focus around putting pieces 

in place for the following school year. Operationally from budget, principals are 

getting you guys to place your orders and all those things, and recruiting and 

staffing to bring on board new teachers. You know, the second semester I think in 

a lot of ways, both in the classroom and in the administrative office, is a bit more 

focused than in the first [semester] because of the nature of fewer interruptions. 

And certain amount of work towards the next year is done in terms of recruiting, 

so March, April, is again back focus on the day to day issues of this school year. 

Parents meetings, and parent forums, those kinds of things (Superintendent 

interview, 5/5/09). 

 

The superintendent had been abroad for several years. He began as a classroom 

teacher and had climbed the school hierarchy.  From his perspective, he compared the 

school year at ASC from various angles, the teachers, principals, and his own. From his 

own experience, he always had “one foot in the next school year, always.”
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Discussion 

This chapter presented some of the most salient characteristics of the figured 

world of teaching abroad at ASC. But what exactly is this figured world that makes sense 

to those immersed in it?   

Holland et al. (1998) present four characteristics of figured worlds, they are 1) 

“historical phenomena, to which people enter [and] develop through the work of their 

participants… 2) social encounters in which participants‟ positions matter... 3)  socially 

organized and reproduced; they are like activities, in the usual institutional sense…  4) 

distribute people by landscapes of actions” (p.41).  Although there is no a specific time 

and form in which each characteristic begins or ends because their interplay acquires a 

complex multilayered tone in figured worlds, I  will present how these four 

characteristics are concretized in different forms at ASC.  

First, the macro figured world of teaching abroad is as large as many international 

schools there are around the world. Every year many teachers leave their countries of 

origin to seek jobs teaching abroad by attending recruiting fairs. It is through job fairs 

that individuals enter for the first time this imagined world that will eventually take a 

teacher into a particular school. This is the case of Claudia, who ended up accepting a job 

offer to work in China. In the micro figured world of ASC teachers arrive for the first 

time and are excited to begin a new journey teaching in a country and school that they 

chose. ASC organized various activities to help the teacher navigate the first days of 

work. As Claudia began to be immersed in this world, one of the first social relationships 
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established was with other teachers who arrived the same year, sharing a sense of 

excitement for entering a new job.  

As Claudia expressed throughout her conversations, she was looking forward to 

begin her new assignment. Her first comments were about her apartment and how pleased 

she was of living close to school.  She expressed a sense of satisfaction to be able to have 

commodities at home and to have books and resources for her teaching at school. Her 

first impressions of the school were of surprise. When she visited the second campus she 

compared facilities and started taking note that the „other‟ campus had a „better 

atmosphere‟.  This is the first engagement into a narrative that carries weight among 

teachers, students, and parents. Which campus is better? 

Second, participants‟ positions matter.  At ASC, administrators try to find the 

„right‟ teachers to come to ASC. They recruit „only the best‟ from a pool of overseas 

candidates. Teachers begin to feel important, but the image of a „best fit‟ for the 

classroom is not only subject to U.S. teaching credentials and U.S. passports, it has to do 

with open expressions that parents expect to see a Caucasian teacher in the classroom. 

Emma, an Indonesian teacher who had worked in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, experienced 

racial discrimination first. She was cognizant that her husband, a Caucasian man from the 

U.S., was what some expected as the „right fit‟ for ASC. Not only phenotype and race 

served as markers to position teachers at ASC; how English was spoken and who spoke it 

(Bourdieu, 1991; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1993; Willinsky, 1998) also served as markers of 

positionality and prestige. Parents expecting a teacher who „speaks perfect English‟ and 

teachers who expect students to „be polite and speak English as a common language,‟ the 
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interplay of how each constituent sees the other presents a picture where positions matter 

at ASC. Adding to this, the school also has institutionalized hiring practices in which 

there is a hierarchy among overseas hires, local hires, teacher assistants, and other staff. 

Within the classroom, Claudia expressed being pleased to have students that „listened‟ to 

the teacher. At the same time, she was not happy to have to respond to the „demands‟ 

coming from parents about increasing their child‟s grades.   

Third, by comparing campuses beginning with a narrative that is tied to the 

historical prestige of the school, parents and teachers see one campus as „better‟ than the 

other. This perspective is socially organized and reproduced at ASC by the interactions of 

teachers between campuses.  The interplay of the various actors in this figured world was 

dependent on each other‟s actions feeding into a narrative of high academic achievement 

as well, a cultural artifact in this construct. The demographics of the school represented 

by students of Asian heritage carrying U.S. passports, did not correspond to what teachers 

and parents had envisioned about the student population prior to arriving to ASC, 

expecting to see „American‟ students, and prior expectations about student population 

influenced how teachers related to students and parents. 

The social organization of ASC was not limited to the campus, it extended to the 

compounds where overseas hired teachers lived. Developing an understanding that 

teachers‟ homes were comfortable and had become temporary living spaces, led the 

teachers to become engaged in a life style of commodities, privileges, and transience. 

Fourth, parents sought to enroll their children at one particular campus. They 

placed their children on waiting lists, and invested in high tuition with the goal of 
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providing their child with a U.S. curriculum based education. Administrators sent mixed 

messages by acknowledging that students needed to pay attention to other areas besides 

academics but, at the same time, praised those who were „accepted to Ivy league 

colleges‟.  And new teachers tried to make sense of these narratives firing at them from 

all angles. Additionally, the rivalry expressed between campuses trickles down to people 

and school activities. Teachers are resentful for having the best students transferred to the 

other campus, parents insist on waiting to secure a seat at one of the campuses, and 

students concretize a rivalry through sports and academic competitions.  

Teaching for Claudia became a load because in addition to her teaching, she was 

expected to perform added responsibilities at ASC. Leading committees, departments, 

teaching after school activities, keeping up Blogs, all of these tasks were expected to be 

carried by the „the best teachers‟ who were selectively hired and who were in privileged 

positions within the school. The various lenses coming from parents, administrators, 

teachers, and students, all point to the busyness of the school and the large load that 

students have to carry academically.  ASC is the setting where new teachers arrive and 

become engaged in narratives of rivalry between campuses, school prestige, and 

academic achievement. At the same time, ASC becomes the place where teachers have 

the opportunity to ascend the ladder in school positions, receive staff development, and 

have all materials needed to teach. 
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CHAPTER  V 

BECOMING A TEACHER ABROAD 

 

This chapter addresses the making of teacher abroad identity.  I define teacher 

abroad identity as the identity created at the intersection of the social, personal, 

emotional, linguistic, and professional spaces that create a complex construct in which 

teachers create self understandings. 

I include the stories of four teachers that portray the process of becoming a 

teacher abroad at ASC.  The time and context of the case stories represent a snap shot of 

each teacher between 2008 and 2011.  Each story portrays what each teacher shared 

about their past in relation to teaching, family and schooling, and what is significant to 

them while at ASC during the period of the study. Each teacher spoke of their 

experiences in the process of attempting to figure out the school and China.  Embedded in 

each case story are the emotional struggles, the individual reflections, and the learning 

that takes place in the process of creating and negotiating a teacher abroad identity.   

I present a brief introduction of the teachers followed by their accounts organized 

into five sections that relate to my research questions: 

7. How does a teacher‟s biography relate to the experience of working in an 

American/International school in China?  

 

8. How does a first-time teacher at ASC recreate and negotiate her/his personal and 

professional self understandings? 

 

9. What role does language play in the making of the teacher abroad identity at 

ASC? 
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The five salient themes for each story are: 

History-in-person.   
 

Speaks about the teachers‟ biography 

before moving to China. Some talk about 

their school years, about their previous 

jobs, and/or their families. 

Finding a job overseas Tells about each individual‟s motivations 

to pursue a teaching job outside of their 

country of origin, what their experienced 

was like at the job fair, and their decision 

to accept a contract with ASC. 

Transitioning to China-positioning and 

authoring practice at ASC 

Each teacher shares their impressions on 

moving to a new country. How they see 

themselves again as first year teachers, and 

how they draw on previous experiences to 

create and support new ways to understand 

unexpected situations. 

Figuring out diversity and language  

 

Each individual tries to make sense about 

stake holders at ASC, and their 

understanding about teaching English. 

What does it mean to teach abroad? The four case stories speak of the meaning 

of teaching abroad from their perspective, 

hopes, realities, and their experience at 

ASC. This section serves as a discussion at 

the end of the chapter. 

 

Why Four Case Stories 

In the making of the figured world of teaching abroad at ASC, there are 

characters, storylines, narratives, discourses, and actions. The involvement of each person 

in the making of the „as if‟ world (Holland et al., 1998) is a complex construct of a reality 

at the school. Each person develops his/her own view of such reality and their own 

identity.  I was interested in learning more about personal perspectives, thoughts, and 

emotions on how the teacher abroad identity is created and acquires meaning in the 

context of the figured world of ASC.  
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 My original study proposal was to study U.S. teachers abroad, but as I entered the 

premises of ASC and began to meet teachers from various countries, I soon realized that I 

was limiting myself from learning about a multicultural and multilingual setting. I 

amended my research proposal and included „overseas teachers‟ as the large umbrella 

that would allow me to interview teachers from various countries.  

The second step was deciding whom to select. As I began my list of possible 

participants from an initial pool of twenty teachers, I purposefully sought representation 

from preschool to high school teachers. I wanted to have at least one teacher per division, 

and hopefully representation in terms of gender to include the perspective of female and 

male teachers. In terms of race and ethnicity the choice was limited as most teachers were 

white at ASC. Most teachers arriving in 2008 had years of teaching experience.  Careful 

planning developed from looking at various factors that would allow me to have a better 

picture of teaching abroad from various perspectives.  

Merriam (1998) suggests that in qualitative studies a sample selection should 

occur with a purpose in mind, not randomized, and at best, possibly small. Plummer 

(2001) explains that in qualitative research there should be a selection of “samples that 

are „information rich‟… where stories are selected on the basis of providing detailed 

information on key, critical experiences” (p.133). Keeping in mind that I wanted to 

explore how a teacher develops a teacher identity abroad I selected those who had 

insightful thoughts during a beginning interview when I asked: How did you end up in 

China?   
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Teachers who I „connected‟ with in the first interview and that sparked my 

curiosity about why they chose China, and how they got the job at ASC, became the 

original list of five participants. Five teachers would provide me the possibility of 

following them to various spaces during the time of the study.  This was my original 

group but one of the teachers, Claudia, resigned at the end of the first year for family 

reasons and returned to New Zealand. At that point I decided to continue only with Mark, 

Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie. The story gathered from Claudia was included in chapter 

IV as a way to portray the figured world of ASC.  

One of the reasons for choosing the case stories included in this chapter was that 

they presented the opportunity to learn about multifaceted aspects of how the teacher 

abroad identity is created at the intersection of language, race, gender, and sexuality, 

within the immediate context of ASC, and the greater context of China. 

I provide a brief introduction for each teacher and I introduce their biography as a 

way to begin and speak of their past experiences that eventually led them to seek a job 

abroad. They describe their journey at securing a teaching position at ASC.  Each teacher 

speaks of their preconceptions prior to arriving in China and how the notions of what the 

school, the students, and the country were going to be like, came to become a reality that 

did not match what they had expected. Each teacher speaks of how living in a new 

country presented specific challenges for them, for their families, and children for some. 

As each teacher shared their individual stories, past and present, their notions of how they 

understand students at ASC and their individual approaches to language(s) is embedded 
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in their narratives. Through Mark‟s, Tiffany‟s, Richard‟s, and Charlie‟s stories, I learned 

significant lessons about my own story in my teaching experience abroad.  

I present the four case stories individually, followed by a discussion of what it 

means to be a teacher abroad to each one of them and overall summary.  
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Mark 

My ESOL students are just like me. I just go back to how I learned the language; 

by practicing, by doing it, by listening.  You read a lot, you listen, I am very 

conscious about my language still, I am still learning.  The most important thing is 

that I have to have a good foundation of my mother language, because all those 

skills will go back, they will transfer, reading, listening skills, will transfer… I 

have not sympathy, but empathy for the kids. (Interview, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark is a 38 year old male teacher. He was born in Quezon City near Manila, in 

the Philippines. He has a dark complexion, short height, and soft spoken. He was the only 

Filipino teacher in 2008 at the ASC West campus. At the time of the study he had been 

living outside of the Philippines for six years, but he made it clear to me that because it 

was his first job at a school like ASC he considered himself a new teacher abroad. 

Unlike most of the Filipino staff that work as teaching assistants or support staff 

at ASC, Mark is a homeroom teacher. Over the two years of the study, I observed that 

Filipino staff often looked to Mark for input regarding school and personal issues. They 

attended social events together in and out of school, and speak Tagalog (known as 

Filipino, the official language of the Philippines) in the hallways. He has a caring attitude 

towards the Filipino staff and towards the Filipino families at school.   

Mark‟s pride in his Filipino heritage and language developed only after he moved 

away from his home country.  As a child, he recalls a time when he only wanted to speak 

English and „be part‟ of the „snob kids‟.  

The following passages center on Mark‟s childhood and school years, on his 

motivation for moving to China, and the struggles that he has faced in trying to become a 

teacher. His self-identification as a minority teacher in an environment characterized as 

an international school with American teaching practices, frames his pursue for a position 
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as a teacher abroad. This pursuit presents difficulties unforeseen when he lived in the 

Philippines. 

 

History-In-Person  

Mark attended public schools from preschool to college in the Philippines. The 

recollection of his school years centered on the transience of his childhood. “We probably 

moved about four, five times between first and fifth grade” (Interview, 4/27/09).  His 

family moved often due to his father not been able to keep jobs for long periods of time. 

Although his mother worked as a travel agent and his father was employed mostly in the 

construction business as an office assistant, his parents did not save enough money to 

keep steady housing, or to buy their own house. Mark speaks of how his parents used to 

spend their salary on non essential items.  When Mark was in high school, he began to 

advocate for himself moving schools again. 

… we moved again because my father lost his job. We moved to my 

grandparents‟ house and we stayed with my uncles and cousins. I told my Dad I 

didn‟t want to move again to another school, I wanted to finish there. So I asked 

my parents if we could stay because I had connected with my friends and teachers 

and wanted some closure, to finish there… He said yes, but only if I could make a 

sacrifice to go to school. I had to leave my house no later than 5:30 am. and it 

took me 2-3 hrs. to go to high school both ways. I know we were struggling 

already when I got in the last year of high school, I sensed it… (Interview, 

4/27/09). 

 

Mark considers his schooling a relevant aspect of his life. Although he did not 

mention his teachers when discussing his school years, he emphasized that he is the only 

one of four siblings that finished college. Mark saw his own efforts rewarded upon 

receiving his High School diploma. The difficulty of frequent moves during his 
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elementary school years negatively affected his academic progress. His recollection of 

how he learned to read in high school demonstrates his persistence in overcoming his 

academic short comings.  

I learned how to read in HS because I was stuck in traffic. I made sure always 

brought a book in the Jeepney [public mini-bus]. There is only two spots with 

good lighting in the Jeepney, I would position myself where there was light, either 

behind the driver where they receive the money or in the back where the light 

from outside came through. My parents never taught me anything about reading. I 

was probably 13 when I became a reader, when I was in High School. And ever 

since, I became an avid reader and collected book series. (Interview, 5/27/09) 

 

I fell in love with reading. I got an allowance to pay for my fare to go to school –

buses and food- I would bring food from home and save my allowance to buy 

books. I think I got 20 pesos and was able to save about half of that.  I would only 

buy second hand books. (Interview, 4/1/09). 

 

After completing high school Mark was still motivated to continue with his 

education. Mark considers education as an important resource to him.  He considers 

himself a persistent individual that has learned how to set goals for himself out of 

necessity. His schooling is his cultural capital (Bordieu, 1991) as he believes that school 

is important and that meritocracy through schooling is what has helped him to be where 

he is now.  

Mark mentions his inability to instill in his siblings the same value in education 

that he holds: “my other two brothers didn‟t finish school, I told them they should but 

they didn‟t see the purpose” (Interview, 4/27/09). Out of four siblings, Mark is the only 

one that completed his college degree. He mentioned that one of his siblings is 

unemployed and that the other works as a waiter and attributes their failure to financial 

success to a lack of schooling.  All his siblings are married with children. Mark‟s mother 

did not finish elementary school and his father did not complete college.   As Mark noted, 
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…the one after me has four kids and unemployed. The youngest one has three 

kids, married. He works here in Shanghai as a waiter. My sister‟s husband works 

in ships overseas. Because we are Filipinos and her husband is gone months for 

work, my sister lives with my parents. That‟s how it is (Interview 5/27/09). 

 

Mark‟s parents did not encourage him while he attended school, but they did not 

oppose it either. His account suggests that it was his realization that he liked reading and 

having friends at school that motivated him to pursue a degree in Public Relations.  

 

Finding a job overseas 

Mark‟s teaching career began after he graduated with a degree in Public Relations 

with a job in the Philippines. After working for a few months in a small public college, he 

realized that his salary was not enough to support himself. “I worked for 6 months in 

Manila earning 60 pesos a day; this is like the equivalent of 1.50 US dollars and you 

cannot live on it!” (Interview, 4/27/09).  He then met his partner who was a teacher at an 

international school in Manila.  This was his first contact with private international 

schools and Mark wanted to explore to see if he could get a job for himself at the school. 

Although he had a degree, he did not have a teaching credential so he began to lay out a 

path to demonstrate his commitment to teaching to the school.   

I felt that I needed to prove myself and show how I was interested in teaching. So 

I started volunteering at the school every morning from 7:30-9:00 in 1
st
, 2

nd
, and 

5
th

 grade, with no pay for two months. (Interview, 5/27/09) 

 

This event was the first time Mark felt the „need to prove‟ himself, to demonstrate to 

others his ability.  As Marks recounts his first international school experience, he 

describes beginning to notice the difficulties he encountered being a local „Filipino‟ 

rather than a foreign hired staff member.  His volunteer job allowed him to see the 
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symbolic borders created between the local and foreign hires in daily school life.   Mark 

speaks of the tensions between local and foreign teachers. 

I continued to volunteer as much as I could hoping for an opportunity of a job, 

then I enrolled in the online teaching credential program through Teachers 

College in New Jersey. It is a program for international teachers and I did it for 

three summers. My practicum became the volunteer work I was doing at the 

school in the Philippines.  When I got my certificate the school didn‟t want to hire 

me because Filipino teachers were unionized and they started seeing the 

difference between local hires and expat hires. They said “how come we are 

making less money and we are doing the same job?” They wanted better pay and 

the school didn‟t like that.  This is why they didn‟t want to hire Filipinos. They 

only wanted to keep my partner [who is American] but not me.  The whole point 

was for me to get my teaching certificate so my partner and I could be working in 

the same place. Unlike some couples have a trailing spouse [refers to heterosexual 

couples] and can get benefits, [my partner] and I cannot do that because we can‟t 

get married and so we both need to work. So, that is when [my partner] got his job 

at this school [ASC] and we moved here [to China]. 

 

This was Mark‟s first move abroad. He has currently been in China for six years. 

Mark‟s efforts to prove himself to others were hindered not only by his lack of 

credentials and sufficient schooling, but by social and racial stereotypes as well.  He had 

hoped that his volunteer efforts from volunteering and a teaching credential would be 

sufficient experience to secure a job. In the next section, I recount Mark‟s journey 

through ASC. 

 

Transitioning to China - Positioning and authoring practice at ASC 

When I asked Mark about how he understood the American education outside of 

the US, his answer referred to American tools for teaching and American values.  

I think [ASC] is an American system within an international setting. We follow an 

American curriculum and most of [the school] staff has to be hired from America, 

although we have teachers from New Zealand, Australia, and Canada who speak 
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English. It means equal opportunity for everyone regardless of race, color, age, 

gender and to some degree sexual orientation. (Interview, 5/27/09). 

 

Mark‟s view of ASC seems to resemble more of a generalized concept of what 

Americans are entitled to with regards to equal rights. Mark‟s experience when he first 

came to ASC, however, contradicts his beliefs. With his new teaching credential he 

applied for a teaching position at ASC, only to be told by the administrator that Mark did 

not have previous teaching experience, and that the only job available to him was as a 

teacher‟s assistant. “Yes, they said that…so I felt that now I needed to prove myself here. 

It was a catch 22 and I took the T.A. job.” (Interview, 5/27/09).  This initial position 

categorized him as a local hire.  

He recounts the frustration of, over the course of his first three years in China, 

repeatedly applying for newly opened full time teaching positions at ASC, only to see the 

positions given to others.  

There was someone else they hired…I knew I could be as good as them, if not 

better, but once again they said no. I never got the actual No, but they just kept on 

saying OK, maybe. They said I didn‟t have the experience, but they didn‟t want to 

give me the chance, the parents and the administration. I know that. (Interview, 

5/27/10). 

 

Mark was aware that he had seemingly become „invisible‟ to administration. After 

three years he decided to move onto another international school where he was hired as a 

homeroom teacher. He believes he was able to secure a job at this school because it was 

smaller and less prestigious than ASC and had not as many applicants to choose from. He 

worked there for two years and then re-applied for a position to ASC, now with two years 

of homeroom teaching experience on his resume. 
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While he was away, the administration at ASC had changed to one more 

agreeable to hiring him, and he was considered for a position, but not without a „warning‟ 

from the principal who, in spite of hiring him, told Mark that parents would probably not 

accept him as „the teacher‟ because he had been an assistant before.  Hearing the 

administrator‟s remarks reinforced Mark‟s belief that being a Filipino meant he had less 

social capital than a Caucasian teacher at ASC. As a U.S. overseas hired teacher, his 

partner had opportunities that Mark was denied.  

The social constructs that Mark has encountered since his first attempts to secure 

a job at the international school in the Philippines through his experiences in China 

motivated him to increase his social and cultural capital through schooling. 

Parents had a concern because I had been a TA here.  So last year I started 

working on my Masters.  If another teacher and I walk together on the door, the 

other teacher would be probably hired right away. [Luisa: What does the other 

teacher look like?] Caucasian, I have proven myself… (Interview, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark decided to pursue a Masters degree to give him credibility in the eyes of 

parents and administrators.  The experience of being denied job opportunities, despite his 

belief that he was fully qualified shaped his practice beyond the classroom.  He has first 

hand knowledge from a teacher‟s assistant‟s perspective, and is now a classroom teacher. 

Mark‟s own experience of how the system works within ASC, allows him to be able to 

help mostly, but not solely, Filipino staff.  

Mark insider‟s knowledge of the inequities at ASC motivates him to advocate for 

changes that will help teacher‟s assistants. In an incident where his assistant was not 

allowed to substitute for him, he wrote to the administration asking for an explanation. 

He argued that his assistant knew his students better than anyone else and so would be the 
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best choice to replace him during his absence. The administration granted Mark the 

power to decide who would substitute for him.  He often says, “I don‟t take a „no‟ for an 

answer; I like to ask why, why, can‟t this or that happen” (Field Notes, 3/7/10).  Sitting 

on school committees with Mark, I observed that he drew from his life experience and his 

efforts to help others less privileged at school.  He defines himself as an individual who 

takes risks and advocates for others who are in less privileged positions than classroom 

teachers. When I asked Mark why he wanted to return to ASC, after being denied a 

position several times, he replied, 

Working at an international school such as ASC also gives me a sense of pride, 

meaning I am able to prove to myself and to everyone, colleagues and parents 

alike, that I have as much to offer just like anybody else.  (Interview, 1/9/10) 

 

Mark experienced first hand the inequalities in hiring practices at school. His 

decision to come back is a way to express his agency, a stand that he is not in agreement 

of being placed apart from white teachers, and in supporting this decision to come back 

and be at teacher at ASC, he gives advice to teachers‟ assistants. Although he had not 

climbed the ladder to the top layer of the overseas hires (yet), he refers to salaries and 

benefits offered by the school in the following excerpt. 

I also think we are in good position in terms of salary and benefits, smaller class 

size, great resources and facilities, professional development growth and the like. 

At this point in my life, I would say I would not give this profession up. There‟s 

so much joy in it, both professionally and personally that is too difficult to ignore. 

(Interview, 1/9/10). 

 

Mark acknowledges that the concrete benefits of his current position are what 

keeps him motivated to stay.  Mark is one of only a few minority teachers at ASC who do 

not come from a developed country. During the time of the study Mark tried to change 
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his status from local to overseas hire. It took a year for the administration and the Board 

to approve a policy that allowed teachers who had been initially hired as local, to become 

overseas hires, but only if they resigned their positions first and then re-applied. 

Presently, Mark has not decided yet whether he will risk losing his job in the event he 

does not get re-hired as an overseas employee.  His current position is secure and he has 

finally achieved what he intended when he moved to China six years ago, to be 

recognized and positioned as a classroom teacher.   

 

Figuring out diversity and language 

Diversity.  One of the benefits Mark mentions is the financial freedom his job at 

ASC provides him to afford traveling.  Because ASC is recognized by the American 

consulate in Shanghai, Mark, even as a citizen of the Philippines, was able to obtain a 

multiple entry visa to travel to the US. He usually travels every school break, mostly 

outside of China. Traveling allows Mark to compare new surroundings to that of the 

Philippines and of China. 

I remember the first time I traveled. The first time we went to Singapore; the van 

was supposed to go left…In the Philippines, if you cut in front of other cars and 

drive different... Over the years, I learned that you have to ask in different 

countries, Is it how you do it? When I‟m here [in China] I also learn… to push. 

You have to learn to survive. (Interview, 5/27/09). 

 

Mark mentions his travels as a way to be aware of different perspectives and to 

learn how to respond to different cultural frameworks and settings. Mark said that his 

travels help him make connections with the students in his classroom. 

With the vast amount of people with different backgrounds with whom we deal 

with on a fairly regular basis, we constantly have to be on our toes, like being 
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sensitive to students‟ cultures and values and always looking at the bigger picture 

and not just our own. (Interview, 1/10/09) 

 

I would say I‟m more educated because I travel a lot, I know more about myself 

than before, about other cultures than before. I understand why people think the 

way they think. I am more conscious about my students and how they learn. 

(Interview, 4/27/09) 

 

When Mark uses the phrase “I‟m more educated”, he refers to the knowledge he 

gains informally through the events happening around him during his travels, what he 

observes, what he experiences. It is the social and learning of values that he did not 

obtain through formal schooling (Valenzuela, 1999). Such learning provides him with 

insights about his own students. 

In addition to the understanding of his students, Mark explains that his travels are 

a central part of making sense of himself in relation to people in different countries.   

I learn so much about myself more than everything else, like when we went to 

Canada and in the States. I remember how the cars stopped and were waiting for 

me to cross the street, and [my partner] told me that they won‟t go until I cross the 

street. (Interview, 1/9/10) 

 

It is more about my self than about anything else, I know it is expensive but 

people should travel. You learn a lot about yourself. You appreciate yourself 

more. You are more critical about things. In China you are doing this, in the 

Philippines you don‟t do this, in the US if you don‟t have a job you can go and get 

a check (Interview, 5/27/09). 

 

Data suggests that traveling is a large component of the lives of teachers abroad. 

For Mark, it has become the extension of his learning. 

Language.  Mark explained how he learned English informally through his 

elementary school years, where the combination of Tagalog and English were used for 

instruction. Tagalog is the official language of the Philippines, but it is better known as 

the Filipino language. The Philippines served as a US naval base since the late 1800‟s, 
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and the dissemination of English language remains strong throughout the country even 

after the closure of the Base in the Subic area in 1992.  Mark mentioned that schools use 

some English embedded in the elementary school years and that many Filipino people 

speak English throughout the country. Because they are generally more fluent in English, 

compared to many local Chinese, Filipinos make good candidates for positions at ASC. 

Mark recalls learning a combination of the English language mixed with Tagalog 

in elementary school and refers to it as Taglish. I observed Mark in a variety of social 

events outside ASC. His circle of friends is mostly Filipino. When he attended school 

events, he tended to mingle back and forth from the Filipino staff and the overseas 

teachers. He would code-switch and speak Taglish (Tagalog and English). 

As a second language learner of English as a child, Mark reports that he is self-

conscious of his proficiency in English as an adult, especially because he considers his 

foundation in English as a result of colloquial and informal learning. 

I learned English by watching TV, movies, and reading a lot. I used to watch 

Charlie‟s Angels, the 18, Mc Gary. All these expats‟ TV shows.  We never 

watched Dallas, never watched those programs because my father was in charge 

of selecting which programs we watched... I wouldn‟t know what a multiplication 

is in Filipino… I learned in English. In school, apart from Filipino, we were 

taught in Taglish.  (Interview, 4/27/09). 

 

…the real gist of it was talking more English among my friends, with the kids, 

you know? You are trying to impress everyone talking in English. English is 

spoken by the rich, snobbish, the ones attending private schools. (Interview, 

1/10/09). 

 

Mark places English as a language of power (Macedo, Dendrinos, and Gounari, 

2003), and by learning English he began to build the linguistic capital that would serve 

him later on in pursuing a teaching job.  Mark‟s exposure to different languages, learning 
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English as a second language, and his stand for being responsive to his student cultural 

needs, shapes his practice in relation to teaching English. 

My ESOL students are just like me. I just go back to how I learned the language; 

by practicing, by doing it, by listening.  You read a lot, you listen, I am very 

conscious about my language still, I am still learning.  The most important thing is 

that I have to have a good foundation of my mother language, because all those 

skills will go back, they will transfer, reading, listening skills, will transfer.  Some 

teachers would probably disagree, but if I have a kid that doesn‟t know a word in 

English and then I ask how you say it in … I ask my assistant to speak to the 

students in Chinese.  Some teachers say we should only speak in English.  I use 

that as a rule but not necessarily reinforce it, if I have a student that doesn‟t speak 

English I allow to have the other students to help.  I always say, how would you 

feel if you walked into a room where everyone is speaking Japanese? How would 

you feel?  I have not sympathy, but empathy for the kids. (Interview, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark‟s own experience learning English as a second language as a child makes 

him aware of the struggles that English language learners go through and provides him 

with an understanding of language process acquisition (Cummins, 1996), in comparison 

to other teachers who practice total English language immersion at ASC. 

The importance of speaking Tagalog for Mark became tangible once he moved 

out of the Philippines. He reinforces how the use of Tagalog is important to him every 

time he goes back to the Philippines to visit family. He has made the use of his mother 

tongue a purposeful action to re-connect with his community through language.  

As an adult, I now use my Tagalog when I go to the Philippines or when I see the 

Filipinas [female teacher assistants] I talk to them in Tagalog, I would feel 

uncomfortable talking to them in English.  It used to be Tagalog but now it‟s 

called Filipino language. My mother could speak and talk the dialect from Cebu, 

the Cebuana dialect [language], even though she never went back there. 

(Interview, 4.27/09) 

 

…that‟s one of the things I learned been overseas, it is important when we go 

back to the Philippines and I have to have that connection.  My mom says why are 

you watching Filipino TV? And I love it. I love watching all those programs! 

(Interview, 5/17/09). 
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Mark reframed his understanding of being able to speak English for work and to 

maintain Tagalog. Although Mark does not speak Chinese, he did mention that by 

knowing more than one language, a transition to learning an additional one won‟t be 

difficult for him, “…because I was able to acquire a second language, if I want to learn 

Chinese I could, but it is my choice not to do it” (Field Notes, 5/25/09). 

The path that Mark has followed from the time he left the Philippines to the 

present provides him with a perspective that frames his perception of international 

schools and his own role within ASC. His social, cultural, and linguistic capital have 

increased over the years and he enjoys the privileges that his teaching job affords him. 

Within this framework, Mark continues making sense of his surroundings. 
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Tiffany 

 

Once we came to the apartment… I just remember that when I get very 

overwhelmed I have this thing, where I just want to go to sleep. Some people 

can‟t sleep. I just want to go to sleep. So when I got here, I just wanted to go to 

sleep and lay down on the bed, and then when I got to the bed and there were no 

sheets, no pillows, no pillow cases, there was nothing there… It was very quiet 

though, coming here…We got here and just kind of went in for a dive, you know, 

crashing ending kind of, and it was quiet, very quiet and… it just felt odd, I felt 

odd. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

Tiffany is a Caucasian 49 year old female of German heritage. Tiffany was a 

public school teacher in the US East Coast area where she grew up. She was on a leave of 

absence while working in China. Her first language is German and she learned English as 

a second language in school.  Her husband works at ASC and they have two adult college 

graduate children living and working in the U.S.  

I met Tiffany the first day at work during the orientation week. We worked 

together in various school committees the first two years at ASC because we belonged to 

the same department.  Working closely allowed me to observe her practice more often 

than other participants.  At the same time, the ties we developed during the study became 

strong and set the tone for me, as a researcher, to select the sections that would not 

compromise the level of privacy she deserves in this study.  

Living in China was the first time Tiffany had been separated from her children 

for a long period of time. Through the interviews and informal conversations, she often 

expressed the emotional struggles that the separation form her children caused her and 

how much this situation influenced some of her decisions while in China. Not having her 

children present also left empty hours after work when back to her apartment. It was 



 227 

during those hours she spent at home after work that she began to question why she had 

become a teacher abroad and what it entitled to be a teacher at ASC.   

 

History-In-Person 

Tiffany was born in the US to parents who emigrated from Germany. Her father 

spoke some English and her mother a few phrases when they first arrived to the US. Both 

her parents spoke only German at home Tiffany, her brother and sister grew up speaking 

German. 

Tiffany remembers her mother visiting family and relatives in Germany, but it 

was mostly the relatives who used to come to the US for a visit, especially her 

grandmother, who would spend months at a time in the US. Tiffany brings to mind the 

times her family would spend together and held parties speaking all in German. When 

Tiffany was a teenager, her parents took the family to Germany for a visit. This is one of 

the more vivid memories of her childhood. 

I remember going to Germany when I was a teenager. I loved it! I had so much 

fun. The thing that impressed me the most was that the children in Germany did a 

lot of the same things like us. They would ring the doorbell and hide behind the 

bushes, you know, the kind of things that kids do in the summer, they did a lot of 

the same things, bike riding, camping, the same things except that they were in 

Germany. I was 12 in 1972 when I went with my parents, my brother and my 

sister. My father went with my brother to his parents‟ house. I went with my 

mother and sister to her mother‟s house, then I spent time at her sister‟s with my 

cousins, then we went to my other aunt‟s house and to the other town with my 

other cousins. I was basically moving around. This was summer; we went right 

after school was out and came back right before school started. (Interview, 3/4/09) 

 

The trip left an impression on Tiffany who mentions how important it was for her 

parents that the children saw all the places where they grew up. As an adult, Tiffany 
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comments on the relevance to maintain connections with family beyond the US,  “I think 

that my parents did the right thing, I understand now why my mom and dad wanted to go 

back” (Field Notes, 12/17/08).  Around the time when Tiffany‟s own children were 

teenagers, her mother invited her to go to Germany again, along with Tiffany‟s sister. In 

spite of how much she wanted to go back and the positive memories she had about her 

first trip, Tiffany decided against it. 

My mother‟s mother came to the US, her sister came twice.  Then my mother 

would go back with my sister, and when I got married and my kids were between 

10, 12, then 18 and 16 they wanted me to go with them, but I didn‟t want to leave 

my kids. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

The idea of leaving her children behind and visiting her extended family in 

Germany were two incompatible actions to Tiffany. Even though she had the support 

from her husband to go to Germany, Tiffany conveyed that once she had children, they 

became the center of most of her decisions.   

Tiffany‟s account of her school years refers on how she went on to college to 

pursue a degree in Psychology. When she had one semester left, she got married. She 

decided then to have children and raise a family, and did not finish college. 

Tiffany not only raised her family, but also worked part time jobs to help 

supplement her husband‟s income who worked as a public school teacher.  She 

remembers her first job as a gymnastics coach and how she had to juggle the demands of 

taking care of two children, keeping a household, and working part-time jobs. “I was 

going everywhere. My son was at school and I would go and pick him up from Boston, 

bring him home. I was so spread up thinking how I do this and that.” (Interview. 3/4/09) 
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She decided to complete his Bachelor‟s degree is Psychology when her children 

were in elementary school. She was 29 years old at the time.  Completing college was a 

challenge for Tiffany. She presents a picture of moving around trying different jobs after 

she obtained her Psychology degree. 

I worked for a residential home to teach people [with challenges] how to live on 

their own. I had a Psychology degree then.  When I worked with residential 

people with challenges I went to a behavioral site based management training and 

got the position as a therapist at home. Then I went on to work with children with 

Autism at their home. I traveled in my car; my car was my office. I traveled 

everywhere. After that, I did early intervention with the Department of Public 

Health and then I took a year off. That‟s when I went back to school for my 

Masters. It has been a progression. (Interview, 3/4/09)   

 

Tiffany said that her choices about jobs have happened due to circumstances she 

did not plan for.  “I would work for two-three years and I would say, I think I want to do 

something different, find something new, I was always open to new things, and then the 

jobs just happened” (Interview, 3/4/09).  Her comment excludes the possibility that she 

was purposeful for a change when she looked for one.  As I observed Tiffany in various 

places and events, she would show a type of restlessness that she attributed to “maybe 

trying something different” and that “something will come up” (Field Notes, 10/15/09). 

Her actions often demonstrated an active role looking for change, rather than passively 

waiting for something to happen. 

In addition to completing her Master‟s degree, Tiffany had decided to pursue a 

teaching certificate. Still a working parent Tiffany continued experiencing the time 

crunches and commutes to go to work and drive her children around to attend a variety of 

activities. “When I was 39 I got my teaching degree. I had to go back to school for a year, 

it was crazy. My kids were in HS and my husband ran the whole show. For a year I did 
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that” (Interview, 3/4/09). Her first teaching job was at a public school located in a 

wealthy neighborhood close to her house. Moving around and often changing jobs came 

to an end when she became a teacher. 

Before that, I was going everywhere… but I did get this job 10 minutes from my 

house. Now I lived 10 minutes from school, it was hard for me to get into this 

mental…get used to it. I worked in that school for nine years… My husband 

couldn‟t believe it, that I stayed there for that long. (Interview, 3/4/09). 

 

This school granted Tiffany a two-year leave of absence when she got her job 

abroad. It was not Tiffany‟s intention to come to China, although she was persuaded by 

her Principal who had been to China before. 

It‟s interesting because right before I went to the job fair my principal had told 

me, “If you have an opportunity to go to China you should really take it”.  She 

had just been to China for 3 weeks in a sort of internship and our school is really 

connected to the Chinese culture, so she really encouraged me to do this and I 

looked her right into the eye and told her,  “Oh, there is no way we are going to 

China because the only reason we are doing this is because we want to go to 

Germany and we promised the family, there is no way to go to China”  She said, 

alright. Then the next thing I came back from the job fair and went “We are going 

to China, we are going to Shanghai” and she said, What? It was weird, it just 

completely changed. (Interview, 12/12/08) 

 

 

Finding a job overseas 

The first time Tiffany heard about teaching jobs abroad was through some friends 

who had relatives teaching overseas. “We would see them when they would come back to 

the US to visit, “I loved listening to their stories all over the world, they had been 

teaching everywhere and that sounded so fascinating” (Field Notes, 9/10/08).  When she 

and her husband decided to pursue a job abroad, the motivation was to be able to find a 
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job in Germany that would allow her to live there and to reconnect with her relatives. She 

mentions her dream of going to Germany. 

My dream would have been teaching in Germany, my German would become 

really sharp. And then my kids would come and visit and see my father‟s house, 

because I don‟t know how much longer the house would be in the family because 

my father‟s nephew lives there. Who knows? I would love for my children see the 

same bed that my father slept in, the bedroom, the house they lived in…. I just 

wanted to see the cherry tree. I wanted to see all of that; the house that my mother 

grew up in. I wanted them [my children] to see the condo I spent time in when I 

went to visit my grandmother. I just wanted them to see all of that. That was the 

biggest dream, for the children to see their heritage. (Interview, 3/4/09). 

 

Tiffany explained that all along the preparation time while putting papers together 

and signing up for a job fair, her mind just kept on thinking about all the things and 

places she would do and go once she lived in Germany. “We really wanted to go to 

Germany because my parents are from Germany and my kids are half German and I 

speak fluent German so that was kind of my goal” (Interview, 12/12/08).  

During the job fair Tiffany remarks the difference between herself and her 

husband‟s approach to the fair. She wanted to keep only a few interviews in comparison 

to her husband who wanted to secure more than the initial appointments they had set up.  

… for me it was more like, „alright we‟re going on six interviews, this is good, 

enough‟ But my husband?, oh no! he had to keep going, and going and going 

trying to get more interviews and I finally sat down and said  „I‟m done I cannot 

do this anymore', and he was just like a kid in a candy shop. For him it was more 

like we can go here, and here, and there; we can secure more interviews. For me it 

was I can‟t do that, I had enough, completely overwhelmed. (Interview, 

12/12/08). 

 

The puzzling initial sign up for interviews was followed by a frustration after contacting 

the school in Germany. 

I guess at first I was disappointed of not going to Germany. I was initially, but I 

realized early on that we were not going to make it for the German run because 
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they all were IB and they wanted to know if [my husband] had his IB 

certification. They said No, we only pick IB. But then I tried to go to Holland, and 

I begged, begged! But they didn‟t need a preschool or Kindergarten for me. At 

least we tried. (Interview 12/12/08). 

 

The disillusionment was followed by the realization that the fair was for a limited 

time and Tiffany goes on to recognize the time pressure she felt then. At that point, she 

and her husband also realized that finding a job as a couple had to be dependent on him 

because of his area of certification. “When the people from Germany said no, I knew they 

only wanted to know about my husband because he had the high school background and 

I‟m only a preschool teacher. I guess they didn‟t even think about my position then” 

(Interview, 12/12/09).   

Tiffany‟s experience of the process at the job fair describes how they stories she 

had heard from her acquaintances about teaching abroad, did not include any of the 

logistics on how to go about finding such jobs. She describes the two days at the fair.  

I guess we did not know anything about fairs before we went into one. I knew it 

was going to be somehow a process of interviews and the like, but nothing of 

what we found…As you finish the process by Saturday night you get all the offers 

and uhm… and they have to know your answer because then they move to 

another fair early on Sunday morning. So they give you a deadline and they try to 

give you as much time as they could, I think 24 hours after they give you the 

offer, you have to give them an answer. We stayed up all night trying to decide 

because we didn‟t know it had to be that fast…Then even a day later we would be 

like, what did we just do? What are we doing?  It was like the „twilight zone‟ for 

us, really.  It was hard to comprehend in a lot of ways. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

  

Tiffany received three job offers, all of them in the Middle or East Asia, and none 

in Europe as she had hoped before attending the fair. She mentions that her decision on 

choosing China over other countries was based on the comfort that her children would 

feel knowing she and her husband would be living in a safe country. Her own emotional 
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comfort depended on her children‟s agreement with the country Tiffany and her husband 

would choose to move to. All along the weekend, she kept on calling her children to get 

advice from them on the offers they had received. 

My hardest thing coming to China was leaving the kids because I just had a hard 

time with that. So when my son said you know “we are really going to worry 

about you if you go to Egypt”, and you know, it wasn‟t a really well informed, 

you know, it was just what we hear in the media in the States, but for them, they 

were going to worry morning and night with us being in Cairo, and I thought, why 

let them worry on top of everything else? It was hard enough for us to be 

separated, why don‟t go somewhere where they feel more comfortable? And so it 

was making that kind of a decision. (Interview, 12/12/08)  

 

She also points out that choosing China was because the school heavily recruited 

her husband who had experience in an area needed by the school, while her position as an 

elementary school teacher was more flexible. 

[ASC] really wanted my husband with his experience and they said, how about 

this other position for me? and that meant that I had to change grade levels, but I 

guess it was OK. We gave our response to Shanghai. Pretty excited, very excited! 

I thought it is time for a change, so I took it. (Interview, 3/4/09).  

 

In spite of the fact that Tiffany decided to go abroad and was happy to have made 

a decision on signing a contract with ASC, upon her return from the fair, she experienced 

some disenchantment and tried to distance herself from the idea of moving.  Before 

Tiffany moved to China she did not have an interest in learning about the city she had 

committed to spend two years in. 

People were trying to tell me things about Shanghai and I said “I don‟t want to 

know anything about Shanghai. I‟m going to be there for two years”. I want to be 

here, in my home, with my family, the people who I love. I don‟t really need to… 

I would get email, after email, people saying “I know this person in Shanghai, you 

can call them, you can find out everything you need to know about Shanghai” and 

I just thought I don‟t need to know anything about it right now. So, I had no 

desire…(Interview, 12/12/08 
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Although Tiffany uses her travels to Germany as a child to explain why she was 

not afraid to move to China, this reference is mostly related to the phenomenon of 

traveling but not necessarily to living in a new country “… the idea of traveling, coming 

far, seemed OK to me.  I think if I hadn‟t had that experience I would have been more 

resistant to come here [to China]” (Interview, 3/4/09). 

 

Transitioning to China – Positioning and authoring practice at ASC 

Tiffany‟s departure from the US was stressful and it set the tone for her transition 

into China.  During our interviews, especially throughout the first year, Tiffany often 

mentioned her departure from home and arrival to China more than other aspects of her 

job at ASC. This relevant event prompted her to visit the US at the first opportunity she 

had during the December break. 

She describes how she barely saw her children before she had to depart for her 

plane. The family had planed to drive two cars with the luggage and to meet at a certain 

place at the airport to say good bye, so one of the children would take over driving the 

parents‟ car back home.  

…We were getting ready to get on the plane basically, and I didn‟t… and I had 

not said good-bye to my daughter!  But I did manage to see her for maybe about 

10 seconds, before she came by and took over the car, and we cried and cried. She 

told me she cried all the way home, she told me she cried all day long, because we 

didn‟t really get to say good bye.  She told me later on the phone that she cried all 

day long. She said when she went back to the toll booth in Boston, she gave the 

toll booth attendant the money and she was just sobbing and sobbing. It was 

horrible. (Interview, 3/4//09) 

 

The feeling of not seeing them, and knowing that we maybe couldn‟t get in touch 

with them… And then that was so strange, because our cell phones were dead. 
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Everything, like anything that could‟ve gone wrong at that moment went wrong. 

So we couldn‟t even call them from the airport. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

Tiffany describes getting on the plane and almost ignoring what goes on around 

her. The only thing she remembers is that it was a full flight. Upon her arrival in China, 

she describes and compares the two airports. 

And it what was wild too. They were, at the airport [in the US] we were barely 

going to get on the plane, they [the airline] had so many people going on this 

plane that was very rushed. And it was so funny because when we arrived in 

China, it was very organized, and it was very orderly, and we were kind of 

amazed that uh…you left the Boston airport in total craziness and chaos, and 

arrived in China so calm and organized. (Interview, 2/12/08). 

 

Tiffany notices the different approaches for airport security and logistics between 

the U.S. and China. Although Chinese airports have security systems, they do not 

compare to the meticulous security screenings in U.S. airports, especially to a large 

metropolitan airport like Logan International in Boston.  

Upon her arrival in China, Tiffany describes the exhaustion from the trip and her 

reactions to the first night in Shanghai, far from the US and her family. 

We were happy once we came to the apartment, it looked very nice but I just 

remember that when I get very overwhelmed I have this thing, where I just want 

to go to sleep. Some people can‟t sleep. I just want to go to sleep. So when I got 

here, I just wanted to go to sleep and lay down on the bed, and then when I got to 

the bed and there were no sheets, no pillows, no pillow cases, there was nothing 

there, and I just thought „uh, it‟s going to be an uncomfortable sleep‟. But I still 

went to sleep. I don‟t know about my husband, I think he was good, he was 

probably walking around… It was very quiet though, coming here you know? I 

think it would be different if you came here with children, you know everyone 

would be looking around, you‟d be talking about everything. We got here and just 

kind of went in for a dive, you know, crashing ending kind of, and it was quiet, 

very quiet and… it just felt odd, I felt odd. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

During the first year, Tiffany would often make comments such as,  
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…even if [my children] were going to say that they would work in Beijing or 

somewhere close, I don‟t know, isn‟t it funny? they are older and I am still pretty 

connected to them.  My daughter would come and tell me everything that was 

going on. Then my son would come home and that was my husband‟s favorite 

time. It really is hard for me to be far away from them (Field Notes, 4/3/10).  

 

 At work, she was always smiling and positive and almost comforting to other 

new teachers who were transitioning as well, but during conversations among a small 

circle of teachers, she expressed almost anguish about her separation from her children.   

Tiffany‟s transition during the first two weeks were overwhelming, but she began 

to feel the excitement taking over again once she began to work and when she started 

meeting teachers who had been at other schools. She wanted to hear other people‟s 

stories.  

Part of the transition for Tiffany has been the sense of incompetence she reports 

as she had to learn how to do things at ASC. There was no previous point of reference 

from the school she worked at in the U.S. that would have helped her at ASC. In addition, 

Tiffany was hired to teach a different grade level. She compares the amount of work she 

had in the U.S. to the one at ASC and reports feeling overloaded with the tasks of her 

new job. 

Sometimes you think, oh, it is going to be very exciting! And it is exciting but I 

don‟t know, there are things that you have to start all over again, a lot of things 

that you learn all over again. It‟s hard not being sure of yourself and have to go 

from being a very confident, like feeling you know everything within the system 

you are working in and you know the people, and you have security, and suddenly 

you feel like you don‟t know what you‟re doing anymore, you know, you‟re in a 

new today. (Interview, 3/4/09)   

 

The major challenge so far has been juggling, juggling all these people, juggling 

all the… I don‟t know… maybe the new curriculum… trying to coordinate with 

everyone else, you know. The school I left is a good school, everybody works 

hard, but we would not have to do two three things at the same time. We would 
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say no, no, this is not our focus right now.  I could have my morning meeting 

every day, not feeling that I have to catch up.  I feel that I have to check my email 

more and more here.  Then I think about the technology we have to keep up with 

here, the Blogging… I put my newsletter, and a few things, but some people are 

having a conversation with parents every night, I can‟t do that.  I work hard all 

day long, 10 hours. I can‟t go home and do more…(Interview 3/4/09). 

 

She continues by highlighting that events at ASC take place in a „showy‟ fashion that is 

new to her.  

Then there are all the events, the parents, the shows. Showy stuff like the Winter 

break, we do something with the parents, a festival, the Halloween thing, the 

International thing, the celebrations around the world. Just like, I feel like it is a 

lot. Maybe because it is a private school and we need to keep the parents happy. 

But the school I came from is a school with lawyers, doctors… they didn‟t need a 

lot. I don‟t know. It is the show here. (3/4/09). 

 

Because international schools have to organize their own departments and do not 

count on extra personnel to run those departments, what I observed is that teachers have a 

three-layer job situation at ASC, teaching in the classroom, leading a 

department/committee along with offering training to colleagues, and teaching extra 

curricular activities that extend to after school and weekends.  

The first time Tiffany went back to the U.S., she felt recharged and almost happy 

to be back. “I think I felt better when we came back in January, right after. I think those 3 

weeks before Chinese New Year felt pretty nice, you know.  Maybe people have been 

complaining feeling tired.  I think when the days were sunny I felt pretty recharged. I 

think weather has to do with it” (Interview, 3/4/09).  However, as the months went by, 

she was counting the days to summer break. “I think about my kids a lot. You have no 

idea, it is so hard. I think because we were so close… it is hard. And I know I‟m going 

home for the summer, and I don‟t tell many people this, but it is hard and it is only three 
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months, but I feel this… too many things going on (Field Notes, 4/2/09).  She expressed 

in an early interview that her children visiting her in China was not possible because one 

did not like traveling, and the other was tied up with work. However, both her children 

visited her within her first year at ASC.  

Although Tiffany thought at first that she would only spend two years in China 

and would go back right away to the U.S., she was able to secure a third year for her 

leave of absence and signed an extension contract with ASC. The decision was not easy. 

She spent from September 2009 to January 2010 going back and forth, until she reached a 

final decision, and only after she went to the U.S. to see her children in December and to 

consult with them.  Tiffany went back to the U.S. every December and summer during 

the three years she worked at ASC.  

The separation from her children motivated Tiffany to learn about technology.  

She wanted to be able to use her computer to communicate home. She attended after 

school trainings until she felt comfortable enough to use Skype, to set up a Facebook 

account, and to upload and send photos to her family. According to Tiffany, these new 

skills allowed her to have more resources to keep connected with her children and the 

distance became more tolerable. She accomplished this during her second year.  

Despite the fact that Tiffany socialized with a group of teachers from ASC and 

they would go out, she experienced the constraints of being far from downtown and the 

inability to just get into the car and drive everywhere as she used to do at home.  

I sometimes feel a little boxed in here, like right after school I take my bike to do 

some shopping, go to my apartment, maybe go to the gym.  I know I can jump in 

the shuttle that goes into the city, but if the city were closer…  I don‟t have that 

desire, to go into the city. For me, when I was at home, I can get in my car after 



 239 

school, go visit friends, my family, I could do anything. I don‟t feel I‟m that free 

to do that here. (Field Notes, 3/4/09). 

 

Tiffany also talked about teachers at ASC leaving every year once their contracts 

are up. The mobility was greater than she had experienced with at her previous job. 

It must be hard when people you came together, whenever they leave. People say, 

“Oh, I had this friend who left last year”. People get used to leaving all the time, 

don‟t you think so? Different than at home, uh?  My husband and I were in an 

unusual situation, our friends, people we know, everyone stayed together, people 

knew each other, our friends had been there for 8-10 years. What would you call 

that? We come from different experiences. Some teachers came from other 

schools here, not first timers like us. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Figuring out diversity and language 

Diversity.  At ASC, Tiffany ‟s understanding of diversity began with the 

difficulty of learning her students‟ names and differentiating physical characteristics 

among them. She had worked with mostly a homogeneous group of students in the US. 

Even just learning the kids‟ names was so difficult, you know, the names. I know 

is a funny thing to say but the kids all have the same color hair, and the names 

sound almost the same. But it is funny when you‟ve been longer you begin to see 

the differences. There were these four girls who looked the same to me and it took 

me about a month, and I would get them confused. I thought, how can I get them 

confused, you know? (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

In addition to learning names, Tiffany experienced a situation in which she had an 

African-American student that was not being included within the classroom dynamics. 

Tiffany said that the student was feeling uncomfortable being left out of games some 

students would organize. Tiffany picked several books from the library to read about 

African American students. The books did not have the effect she wanted because most 

of her students were Asian and she only had two Western students who had been born 

outside the US, in countries where there was no contact with Black children. Tiffany 
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commented to me, “I told my student that I know how she felt, I even told her that I also 

have brown skin because I went to the beach for the break and I got dark‟ (Field Notes, 

4/15/10). After hearing this comment, I asked Tiffany if she thought that her tan would be 

comparable to her student who was born with a dark skin color. Tiffany seemed puzzled 

for a moment and added “Do you think it was not an appropriate thing to say?” I did not 

respond to her question, but she immediately added that all she wanted was for her 

student not to be left out.  

My observations of Tiffany in her classroom indicate that she is a caring teacher 

and has good intentions in making sure her students feel welcomed in her classroom, but 

facing a group of students different form the ones she taught in the US, has made an 

impact on her trying to understand diversity beyond the unusual names of students in her 

classroom.  

Tiffany‟s experience with understanding China beyond school is usually 

expressed in general terms referring to the politeness of people.  

Oh, I love the culture, but if I wasn‟t you know… you would not plan a 24 hr. 

weekend trip to go home. I feel it is very set, that is how it goes. But I love the 

culture. I love going to get air for my tires they are so helpful, so nice. I like it, I 

really do. (Interview 3/4/09)  

 

Tiffany‟s comments suggest that she continues to think about the distance 

between China and the U.S. as central to her thinking and actions.  

Language. Tiffany situates herself as a second language learner. After learning 

English as a child in a total immersion program in kindergarten, she became the translator 

between school and her mother.   
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I think I was very quiet and trying to take it all in, not talking very much. I was 

very much trying to absorb it all… I don‟t think they ever heard me to speak 

German because I knew nobody spoke German. I was very quiet, very quiet, just 

listening. (Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

Tiffany‟s reminiscence of herself in her preschool classroom helps her to 

understand her ESOL students at ASC.  She knows first hand that second language 

learners immersed in an all English speaking school experience challenges and she tries 

to use the strategies she thinks are appropriate for learners of English. 

I have so much empathy for my ESOL kids, I have a couple of kids who do not 

speak any English…I try to make sure things are right for these kids, I try to 

repeat the words, make sure they understand , so they can get it. I have some 

much empathy for them.  You can just see these children they have no clue what 

you are saying… I feel like we [teachers] have to be repetitive.  I remember this 

5
th

 grade buddy, he is Korean and he helped explain.  We were reading books and 

then I said something like put away the books and it just went over their heads. 

He helped me to translate. (Interview 3/4/09). 

 

It‟s amazing to me that when I do a game with the kids that there are many 

pictures they don‟t have any idea what they are, like a drill, a plunger, a skate. We 

are doing a game then they look at it and say, What is it? Vocabulary building! 

They are so limited with the vocabulary…the things that we just take for granted. 

(Interview, 12/12/08). 

 

Tiffany‟s knowledge about language learning comes from her own experience as 

a child.  Although Tiffany did not teach her own children to speak German, she 

mentioned that her children grew up listening to both languages because when Tiffany‟s 

relatives get together the conversations are all in German, and when they get together 

with her husband‟s family, they speak completely in English. 

Tiffany began taking Mandarin lessons during her second year at ASC and she 

employed the same strategies she used with her students to communicate with other 

adults outside of ASC. 
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I feel that I can get everywhere I want to. Not that I speak the language, but I get 

my card, I can gesture. With my bike I can ask… I am really good at gestures. I 

feel I can get everything accomplished even I cannot speak the language. (Field 

Notes, 10/10/09). 

 

Mimicking, gesturing, and repetition has worked for Tiffany when trying to 

convey a simple action, however, she is aware that the limitations on the language do not 

allow her to go beyond the basic phrases. 

We don‟ t really see our ayi because she is gone by the time we come home from 

work. A couple of times I came home and I introduced myself and we smiled and 

after five seconds nothing happened. It is weird, yeah. Not being able to ask. 

(Interview, 3/4/09) 

 

During her second year, Tiffany felt more confident at employing strategies to 

teach her English language learners. However, this confidence crumbled when she was 

asked to move to a new position in her third year while she was trying to get acquainted 

with the new requirements and curriculum for a different grade level assignment. Tiffany 

also noticed that some of the students were being referred by teachers who thought 

students had academic problems, but some of the issues were related to learning English.  

At this point, Tiffany sees her practice more of an intervention at both levels, linguistic 

development and academic strategies. She would often be frustrated when realizing that 

some of the teachers preferred employing total immersion to language learning, and 

misunderstood language learning for academic deficits. 
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Richard 

…half of the reason why I am respected and I was hired is because I have a 

degree from the great American University (emphasis), or two. Yeah, I‟m a gate 

keeper. And the parents know that I‟ve been through the gate and I can help their 

kids go through the gate, and they are going to pay 20 thousand for that, just to 

hang around me, have me write recommendation letters. That is also the privilege 

of having a college degree (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

Richard is a Caucasian male in his early thirties. Richard was born in a small town 

on the West Coast in the United States. His family moved to Arizona when he was four 

years old.  His wife works at ASC and they have two children who attend ASC.  

I first met Richard during the orientation session in August of 2008. He 

volunteered to participate in the study right after the superintendent announced to the 

faculty that I was conducting research. He has a circle of friends composed of mostly 

teachers who have young children and they have organized a little league and spend their 

weekends teaching their children how to play baseball. 

Richard often recalls his experience working with minority kids, mostly Mexican 

immigrants in the U.S. West Coast and teaching in Vietnam. He speaks passionately 

about History and likes to connect personal events to historical periods. Richard was an 

ESOL teacher his first year at ASC and during the second year he was appointed to teach 

History and became IB certified.  His account of events and experiences at ASC include 

his perspective from these two teaching roles. 

History-In-Person 

Richard‟s parents are divorced. His mother remarried, and his father remains 

single. He has two sisters. The only memory that Richard mentioned about his family 

was, 
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My family is not the kind that goes places.  You know my mom went to 

Switzerland on vacation, and to a couple of places for work years ago, but no. 

They are home bounds. They both live in Phoenix where I lived since I was four.  

My mom is employed part of the year. They [my parents] like having a place 

knowing it well; being in their comfort zone. (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

By the time Richard was a teenager he knew he wanted to move out of Arizona. 

“I was not going to be buried in the dessert.  I was probably not going to raise a family 

there, and so I turned 18 and two weeks later drove across the country with my dad and 

went to college in Chicago.  And except for a month or two I haven‟t been back since. 

(Interview, 4/10/09)   He explains his reasons for not choosing to spend more time in 

Arizona, besides the heat, were mostly because politics were either too conservative or 

too apolitical for his taste. 

I mean politics… people just hanging out at the resorts, playing golf. I don‟t 

know…I mean there are people I made friends with and I‟m still friends with, and 

they live there still.  It‟s not that it was a total lack of.. .I just had this idea… I 

don‟t know what it is but it ain‟t here (touches his heart). And I think in general, 

after a few years of working in the States and doing work… in the community. I 

think I feel the same way about the States. I don‟t know where the place is for me 

but right now but the States is not.  (Interview, 4/10/09) 

 

During his sophomore year in college he declared History as one of his majors, 

the other was Philosophy. Richard finished his undergraduate studies early. As he 

approached graduation, he decided that the best way to stop waiting tables was to apply 

to graduate school and continue studying History.  

I went from Northwestern to University of Oregon. I guess I had it all figured out 

because my last year I thought I‟m going to get my PhD and going to become a 

History professor… I was studying the War and got very interested in Vietnam… 

You know, doesn‟t really work like that. It‟s a lot more complicated than that I 

found out.   I pretty much said no, I don‟t want to do this.  A lot of people said the 

jobs are not just out there, too many people with degrees and not enough jobs, and 

that didn‟t sound pretty good (Interview, 5/15/09).   
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While he was in graduate school he got interested in the Vietnamese language. At 

that time, he was still thinking about doing research in Vietnam, and he applied and 

obtained a scholarship to study language in Vietnam. He spent a semester there and the 

trip left an impression on him.  As he developed an interest for the country, he also ended 

up finding his first teaching job there.  The significance of his trip to Vietnam was 

evident during my observations of him in various settings. The conversations would often 

turn to Vietnam. Richard‟s step father came to Shanghai once to visit him and Richard 

took him to Vietnam. He remembers how he got his first teaching job in Vietnam  

I got my job by accident, I was just walking on the street and I guess because I‟m 

White this guy basically rode by me in his bike and just asked me, do you speak 

English? Come work for me…and I did because I wanted to stay longer in 

Vietnam (Interview, 5/15/09).   

 

His job consisted on teaching mostly young students a couple of hours a week in a 

public school.  “I was sort of the specialist that give them accent free or the American 

accent English to pair back. But I didn‟t do much planning. I wasn‟t real teaching, it was 

sort of rote recipes, that kind of stuff” (Interview, 4/10/09).. He also taught English for a 

couple of hours to college students.   

Five months after he returned from his trip to Vietnam, he started volunteering at 

a high school for kids that were closed to dropping out from school.  The job that he did 

as a volunteer consisted of a mentor program to provide support to students on a one-to-

one basis. They met outside of school and had meetings as a group, then once or twice a 

week he would pick up a student and do social activities together, but not homework. The 

program specified that he only needed to be there for the students as a social support. 

“We were just caring adults who would listen and give them somebody to kind of learn 
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how to relate to… a lot of these kids have learned that the world is full of bad people. So 

they shouldn‟t trust anyone and that a lot of people just act like jerks. So our goal was 

just to be there for them” (Interview, 5/10/09). 

Working as a volunteer with high school students “convinced me, OK I want to 

teach and went back to teaching school and I‟ve been teaching ever since” (Interview, 

5/15/09). For eight years, Richard taught at a low SES High School in Oregon. He was in 

the Social Studies department and taught History and Educational Anthropology.  

In spite of how much he was motivated when he began working at a public 

school, Richard says that after eight years he was not convinced that the working 

conditions were suitable for him to continue there.  Richard points out that his teacher 

preparation program did not trained him to work with the challenging social 

circumstances that surround urban public schools in the U.S..  He speaks of large class 

size and students who needed to be watched at all times because of social problems in 

school. And because of the large amount of time he put into his job, he felt he didn‟t have 

enough time for his family. 

I mean Oregon is supposed to be a great place but, you know it felt too much like 

a rat. We bought a nice house, we did things that we all are suppose to do… we 

had a car. But you know? it is just too hard. I‟m working too hard, as hard as I can 

because I have to leave right away, as soon as I‟m allowed to leave, because I got 

to spend one hour driving each way, two hours a day in commuting. Which is 

idiotic, but it‟s also typical. Nobody looks at you like you are crazy. So, yeah, you 

live in America!  So, the whole lifestyle work ethic. Look just as a teacher, you 

are getting off two weeks on Christmas, and still I never…I never felt like I got to 

see my own kids enough.  (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

When Richard began to question his job situation as a public school teacher and 

his family‟s needs, the idea of returning to Asia began to make sense to him. He said that 
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his wife, who got into education after him, had been working in graduate school while he 

was a teacher.  They both had talked about “having portable jobs…and the idea of having 

a lot of time for our family, once we had kids, and the possibility of having our summer 

together and the kids enrolled wherever we are” (Interview 4/10/09). With this frame in 

mind, Richard and his wife began the search for a job teaching abroad. 

 

Finding a job overseas 

When Richard and his wife got married, they set up a goal that by the time they 

had children, they wanted their kids to attend an elementary school nearby that offered a 

Chinese language program.  As the couple found their way to purchase a home in that 

neighborhood, Richard was experiencing the struggles of commuting to work and the 

financial load of his salary trying to cover expenses while his wife was still in graduate 

school. After they had two children, they planned to apply for a job overseas with the 

intention of finding a job in Asia in 2009. When the recruiting fair came close to where 

they lived in early 2008, Richard and his wife decided to attend the fair to have a „run 

practice‟ before 2009. 

We registered with Search Associates and started looking online. We looked 

online daily. We saw one [position] in Manila, and another place I forget. Then 

Manila went away and we got to the job fair thinking there might be nothing, 

specially [my wife‟s] job because that is much more specialized, hard to find.  So, 

we got to the fair, then we went in, we wanted the Shanghai job, and we got 

where we wanted to be. (Interview, 4/10/09) 

 

So I heard from our recruiter, who used to teach here I guess. He used to live in 

Shanghai and knew a lot about the place. I had a college friend here and he said it 

is a good spot. I guess he knew the school had a very good reputation.  And so we 

took his advice in good faith. We never came here before. I had been to Hong 

Kong a long time ago. I‟ve been in the area but knew not much about it. We saw 
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some nice pictures online. We went in with the attitude of getting [ASC] or if 

nothing happened then wait for the next school year, and it happened. We both 

resigned to our jobs and there was no pressure for us to leave. Nobody unhappy 

with us at home, that‟s for sure.  Some people thought we were crazy. (Interview, 

5/15/09) 

 

One of the reasons why Richard selected the job at ASC is because of the salary. He 

wanted to be able to save money in addition to covering his family expenses.  

We have the house, student loans, you know, we have debts and part of the deal 

coming is to put 8 to 10 thousand dollars every year in addition to traveling, and 

not having to worry about month to month. So, yeah, it was China because we 

want the children to learn the language, we wanted to be on the coast, so it had to 

be Shanghai or Hong Kong. I don‟t know, I didn‟t look harder into Hong Kong…  

and then, yeah Shanghai pays well. (Interview, 5/15/09) 

 

Transitioning to China – Positioning and authoring practice at ASC 

Richard began to notice the level of academic work students do at ASC compared 

to that of his previous school. He reports that he always had high expectations for his 

students in Portland and that his school sent kids to Stanford. He talks about liking 

working with minority students and compares them with the students at ASC, expressing 

certain disappointment when he first met his students at ASC. 

And the disappointments that I wasn‟t ready for… ah… it is hard to say…mm. 

It‟s hard to say, I don‟t see tons of… I kind of like the kids, the kids who…the 

conspicuous nonsense. I think I have a soft sport in my heart for kids like, you 

know, kids that, fuck the whole thing, school stuff, I‟m going to be visibly 

different, you know? I‟m just going to stick my middle finger up to the man, eh? 

There are a lot of kids at home, you know, with purple hair and with really 

obnoxious music. You know, lots of good kids who act pretty much like lots of 

other kids, you know? Because the norm is good, nice kids, and that is a nice 

thing, you are not going to conform to the good model. And so I guess I miss it, 

diversity in the large sense, specifically those kids who make the field like 

outcast... They look for an adult they can talk to and they have a very good 

perspective and sense. They are very acute observers and they figure out really 

quickly where they stand, who is on the top of the pyramid. You know, I don‟t 
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miss the feeling of the social drama, who is in and who is out, you know… I think 

here is a little more conforming than I like to be around. (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

He continues by adding that he notices how the students at ASC get themselves organized 

without major social complications. 

… I don‟t think I was ready for…eh…  like today‟s [special event].  The kids are 

running the event, really they are totally running it, and there is not a sense 

of…sort of, eh… I don‟t know, like the kids are going to be naughty or something 

like that.  Whereas at home, you feel like a kick and… in your relationships with 

the kids, you start yelling, the kids get mad, and the kids tend to be more 

adversarial, you know? I don‟t think it has to be that way. They are as responsible 

as these kids given the different circumstances. The best thing of the kids here is 

that they come to class, they handle their business, and  I don‟t have to worry with 

the silliness I have to deal at home; the partying, stuff that makes you crazy; the 

stuff that didn‟t teach me for, like the babysitting functions. They don‟t happen 

here; so, that has been nice (4/10/09). 

 

Richard goes on to compare his previous job and the conditions at ASC in relation 

to class sizes. “I had 175 students for eight years. How can you ever only have 75 

students here? I have a full load of 5 classes, 15 each. Seventy half is not near half of the 

standard at home. Minimum teachers have 6 classes of 36, It‟s ridiculous. It‟s a fiction of 

working…” (Interview, 5/15/09). 

Richard acknowledges that his position as an American overseas hire affords him 

prestige and power. His words suggest how he is thinking out loud some of the contrasts 

between what he believes in, his own schooling opportunities, and what he is 

experiencing in China. 

Yeah, and half of the reason why I am respected and I was hired is because I have 

a degree from the great American University (emphasis), or two. Yeah, I‟m a gate 

keeper. And the parents know that I‟ve been through the gate and I can help their 

kids go through the gate, and they are going to pay 20 thousand for that. Just to 

hang around me, have me write recommendation letters. That is also the privilege 

of having a college degree. Because all I did was not to screw up the easy ride I 

was given. By the way I was born and the fact that I had parents who were serious 
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about education and gave me lots of resources to help me in school…I cannot 

ever forget that. I‟m not here because I worked myself to the bone for thirty years. 

Ah, and you can see here the Chinese workers…God knows how much they are 

making and that is a hard life. What I had was the easy life… (Interview, 

4/10/09). 

 

Richard reflects on how his position as a White male affords him benefits that 

others want to attain by emulating American ways of living. He reflects on his teaching 

job in the U.S. advocating for minority students and how living in China has provided 

him with certain privileges, and some disadvantages.  

…And that is something I try always to include in my anthropology classes, 

especially for the kids to have an awareness, but today, in spite of all the 

circumstances and the appearance of equality… So, sometimes I fear that I have 

not done enough to really change the work system, to advocate, to make the 

system of more equitable treatment of people. I feel like I‟ve fallen back many 

times… So being here I think complicates that somehow because a lot of 

things…of not being Chinese, in general is a kind of hassle a lot of times because 

I don‟t say anything. (Interview, 5/15/09). 

  
He continues by expressing how his lifestyle as teacher is limiting in the 

interactions with the larger community beyond the school. 

And the bubble we live in, I don‟t have my lack of Chinese or cultural 

misunderstandings right on my face. Yeah, if I were to take a walk [downtown] I 

would have to confront that I don‟t know how to say anything or do much.  But 

for here where I just walk from school to home…Yeah, I am under guards 24 hrs. 

a day (laughs). There is a big fence around campus, there is a big fence around the 

compound. I live the gated life! (Interview 5/15/09). 

 

He again turns his reflective voice to his living condition „in the bubble‟ of the 

American comfortable lifestyle in Shanghai. He remarks that he didn‟t foresee that it is 

possible to live the extension of the American lifestyle by watching American movies, 

playing basketball, having air conditioned apartments, and eating breakfast cereal. 

I mean, if I didn‟t make any effort, I could forget that I was in China. And there 

are not many places in China that you can say that. If you are in Inner Mongolia, 
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there are no many places where you can go in Inner Mongolia and be in this… it 

is only in the big cities or around international schools, and in certain 

neighborhoods, definitively not while I was living in Vietnam.  I‟m not living in 

China. I really don‟t feel like I‟m living in Shanghai. I‟m at ASC with my 

apartment across the street. So, as far as my preconceptions, I think it is surprising 

that I can do that, surprising that I can live… I didn‟t think when was leaving that 

I was going to hit and land in something so similar to what I had left!  You know? 

Back we were, Oh, what is it going to be like? It‟s going to be so exciting. We 

were oh sure, ready to jump in. Then once I got here, I just forget that day to day 

feels like how I used to live, you know? It‟s a crazy thing, craziest thing in China, 

and here we are… (Interview 5/15/09). 

 

Richard believes in helping students in U.S. public schools and acknowledges that 

the teaching conditions drove him out of public education. This view resurges on and off 

in his teaching.  He asks his students to research current events and tries to analyze them 

with a critical view. He often discusses issues of class and privileges in his teaching. At 

the same time, Richard is cognizant that his choice to work at ASC was the right one for 

him. He adds, “…we all are faced with the truth of it… the side of valuing education, 

smaller class sizes, and if I have to come to China for better working conditions, I‟ll do it. 

(Interview, 4/10/09) 

 

Figuring out diversity and language 

Diversity. One of the statements that Richard made in regards to diversity was in 

reference to parenting styles, especially about raising boys. He mentions how China with 

its one-child policy favors male over female children. Since Richard has two young 

children, he speaks of how surprised he was to see different parenting styles at a birthday 

party.   

The little emperor phenomena of the young boy, because they are the only child 

boy, basically given the free range run around and being obnoxious…and  then 
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the parents don‟t give them what I consider to be parenting discipline, structures, 

standards, consequences, that sort of standard American; law and order kinds of 

thinking. So, you know, I think, not for me to pass judgment on it because you 

have… ah… you know you have kids who most once they hit seven they are 

going to be, have all the academics pluses. They are going to have one instrument, 

and a sport, and a native language, intensive period of Chinese. Basically the only 

time they get to run around and have fun is basically between 3 and 4 and 5. 

(Interview, 5/15/09). 

 

Based on this reference he continues to add that he has noticed that his students 

do not have too much contact with their parents because the parents are busy traveling 

and he considers that the limited time is not enough to have a solid relationship.  “And if 

the parents are running around like crazy making money to pay for the kid‟s tuition, then 

there is something wrong with that picture. And again, you know, having just gotten here, 

eight months or whatever, something to be said with that ambiance that seems to me to be 

wrong” (Interview, 4/10/09).  

Richard shares that he was disappointed by finding that ASC was more 

homogeneous than he thought. He mentions looking at the demographics on the year 

book that the school had during the job fair and when he arrived, he wondered, “where 

are the White and the Hispanic kids?” (Field Notes, 9/2/09). About a third of students in 

Richard‟s previous job were from Mexico. 

You get used to hearing Spanish all the time, and I speak Spanish, I like hearing 

it. And that was also what the principal said on day one or two of the orientation, 

that this is a pretty Asian school. You know, the Canadian born, the American 

born, the Taiwanese, Hong Kongnese… but definitively nothing like… you 

know? There are a lot of Asian kids. (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

He continues by expressing his thoughts on the stereotypes about being an American. 

The good side of the American stereotype is that we are friendly, we are laid 

back, not really uptight like the British, we are not very formal eh…Americans. 

Maybe some Chinese people think that Americans are… maybe they think that we 
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all are rich? I don‟t know? There is still definitively a cache of being an American 

and being a White American especially.  People are bombarded with these 

American TV shows and movies with American movie stars and athletes. There is 

this sort of coolness for being American. Or you have something that people 

want, I guess, may be it is English, maybe it‟s money. You are a curiosity, you get 

stared at. I can‟t say that I have had that many meaningful discussions with locals 

about what they think about Americans. This is sort of what I have been able to 

get from how I read people‟s reactions to us. (Interview, 5/15/09). 

 

When Richard mentions “you are a curiosity, you get stared at” he refers to how 

Caucasian people get stared at on the streets. He has experienced this with his two 

children who have light hair and white skin. He says he is trying to make sense of the 

contradictions he did not know he had to deal with before he moved to China. He doesn‟t 

want his children to learn that they should not interact with Chinese people, but he is also 

aware that he does not want his children to feel uncomfortable when people stare at them 

The fact that we could‟ve just stayed home, you know, it‟s kind of a balance 

between, Oh, come on, tolerate a little bit of it, and to the point that, now you, get 

away from my kid. Who am I looking out for? I mean, I want them to be 

comfortable with strangers at least about in Shanghai, and then some people are 

just sort of… so we just have very different standards. (Interview, 5/15/09). 

 

By trying to find a balance, knowing his position as a parent, and acknowledging 

that different standards apply in different situations, Richard tries to figure out and 

navigate his new environment, he tries to find meaning and make sense of what will work 

for him and for his family.  He continues by mentioning an incident the family had with 

their first ayi as they arrived in China. He again is caught between his family needs 

transitioning to a new country, versus his own beliefs about not abusing those who are in 

need of a job. 

This will sound great coming from the soft handed imperialist. But our first nanny 

was a disaster. You know, with our work schedules, and the kids‟ school 

schedules. I don‟t know if you have to have a nanny working here? If you both 
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want to have full time jobs, but if would be real… we wouldn‟t be able to fulfill 

our 40 hrs. a week if we didn‟t have a nanny. We were living in China for the first 

time a few months ago. So we had many things going on. We were transitioning, 

setting up our apartment. Literally, the first 5-6 weeks is the hardest part for sure 

(reflecting). We were leaving our kids with her for crying out loud! And then it 

just turned out to be this disaster. It was a nightmare. I won‟t even say her name… 

I just totally rooted her off.  If we had our current ayi the whole time, it would 

have been a lot easier. Just given the fact that we have to be at work, and be here 

thinking about the home situation, it was very... it was distracting. We got that 

done. And then I feel like a total colonialist. You know, my house keeper is not 

good.  What a snob! (Interview, 5/15/09). 

 

Language. Richard speaks English, Vietnamese, and Spanish. Speaking three 

languages has granted Richard opportunities that he says are mostly related to his 

teaching job. Richard recalls his work with English language learners in the U.S. and 

compares it to his work with  ESOL students at ASC. He finds a difference in the 

approach the school follows in the ESOL program. 

Of my six classes in the US, there were always two that were ESL classes. Most 

of the kids from Mexico and Central America and a few East Asian kids were in 

these classes. These were people new to English in the last couple of years or born 

in the States, but in California or in Oregon… some of the kids still struggle even 

after you mainstream them, as we call it, some of them are still trying to make 

progress as 17 or 20 yr olds, whether in reading or writing…  

 

Here [at ASC] there is not follow tracking, there is informal tracking at the 10th 

grade level because some of the kids say take AP World History, and they all 

need college prep classes to take care of as sophomores in any department. So 

what happens is that the college bound kids, native English speakers, second 

language speakers included, would take AP US and the rest would take US 

history at the regular level or World history, and so once they get used to and get 

into the push-in with teacher help, then the next level is to have them in the study 

hall. So they‟ll have a normal schedule instead of a free period, or instead of huge 

40 kids study hall. They‟ll be in a study hall of eight kids or so. So I can help 

them one-to-one pretty much if they want. (Interview, 4/10/09). 

 

During his first year as an ESOL teacher Richard helped students prepare for his 

exams, do their homework, reviewed his essays, and help them in Library research. 
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Given that the school only offers ESOL until grade 10
th

, by the time Richard worked with 

these students in high school, they had a strong basis and none of his students were 

beginners learning English. Although he is pleased by the work his students do in 

learning the language, he mentions that it has been a one-direction learning because he 

still cannot communicate with his students the way he used to at home, speaking both 

English and Spanish. Richard also sees the additive aspect of speaking more than one 

language and he began teaching Spanish to his children at home.  

Maybe somebody asked us about, you know, so how long do you think you would 

stay? No so much how long but, will I ever leave is the question! I mean, even if I 

leave and leave Shanghai, would we go back home? Is not about going home but 

when you are coming home.  Well, you shouldn‟t shovel 180 students at me every 

year, and as soon as you treat me with a little more of respect than you used to. 

Maybe… but, why would I go home? To switch careers, maybe. But to go back to 

33 students packed into a class, you know, six or seven accidents every day, 

you‟ve got to deal with that hassle. You know, several of them really don‟t belong 

there, don‟t want to be there, don‟t get so much out of it, shouldn‟t be coming but 

they have to. For me that‟s the part of the working conditions that, that keeps me 

away from Oregon.  It is the class size, and the pay here is nice too, is tax free and 

all of that. I have 13, 14, 15 kids who want to be here, always do all their 

homework, with rare exceptions. I‟m not cracking the whip out so much, so I am 

actually able to get to think about things to do some real stuff besides doing the 

paper chase.  

 

So yeah, if I turn into a fat imperialist, alcoholic, massage addict. That‟s not a bad 

way to go out of here I guess (ironic). I can die of stress at home and can die of 

liver cancer here, then, so be it I guess.  (Interview, 5/15/09). 

 

Through classroom observations, Richard makes statements regarding teaching 

for social justice, but his interviews suggest that he is pleased not stepping out of his 

comfort zone. He continues to try to make sense of what he is becoming and what he 

believes is fair treatment of teachers in the U.S. 
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Charlie 

And here we are, at the job fair, changing our own freaking lives, you know? 

and… the job fair was fun but exhausting. Then we got all these offers, the offers 

were nice but we had to make a quick decision. And we were up all night long, oh 

my God! We had to make these decisions... We thought Shanghai is really a good 

school… Anyway, I think at that time, we went crazy at some point and very 

excited at others (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie is a Caucasian 58 year old male from New Hampshire. He is a retired 

teacher and coach from a public High School in the US. This is his first time working 

abroad. His wife is a teacher at ASC and they have two adult married children living in 

the U.S.  

I first met Charlie during one of the cocktail parties the school sponsored for new 

hires at the beginning of the school year. Something I noticed about Charlie is that he 

always carries a wide smile that makes people feel comfortable. He prefers seeing the 

positive side of things, almost in a joking manner with a sound laugh. When I approached 

him about the study, he wanted to set up an interview right away. 

Charlie account of events is always rich and embedded with laughter. Often times, 

those stories are about the school he worked for 37 years.   He knew the community in 

and out and proudly says that he taught three generations at the same school.  Because of 

his extensive experience, Charlie was hired to lead a program at ASC, at the same time he 

became again a first year teacher when he moved to China. Charlie had to figure out how 

to navigate a new school environment one month after he had completed the cycle of 

teaching with his retirement from a public school in the US. During his interviews he 

speaks of the frustrations felt at times when he „didn‟t know‟ how to do things at ASC. 
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At our fist interview, Charlie spent nearly two hours telling how he decided to get 

a job abroad and asking me questions about my own story. In the next section, I present 

Charlie‟s childhood and school background. 

 

History-In-Person 

Charlie was born in New Hampshire. He has a brother and a sister. His father has 

a college degree but his mother did not have the opportunity to go to college.  Charlie 

speaks of how his mother is an avid reader and he considers his mother as the person who 

inspired him to read and to develop a love for books. He is the only one of his siblings 

who attended college. He has a brother who is a salesman, a sister who works at a bank, 

and a younger sister who works for a small business. Charlie is the second one of the 

siblings.  

Charlie attended UNH pursuing a major in Psychology but half way he decided to 

change his degree to English. There were two majors in English, one was in teaching, but 

Charlie was not interested at all, so he opted for the second one. “I thought I was going to 

be the biggest American novelist” (Interview, 5/4/09) Charlie said of his choice for 

Literature.  

When he was a senior in college, Charlie was selected to be part of a program 

abroad sponsored by a small college in England. He attended college in a small town in 

England for six months. His courses were mostly American courses, but the experience 

of studying in another country left Charlie thinking that he would like to return one day. 

He traveled through England as much as he could while on his study abroad. When 
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Charlie graduated he was faced with no jobs and his dream of becoming a novelist was 

put in perspective.  

Upon to his return home from his six months in England, Charlie‟s father 

suggested he try a teacher internship program at a nearby school to earn some money. 

Charlie didn‟t want to be a teacher and he would have chosen to do something else had it 

not been for his father‟s insistence. 

My father, who is work, work, work, said “why don‟t you try this teaching 

internships that we have here in town. They have these internships and they pay 

75 dollars a week. You got to teach four short Geography classes, and you also 

got to be a substitute to other teachers”. So I said, OK, I‟ll try it. That same 

summer I took a Methods in curriculum course at the local college so I could get 

some sort of practical skill. Then I started the internship and within two weeks, I 

can‟t say that I like it.  It was working in the middle school and it was…  I was 

skeptical.  I was this guy with your typical trying to get things under control, and 

then I would try this and try that. And the more I did it, the more I eventually 

liked it. (Interview, 5/4/09) 

 

Charlie was a successful intern that summer. He got to work with experienced 

teachers who were piloting a cluster program in one of the middle schools that 

approached teaching through working as a team. The program won a special recognition 

in the area because it yielded positive results with students. Charlie says he felt 

accomplished on his very first teaching internship. He remembers the team was 

composed of teachers who were innovative and experienced and since Charlie was an 

inexperienced intern, they helped him out and he learned the basic skills. Because of his 

successful internship, Charlie went back to school to take another course back at UNH 

state. “I had this professor that when we finished the course he said to me, Charlie you 

are just such a natural teacher” (Interview, 5/4/09).   
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The success of his teaching internship and the encouragement of his professor led 

Charlie to obtain his teaching credential. Upon completion, Charlie interviewed for 

positions but did not hear from any school, so he decided to take another trip to Europe 

with a friend.  The day that Charlie left for his trip, a school called him with an offer. It 

was a school that had in place the same program he became familiar with during his 

internship, but he was not able to give them a response. Charlie began looking for a job 

again after he returned from his trip. 

When I got back from Europe, the town where I was interning, which is the town 

I grew up in, had a job opening and they asked me if I wanted the job teaching 

English.  I took the job. It was 8
th

 grade. I taught 8
th

 grade for eight yrs. Then I 

moved to the HS and taught every grade; different times, different things. Then I 

started to couch.  I did the Drama, the literary magazine, the whole thing.  I just 

liked the kids. I liked couching. It was so much fun. It was a blast! It wasn‟t 

planned, you know, my father suggested doing this and I liked it. (Interview, 

5/4/09). 

 

I think I ended up at my school because of circumstances, because the opportunity 

arose, but I also understood the kids, they were core, they were scrappy. I really 

liked that, I related to that. Then when they were successful, I really liked that. I 

was connected. This is the school I went to. I could see myself been 16 there and 

now I was 57. I never got out of there! (laughs). I had a blast there. (Interview, 

12/11/08). 

 

Even though Charlie had no intentions to become a teacher and he ended up 

teaching due to circumstances, he tried to change his career at some point. His passion for 

teaching arose as he saw his job almost ending due to a tax cut proposition in 

Massachusetts. 

Well, when I was just about turning 30 I felt that I had to do something else. You 

know what I mean? You get to that point, oh I am 29 yrs. old, and I am here just 

teaching high school. I‟ve got to do something more… and then, interestingly 

enough, Proposition 2 1/2 came out. It was a tax option in Massachusetts where 

each town had to vote on a 2 ½ tax increase, and the town voted it down, and of 

course when they voted it down they had to cut down on teachers. They fired a lot 
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of teachers, and I was one of the younger ones. So they laid me off, and when 

they lay me off I was so mad, so mad they laid me off. I realized, „Man, I loved 

that job!‟ And they were able to get me back, they laid me off at the end of June 

and by September, by the time it was time to get back to school they hired me 

back. It happened a couple of times in my career, it happened a couple of times. I 

was close to that, especially when I was younger. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

  

After Charlie got his job back, he remembers teaching with more passion and 

enthusiasm. Charlie knows everyone in the school community. His home is 10 minutes 

from where he taught at. Charlie speaks of how comfortable it was for him to be able to 

relate to the community, to know people he grew up with, and how his own family ended 

up working for the same school district.  

Interesting enough, my brother works in the school system; he is retired from his 

other job and he works as a janitor. My sister works also in schools. They all work 

in the school system that I was in. So my mother works there. My sister works as 

an aid. She has done such a great job. She is great with kids and I keep on telling 

her, „you‟ve got to go and get your teaching degree‟, but she doesn‟t want to do it, 

and my sister-in-law is a secretary. So we all are involved in the schools. We all 

grew up there, we are in the community. We know everybody there. I actually 

taught three generations, before I left, I actually had grandkids! (Interview, 

12/11/08). 

 

During the interviews, Charlie spoke of how much he enjoys traveling. As a 

college student, he used to go to California on hiking trips. He remembers how his father 

would also rent an extra car for all the family to fit in and go on road trips. When he got 

married, he and his wife made a point to save their money to be able to afford a vacation 

during the summer time. They would take their children to go on short family trips. He 

mentions that his travels are not fancy or highly planned. 

When we travel, we wonder. We don‟t make big plans.  We were in the Caribbean 

and we walked everywhere. If we are in Florida, we just walk around.  As a 

family, we just walk and wonder around. We bump into people and go into this 

restaurant.  I think that a lot has to do with attitude… it doesn‟t take for us too 

much to think that this is fun or cool; it doesn‟t  take too much to be happy. We 
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always skied with other families.  We were campers.  We took the kids to Disney, 

down to Florida, probably the furthest we went… to Quebec.  At home we would 

go kayaking…Yeah, we were never home-bodies… at home we are never 

home…We were always on a budget ravel, it wasn‟t a luxury…we would rent a 

condo with another family, or at the beach with my whole family. Actually, I 

think we are travelers. (Interview, 12/11/08). 

 

Charlie‟s entire teaching career in the U.S. is centered in one location, in one 

community - his parents still live there and his own children live there as adults. This 

framed Charlie‟s job stability before he moved to China. In the next section, Charlie 

speaks of his motivations for change, how such change materialized, and how he 

understands his new job. 

 

Finding a job overseas 

Probably a couple of years before we started talking about retiring about possibly 

when I retired, I was coming up to 37 years of teaching… I couldn‟t see myself 

without teaching, couching too. So we started talking about maybe going abroad. 

So when that year finally came, the September of my last year in my old job we 

started talking about going abroad more serious, playing more with the idea. 

(Interview, 12/11/08). 

 

Charlie recalls making plans for his after retirement from teaching. Initially, he 

thought about volunteering at the same school he worked at, but his friends discouraged 

him on the basis on finances. “So many people said, Charlie, is foolish, you know you are 

going to make 80% of your salary just for not working here. If you want to work, you 

know you can work somewhere else and make 80%, plus your new salary” (Interview, 

5/4/09). 

Charlie began contemplating the idea of teaching at a private school in the area. 

At the same time, he though of how much he loved the idea of traveling.  “It is funny, I 
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probably wouldn‟t have left that school except for, you know, we have talked for years, 

when we traveled places we would said wouldn‟t it be fun to go teaching in another 

country?” (Interview, 12/11/08). 

As he recalls making plans for his after-retirement years, he got an invitation from 

a friend who had relatives who are teachers abroad. He remembers having conversations 

with them about teaching in Arabia and Bangkok and saying “maybe, maybe when I 

retire”. But then, during one of the conversations, he recalls a particular comment that led 

him to change from a maybe to a firm decision.  

… And you know what? We had a dinner with them, at our friends‟ house. They 

said [my wife] could definitively get a job, but me, „we don‟t know if you can 

actually get a job Charlie‟, and I said What? I am a person that if you give me the 

challenge, I am very competitive. And I could see my wife saying, thinking, Oh 

no, here we go now!  And I actually think that that comment made me think, oh 

yeah? I think I can do this if I wanted to, right? …   

 

So of course I went and call the number, I went into Search Associates and got the 

information and told my wife, do you want to do this? She was kind of nervous 

and I said we don‟t have to do this, there are plenty of things I can do. I can go 

and get a job at a private school. So she said, no, no, let‟s do it. (Interview, 

5/4/09). 

 

Because Charlie considers himself a competitive person who likes challenges, he 

approached the search for a job abroad almost as a dare. He organized the documents for 

him and his wife to apply online, prepared their resumes and cover letters, and registered 

them to the job fair.  Even though Charlie‟s decision of going abroad did not include 

schools in Asia at first, he thought about  the possibility of finding a job in Asia at the fair 

because of his spirit of curiosity and wondering. 

I‟ve always been an adventurer too. It became a little bit like a competition for me 

because we had already decided, we had said before we went into [the job fair] 

that we were not going to Asia, that we were not that interested in Asia, but as we 
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got to see all the openings we saw a lot of openings in Beijing schools so I said, 

well OK, I think I‟ll interview with as many people as I can. I said let‟s see what‟s 

up there and we split up and circulated to see how many places. When we finally 

got together we said, OK what time slots have we filled in so far [for interviews]. 

And my wife said that is enough, but I felt I had to fill out the whole page, and I 

did! (Interview, 12/11/08). 

 

And here we are, at the job fair, changing our own freaking lives, you know? 

and… the job fair was fun but exhausting. Then we got all these offers, the offers 

were nice but we had to make a quick decision. And we were up all night long, oh 

my God! We had to make these decisions between Cairo and Shanghai. We 

thought Shanghai is really a good school… Anyway, I think at that time, we went 

crazy at some point and very excited at others (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie‟s account of the job fair expresses the intensity of the three days of 

grueling interviews, job offers, and decisions that take place in the 48 hour period during 

recruitment of teachers. He remembers how they had to juggle the time left between the 

fair and the actual move to China. Charlie‟s family was planning his son‟s wedding, his 

retirement, and the departure to a new country. 

When you think about it, it was overwhelming…and then, we also were so busy. 

From December when we accepted the job, right? my son got married in April, so 

we had a wedding. So we were focused on that, and my retirement; we were busy. 

And then all of a sudden when all of those things were over, about June, 25, we 

were like, “wow were going to China in about a month” … then all of a sudden 

the realization really, really came to us. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie and his wife decided to take the job at ASC based on various factors, 

among them the possibility of saving money and helping out their two children with their 

school loans. His plan was to save money to pay debts back home by being able to put 

away his retirement money and live on his new salary. “So it seemed to be the most 

rational thing to do…, the most practical, but if I had not been retiring, we would not 

have done this, at this point” (Interview, 12/11/08). 
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Transitioning to China – Positioning and authoring practice at ASC 

At his arrival to Shanghai Charlie felt the uncertainty of whether he has taken the 

right decision of moving. The apprehension of where he and his wife were going to live 

began as early as they had just signed a contract at the job fair. 

My biggest concern was the house.  So I went right up, and looked it up [online]. 

And everything I read about it, you know? They said it was, like, one of the nicest 

places to live in Shanghai, and all that stuff.  I saw pictures of it online, and I 

thought “Gee it looks really good, but I still can‟t think about it”, you know, “well 

I don‟t know. I hope it‟s at least comfortable!  (Interview, 12/11/08) 

 

After crossing the ocean and not knowing still what the housing accommodation looked 

like in reality places stress on Charlie and his wife until they actually enter their new 

apartment. 

We got into the little bus and [the vice principal] was there to greet us and he was 

very nice, and friendly, that was reassuring. But I think… on the road, I got a little 

nervous. I don‟t know, it just seemed like a dream to me. I think it was a really 

good anticipation to see where we were going to live.  And then when we came in 

that night, you know, we were thrilled. (5/4/09). 

 

He remembers how the next morning he got up and went out to see the 

surroundings. He walked out of his apartment and found a restaurant where he had 

breakfast. “I went out. I was so excited, new people. I thought the people were great” 

(Interview, 5/4/09). 

Charlie not only was concerned about his housing situation once in China. He 

read books about the country and tried to search as much as he could through the Internet. 

His previous idea of Shanghai was of a city much more different than he found out. 

Charlie speaks of the city and of the school compared to what he thought it would be 

before he came. 
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[Shanghai] is so different of what I thought. I thought that it was going to be. …I 

am amazed of how uneducated I was. I totally thought that it was going to be less 

developed. Wow, it blew me away. I couldn‟t believe it. I was amazed! I mean, I 

thought it was going to be more rural type, maybe a couple of skyscrapers, but I 

thought it was going to be more Chinese. What I love about Shanghai is that you 

can find those pockets, those old places. But why did I assume that before coming 

here? I mean, that is my ignorance. (Interview, 12/11/08). 

 

I couldn‟t believe it [the school] either. I was shocked. I think it was more of a 

shock to me than to [my wife] because she worked at a very wealthy school. Her 

school is actually very beautiful. But where I came from, and when I saw this I 

could not believe it. I kept on saying „I cannot believe this is the school‟. Every 

single thing from going to the supply room, from having an LCD projector in 

every room, having computer for the kids, the computer lab, and when they said 

do you want more books. I said yes, I want a copy of …. in the ride, all 60 copies. 

Everything I need for teaching… and I think too, I mean we say now, if we had 

known this, we would have come here way before so our kids could come to this 

school, you know what I mean? (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie points out how impressed he is that the students are self-driven when it 

comes to organizing student events and to participate in extra curricular activities. At the 

same time, because he teaches American Literature, he notices that his course is out of 

context in this setting. 

I teach American Literature to sophomores. So Part of that is American culture, 

right? So here we are teaching this curriculum, and some of these kids they don‟t 

get it, the cultural implications of these things… (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

He continues by saying that he has two experiences so far and makes a distinction 

between how students and parents approach the academic load and how he responds to it.   

These kids are lovely right, but I wouldn‟t say they are like my kids at home. And 

I don‟t know what it is, you know, I‟m new here, I‟m new to them, I don‟t have 

that relationship yet.  I am close to the kids but it is not the same, I guess because 

we don‟t share the same background, you know, most of my kids are Asian. 

Sometimes I‟m not sure if I can totally relate what exactly, what they actually 

want from me, other than those two extra points. Always the high grades. You 

know what I mean? They are very driven that way... But who cares? What exactly 

you get from it? What kind of strategy you learn? Their culture is very different 
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that way, especially the kids here. I get that, the culture of the school is on 

academics. (Interview 5/4/09) 

 

Yeah, there are a lot of cultural issues. I think the thing for me is in the teaching, 

if I am teaching too high or too low for them. That is where most of my energy 

goes. I don‟t think philosophically about the whole experience. (Field Notes, 

4/1/10). 

 

Although Charlie says he is not thinking philosophically about his experience, his 

reflection on what he does and how he teaches suggests that the differences are an issue 

to him.  He speaks about parents who want to intervene on behalf of their children asking 

to increase their grades, or to make exemptions bending the rules to have their children 

participate in activities that require a selection process. 

I have a few experiences with … people coming to me, wanting just the best for 

their kids. They don‟t care about the rules, they don‟t care about the explanations 

of what it requires to be in the NHS, they have a good kid, who is smart, who 

should be in the NHS. I have sat here for 45 minutes with this mom, who was 

Chinese right? A bright woman, she was insistent. First of all I didn‟t make the 

rules, it was the team right? The committee decides right? I have had a couple of 

issues like that. (Interview, 5/4/09) 

 

At the HS level, they are looking more for the results. They want the test, the AP 

grades, the IB grades. And they want the teacher who is going to push for those 

grades. If they are looking for a particular nationality, a particular type of teacher, 

whether they are looking for American teachers, right? I don‟t think I get that 

impression…they want the grades. (Interview, 5/4/09) 

 

Charlie expresses the pressure he receives from some parents about wanting high 

grades for their children. At the same time, he is pleased and enjoys working in a school 

that offers all the books and materials needed for his teaching. He tries to figure out how 

students and parents approach learning at ASC. He continues by adding a comment on 

the school overall. 
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Here it is totally different. I sometimes wonder…. So there are certain things, ah, 

how do I say this (doubting), argh!. There is certain superficiality here that I just 

don‟t really go for it. You know… kind of like the dog and the pony show. 

You‟ve got to make things big, kind of flashy, because is a business, it‟s a 

business here. That sometimes bothers me. I‟ll tell you what, I miss a close 

connection with the kids. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

   

As Charlie speaks of his job at ASC, he remarks how difficult it has been for him 

to assume the role of a first year teacher after having retired from teaching in the U.S.  

The situation makes him feel uncomfortable. 

At first I was very excited, everything was new… that later on, after we were here 

a couple of months the new wore off, then I got a little bit more, I think, 

homesick. And then missing my old job, and the security of that, you know? I had 

a certain reputation there, I knew my school, I worked there for over 30 years…I 

did want to do something exciting, you know? Uh, because I just felt like that 

tradition is going to be hard for me, you know? So we got to learn a different way, 

you know with like, [but here] with a lot of new things and different work. So…  

you know that made it a little bit, I think different than I thought at first. 

(Interview, 12/11/08) 

 

I guess I am sort of that probably here, very unusual, because these people have 

been all over, here at [ASC], some people talk to me and say you got 35 yrs. in 

your old job? And I said yeah. My family lived in a five mile radius, except for 

my brother who is in New Hampshire, but he is close. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie‟s confidence as an experienced teacher was the reason why he was hired 

at ASC. This same confidence crumbles as he tries to make sense of his teaching and 

begins to understand new ways to understand his present practice.   

 

Figuring out diversity and language  

Diversity.  Charlie began to make cultural references in relation to foods as he 

started exploring the city. “We were at the Water town and we were looking at the food. 

What is it?  All these foods and we kept on asking ourselves, What is it?  (Field Notes, 
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9/2/08). Charlie‟s attention to differences in foods and city surroundings transferred to 

the school as he began positioning himself in comparison to other teachers.  

When I came here and I actually said after a few days, so are they all young? All 

good looking? And all in shape? Ha-ha…  how the hell am I going to fit in this 

place?  You know, we all have our notions. I noticed that and said all these good 

looking, preppy classroom teachers, and I‟m old. I suppose everybody has 

preconceived notions.  (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie‟s attention went from his perception in relation to others, to his students 

and his inability to differentiate among students physical characteristics during the first 

weeks of school, and how much it bothered him not to be able to „succeed‟ in getting to 

know his students. 

That was one of the hardest things for me… I always knew my kid‟s within a day 

or two. I would know their names, and uh… it took me so long to learn the kids‟ 

name‟s here, because they looked so similar to me, and I know that uh… all I 

could say is, you know?  the majority makes it for the same color hair, the same 

color eyes, you know, hum… and names that were very similar sounding to me,… 

I don‟t feel that now that I‟ve been here a long time, but um… but that was a 

tough adjustment for me. It, I just didn‟t feel right about that, I felt like I should 

know their names. (Interview, 5/4/09) 

 

It took me a bit because I have about a hundred students, but I was shocked that it 

took me so long, I took pictures of my students and I put them underneath their 

names. And I remember I was getting upset calling their names, getting them 

mixed up… and before the class I looked at the pictures to have a better idea of 

whose names …the names in Chinese are very similar. The names are very 

similar like Hi Sun, Gi Sun,… probably not to Chinese people but there were to 

me  (Interview, 12/11/08). 

 

Charlie has paid attention to the city, to himself in relation to others, to his 

students‟ the names; in addition, he explains how he came to observe cliques among 

students. He is intrigued by how Korean students are grouped and ranked by age.  

Like the oldest Korean boy here, in HS, the oldest, is the leader no matter what. 

And that appears to be a very strange concept. You know some many things like 

that, and I often times wonder… I don‟t hear them say comments race wise or 
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ethnicity wise, like say the Korean this… I mean maybe because it is an English 

class and it wouldn‟t fly too well. But I don‟t hear things like that from the kids, 

but that doesn‟t mean is not there…(Interview 5/4/09). 

 

He continues by addressing how some clusters of students are also mixed.   

… There is a separation of the kids too. The Korean kids stick together. They 

cross, they communicate in class but then there is the American kids, you know, 

the Caucasian kids, they all stick together, and there is some mixture of some 

Asian kids in that group too. Mixed kids right. In a way I think it is the best 

possible situation, in some ways because of those mixtures, but in another way, it 

is not truly an American experience, you know? I think, if you look at it that way, 

but I‟m not sure if that is important, maybe we should be looking at it more 

globally, right? And what they are learning in a global way in a school like this … 

I think that‟s very much taught here from a young age, to have a global 

consciousness (Interview 5/4/09).  

 

As Charlie goes on to offer himself an explanation of what it means for students 

to gather in certain groups, he also pays attention to the activities that students organize 

beyond the academic arena. He is quite surprised to see the self-driven motivation of his 

students when it comes to organizing events to fundraise money for charitable efforts. He 

reflects on how those events impact the kids‟ lives. 

They [the students] appear to me… For example with the NHS, at one level, they 

are driven. They do a fantastic job.  I mean they raised 35 thousand dollars in that 

[fundraising] alone, and that went to a local hospital cancer patient unit, right? 

But in a sense do they really have a sense of charity, these are really high power 

kids that, but it is almost like, like a sport, you know what I mean?  It is an 

accomplishment to them. But in many ways I think all charities have that. You 

don‟t do charity unless you are going to get a good feeling about that; you slit 

your guilt. People do it for different reasons. I think you can apply the same 

reasons to the world, not only to the school. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie is constantly reflecting on what he encounters, how he perceives it, and 

compares it to what he knows about from his own teaching experiences. “I tried to 

measure that with the odd things that we do at home, little things that I‟m sure people 
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from China would come and think wow…there are cultural differences. (Interview, 

5/4/09)  

Language. Charlie speaks English as his first language. When he traveled to 

Europe in college he wanted to learn German. He said, “…one of my holes in my 

education is to learn another language. I can read French and understand Spanish but I 

really can‟t speak another language” (Interview, 12/11/08).  Charlie often praises people 

who can speak more than one language. The courses he teaches are strictly in English, 

but he often reminds students about the importance of maintaining their home language. 

Charlie sees himself at a disadvantage for not learning a second language earlier. 

In his second year at ASC, he began taking Chinese lessons twice a week. He became 

interested in the language and wanted to be able to learn the basics. Adding to his own 

motivation on learning Chinese, Charlie began to notice how some teachers at ASC are 

intolerant of the local employees who primarily speak Chinese.  

Here we are living in their country, which some people here don‟t really seem to 

understand. You know what I mean? Some people at work sometimes they have 

an attitude against the Chinese, which I find… appalling. I know we all are 

struggling because of the language, but I think I am the one who does not speak 

Chinese. I don‟t care if they don‟t speak English. I think that is ridiculous. I think 

for the Chinese, you know, they are coming into a new environment, this school, 

this is foreign to them. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie‟s keen observation skills and his ability to compare and contrast his role 

as a teacher and how he experiences his new environment, allows him to reflect on the 

emotional charge of this first experience teaching abroad. 

Now, I think more now, I am more reflective. I am kind in an area I‟ve been seen 

myself in the last month or two, where I have been more home sick. I‟ve been 

wondering if this was the right decision to do for the kids. You know, they both 

came out to visit.  You know, I wonder if this was the best move for [my wife], 
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because she was in a different step. I was retiring but I was in a different situation. 

You wonder. But I think most of the time, I am very happy that I did it. I think 

I‟m getting ready to do one more year but the third year is definitively up in the 

air.   One part of me says, gosh what a great thing to do, but… you know? …I 

think the year went by really fast. (Interview, 5/4/09). 

 

Charlie took an IB training course during the summer of 2009 and he is teaching an IB 

English class in his third year at ASC. He shared that this new certification adds to his 

experience as an international teacher and plans on using it to pursue a job in Europe in 

the future. His idea of returning to England is still latent. 



 272 

Discussion 

The making of the teacher abroad identity at ASC is a process where various 

forces come into play for each person in creating self understandings.  The process of 

becoming starts when each person begins to explore the possibility of a job overseas. For 

Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie, coming from U.S. public schools, their experience at the 

job fair and the offers of contracts with various schools, placed them in significant 

contrast with the experience that Mark had in securing a teacher assistant position in the 

Philippines.  Mark‟s experience in getting a job at ASC, from the point of view of a 

minority teacher coming from a developing country, is not of immediate success and high 

privileged positions as an overseas hire like the experiences of Tiffany, Richard, and 

Charlie.  Mark‟s experiences are of discrimination because he is Filipino and, in a subtle 

way, because of his sexuality. Their biographies are expressed differently. 

  

Biographies. As each one of the case stories began to share their expectations of 

ASC in relation to what they found, there were contrasting hopes and beliefs. Mark had 

optimistic expectations of finding an immediate job, which did not happen until three 

years after his arrival to China. Charlie found a group of students who challenged his 

previous knowledge about knowing students from the very first day of school, a situation 

that made him upset and allowed him to create ways to help him remember students‟ 

names. Richard had not expected to see a city that was highly modern and that would 

offer him the possibility of living in an „American bubble‟ while living in China. Tiffany 

had envisioned her move to China as a new change, which proved to be emotionally 

painful given the separation from her two adult children. 
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 In the process of the making of a teacher abroad identity, the emotional aspect 

takes a grip on some situations and the excitement that Charlie and Tiffany felt at first 

disappeared as the months went by. The excitement and the adventure wore off, and the 

more it disappeared, the more involved they became into the small community of 

teachers, into the „expat bubble‟.  The separation from family members brought a feeling 

of loneliness. Not only was everything unfamiliar, but connections back home to family 

and friends were complicated by the 12-15 hour time change. The window during a day 

for calling back home became fairly short. No longer could Charlie and Tiffany pick up 

the phone anytime of day and call friends or relatives because they would be asleep.  

For Mark, the emotional dynamic came in the form of realizing that his heritage 

and language are important, a change from what he had thought when he was younger. 

Richard, in contrast, had come to find out that his tolerance for diversity was challenged 

when his family became the center of stares by locals. He was torn between what was 

„expected‟ and „tolerated‟ when it came to his own children.  The emotional aspect of the 

making of the identity permeates the various activities at work, and it is accompanied by 

a sense of loneliness, sadness, confusion, and frustration at times. 

 Understanding students and parents brought another layer into the teacher abroad 

identity. A narrative of high academic expectations by parents and a school that maintains 

a reputation of sending students to the best colleges requires from teachers to „fulfill‟ the 

expectations that only the “top ten percent are selected” to staff the school. This creates a 

learning curve for new arrivals in understanding the intricacies of a new school with a 
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dynamic centered on high expectations from teachers, during school hours and after 

school hours.  

Losing previous frames of reference. The professional, the personal, and the 

emotional begin to merge and the teacher tries to make sense of all.  Reinventing the 

„selves‟ is a process that cannot be avoided in teaching abroad. Teachers learn new ways 

to maneuver simple tasks like making it back home in a taxi or mailing a letter. The 

selves have to do with the emotional, like feeling at odds for not being able to do your job 

as an experienced teacher, or living in such proximity to colleagues and parents in 

compounds where teachers are housed.  

At ASC, language, formal and figurative, that is used by different constituents at 

the school, embeds the process of negotiating positions, emotions, and social interactions, 

and teachers come to face that speaking English is not enough to solve simple daily 

activities outside of ASC. Because teachers know only English, they come to learn that it 

is not enough to negotiate simple activities like grocery shopping. 

 What does it mean to be a teacher at ASC?  The four ethnographic case stories 

illustrated the forces that teachers encountered as they began teaching abroad.   In the 

process, the making of their new identities highlights three characteristics (Holland et al., 

1998):  a) Identity is figurative -the images that are invoked by the teachers. The four 

teachers spoke of the preconceptions they had about working at ASC, of the images they 

had about China before arriving, and once at ASC, of the images they had about their 

previous jobs in comparison their work at ASC.  b) Identity is positional -how power is 

distributed, who has less or more prestige, teachers learned to work in a new system 
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embedded with a hierarchy among teachers, overseas hires, local hires, Chinese staff, 

foreign staff, classroom teachers and teacher assistants, as well as with various groups of 

students.  c) Identity is relational –the daily interactions established among people, 

teachers spoke of the new relations established with students, parents, and other teachers. 

Teachers explain how they saw and how they maneuvered and tried to assign meaning to 

their new experiences in relation to the school and their constituents.   

The following quotes from Mark, Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie as they are ending 

the school year 2010-11 reflect on what it means to be a teacher abroad to them. 

For me, teaching abroad was an opportunity to start all over again professionally. 

I was established and respected at my former school and loved my job. But 

teaching abroad just offered so much more, professionally, socially, and 

personally. I have realized how adaptable I am and how eager I am to do new 

things. It has been very rewarding. 

(Charlie, 4/10/11). 

 

It means better working conditions as a teacher. Mostly smaller class sizes, fewer 

classes per year. Also, better pay, and never having to attend political rallies to 

beg voters to give us the basics we need to do our job.   

 

As a husband and father, teaching abroad means having my family close all the 

time. Lunch with [my wife], visiting the boys during the day, not spending two 

hours a day commuting like I used to. 

 

Lastly, teaching abroad lets me see more of the world, learn about new places, 

and expose my kids to the biggest continent on Earth. Maybe they'll even learn 

some Chinese. (Richard, 4/10/11). 

 

Teaching abroad to me means a willingness to take risks. I also feel that it shows 

that I have a positive out look on the future. When thinking about "taking on" the 

challenge of teaching abroad, I knew that I would be leaving my family and 

friends and this was unsettling and scary for me... but I believed that it would be a 

rich experience and that it would give me the opportunity to challenge myself, 

grow and go on an adventure. I feel very fortunate to have had this experience and 

wish everyone had this opportunity. (Tiffany, 4/10/11) 
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Working overseas for me means experiencing another culture other than mine 

and, more importantly, learning more about myself than anything else. At first, 

personally, the main reason for me to teach overseas was so that my partner and I 

can be together. But over the course of 8 years that I've done it, it has become 

more than that. I have learned so much not only from my students but also from 

traveling to various places because I am overseas. (Mark, 4/10/11). 

 

 Through the four case stories I learned that the teacher abroad identity making 

process is embedded in a complex construct where the social, historical, cultural, 

linguistic, professional, personal, and emotional can not be separated.  

 

Summary 

In the case stories presented, Mark, Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie spoke about 

how each became engaged in teaching abroad.  They pointed to the process of drawing 

from personal experiences to make sense of their transitions into a new country and 

teaching environment. Each one of them spoke of the emotional involvement in the 

process of creating new understandings of what was taking place around them, and how it 

affected each one of them. 

Mark  is positioned as a minority teacher within ASC. He brings to surface his 

own reflections about successes and shortcomings in trying to secure a teaching job at the 

school. By being positioned as a teacher assistant and as a Filipino teacher in the eyes of 

parents, he becomes „invisible‟ to them, and his efforts in getting a teaching position have 

to overcome social obstacles.  He brings into light the two perspectives he has as a 

teacher‟s assistant and as a homeroom teacher to guide his interactions mainly with 

Filipino staff.  His advice to Filipino staff about advancing professionally in their jobs, 

speaks to his care and position from his own experience of marginalization within ASC.  
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Mark also speaks of how his sexual orientation does not allow him to claim benefits as a 

dependent of his partner, who is also employed at ASC. It is precisely the fact that he 

wanted to be with his partner what took him to move from the Philippines to China. Mark 

has experienced that the privileges afforded to his partner as a Caucasian, overseas hired 

teacher, are not made available to him.  In his classroom, Mark is cognizant that speaking 

English is a tool that has helped him to secure a job at ASC, and calls upon his 

knowledge as an English language learner to guide his teaching with ESOL students. 

Mark often crosses the symbolic borders between overseas and local hires, and between 

English and Tagalog (Taglish), especially during social events and any opportunities he 

has t interact with Filipino staff or Filipino families at school. Mark‟s story speaks of the 

struggles, financially, socially, and emotionally, that he has had to overcome in pursuing 

a degree to help him validate his position as a classroom teacher. He considers himself to 

be a persistent individual. 

Tiffany  places her two adult children at the center of her actions and decisions.  

Although she took a risk in obtaining a job overseas, she expresses emotional isolation 

throughout her stay at ASC, especially at the beginning.  She battles with the effect that 

the distance from her children places on her transitioning into a new country. It is 

precisely this physical separation from the U.S. that brought her into an emotional battle 

with understanding herself. She mentions that because she was so used to attending her 

husband‟s and children‟s needs, she „forgot‟ about what she wanted for herself.  It is 

precisely this distance that makes her reflect upon her own motivations for being abroad.  

Tiffany‟s understanding of ASC is expressed in terms of finding the school „too busy‟ for 
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her because she has to juggle many activities besides teaching, and changing to a new 

grade level in her third year at ASC only added to her load. In the process of trying to 

maintain contact with her children, she begins to learn about technology and begins to 

explore the possibility of staying a third year at ASC.  Tiffany speaks German in addition 

to English and her own learning of English as a second language in the U.S. allows her to 

be empathetic of second language learners in her classroom. She often modifies her 

teaching to accommodate the needs of her ESOL students.  

Richard expressed enjoying working with minority students in the U.S., but the 

working conditions as a public school teacher wore him down. His previous knowledge 

about Vietnam and his love for history drew him to seek a job in Asia.  Because he 

speaks three languages, he knows first hand the benefits that speaking more than one 

language afford to him. His has developed a plan for his family in which his children will 

learn Chinese at school, and he is trying to teach them basic Spanish at home. Richard is 

cognizant of his own privileges as a Caucasian teacher at ASC and the symbolic power it 

carries, especially related to class. However, when he is confronted with situations that 

place his own family at the center of stares from local residents when they are in the city, 

he feels that his believes about tolerance to diversity are challenged.  Richard calls upon 

his knowledge of working with ESL students in the U.S. to relate to his ESOL students at 

ASC. He is surprised that he found an „American bubble‟ in China that allows him to 

leave comfortably and that, at the same time, hinders his connection with the larger 

community.  He questions whether he would be back to work as a public school teacher 



 279 

in the U.S. and has doubts about learning Mandarin. He prefers practicing his Vietnamese 

whenever the opportunity arises. 

Charlie raises the issue of becoming a first year teacher again, more so than other 

teachers, after he had retired from teaching in the U.S. He brings into play the successes 

and confidence he felt at his previous school where he worked for more than 30 years, 

where he was respected and how he had to „begin all over‟ at ASC.  Charlie speaks of 

how the financial opportunity of saving his retirement income was one of the factors that 

made him decide to teach abroad. He adds that because he considers himself adventurous 

and likes challenges, he was willing to move overseas. His previous experience working 

in the same high school he attended when he was a teenager provided him with an asset 

in knowing the community and his students right away, which causes him conflict at 

ASC because he cannot recognize his students at first sight and has to implement 

strategies for learning to work with Asian students in his new school environment. 

Charlie uses his observation and reflective skills to raise his understanding of students, 

parents, and teachers at ASC. He decided to learn Chinese in his second year at ASC and 

has committed to a third year. He also continues to add to his training in hopes that he 

can get a job in Europe, where he traveled as a student abroad in his college years.  
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CHAPTER VI 

FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS  

 

In this chapter I present a recapitulation of my major findings. It includes the 

implications of the study at the practical and policy levels, as well as suggestions for 

further research. I offer the limitations of my study and a conclusion. As the final chapter 

of my dissertation, and as the space where I bring my key findings together with the 

theoretical concepts I employed in my analysis, I cannot help but look back and reflect on 

how the idea of this work on teachers abroad began to take shape in my mind. 

 I entered my dissertation research with a personal investment in it. I had a 

curiosity about finding more about teachers who leave their home country to teach in 

other countries. But when exactly did this curiosity began to shape? I became an 

elementary school teacher in Mexico, my home country where I lived the first 32 years of 

my life. As a beginning teacher, a scholarship took me to study in Spain for a year in 

1980. This was also the very first time I set foot inside an airplane.  While I was teaching 

in the U.S., another scholarship for teachers took me to visit Japan in the summer of 2004 

and learn about the Japanese educational system.  As a practicing teacher, I have had the 

opportunity to teach in Mexico, the U.S., and now in China, in different types of schools 

and with different populations.   

As a child, I always said that I wanted to become a flight attendant because I 

wanted to travel,. But teaching became my career, my source of income, and my passion. 

This imprint in my own teaching career and experiences working within educational 
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systems other than the one I was prepared in, sparked my curiosity about meeting 

teachers from other countries. The „aha‟ moment for me came when I moved from 

Mexico to the U.S. and had to learn how to teach a different group of students than I was 

used to. Working with low-income students in Texas is what made me reflect on the vital 

role of the teacher in the success, or failure, of students. Things were not exactly smooth, 

both in and out of school. My journey has forced me to increasingly reflect on issues 

related to teachers crossing borders and the implications for working in contexts outside 

of the teachers‟ social, cultural, and linguistic frames of reference.   

In crossing borders, teachers are not only exposed to new cultures, societies and 

languages, but to the dynamics of all those elements in (a)synchrony and complexity 

within new schools.  It is with this reflection that I embarked into my dissertation 

research and embraced it. I sought to untangle a complexity of factors that teachers 

working abroad face at the professional, personal, and emotional level, keeping three 

questions in mind: 

10. How does a teacher‟s biography relate to the experience of working in an 

American/International school in China?  

 

11. How does a first-time teacher at ASC recreate and negotiate her/his personal and 

professional self understandings? 

 

12. What role does language play in the making of the teacher abroad identity at 

ASC? 

 

I approached my research from a qualitative standpoint guided by an interpetivist 

and constructivist approach that supported my ways of knowing through a critical 

ethnography methodology.  An interpretivist lens allowed me to see the sociocultural 
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contexts surrounding teachers, while a constructivist lens helped me to focus on the 

individual. 

 

Recapitulation of the Study 

Most of the existing research related to teachers abroad focuses on preservice 

teachers doing their practicum in international settings (Crushner and Brenna, 2007; 

Mahon and Crushner, 2007;), professors and higher education abroad (Komins, 2002; 

Merryfield, 2000; Rios, Montecinos & Van Olphen, 2007), and EC-12 teachers abroad 

with a focus on professional development related to teaching skills (Snowball, 2007; 

Hayden, 2002; Holderness, 2002; Yu et al., 2008). The findings of this dissertation are 

geared towards EC-12 practicing teachers in international schools with a focus on the 

teacher identity making process, a group of people who has minimally been mentioned in 

the existing research body.  

This three-year critical ethnography was conducted in an American/International 

school (ASC) located in the People‟s Republic of China. The methods employed to 

collect data were mainly participant observation, in-depth interviews, field notes, and 

document analysis. At the time of the study, the availability of jobs teaching abroad was 

centered in East Asia. As a participant researcher, I was subject to this availability of jobs 

and ended up accepting a job offer at ASC, just like the participants. I began a new 

teaching assignment and walked alongside a cohort of more than seventy new teachers in 

the process of becoming a teacher abroad at ASC.  
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 The internationalization of the U.S. model of education in East Asia is 

experiencing a rapid increase in private education, with 5000 international schools in 

2008 to 5,515 in 2010 (ISC, 2010).  China has been becoming economically stronger 

beyond East Asia, especially in the last thirty years (Kynge, 2007). China‟s emergence as 

a strong economy around the world is experiencing the re-emergence of capitalism within 

a sociopolitical communist system, and in turn, the emergence of a wealthy class 

(Chovanec, 2009).  This new emerging socioeconomic class is linked to the increasing 

number of international schools in China.   According to Cole and Durham (2007),  

…in new market-based economies parents look for new educational models that 

will foster the characteristics they believe will prepare their children for the future 

and ensure their success. This is a response from societies that have withdrawn 

the security of basic services where families become the responsible units to plan 

for those (p.13). 

 

This is the case in China, where the emerging upper class seeks new forms of 

possible education for their children outside the local educational system. Many wealthy 

families, or Chinese students who were able to afford to study abroad, have returned to 

China with new ideas and models for education. The educational model provided by 

international schools, staffed mostly with foreign teachers from English-speaking, 

developed countries, has become an alternate model that parents pursue for their children 

(Harlech-Jones et al., 2005; Woronov, 2007). This type of education offers the possibility 

of an EC-12 education, with the aim of obtaining a high school diploma accepted by 

North American and European Universities.  

International schools staff their classrooms mainly with foreign teachers who are 

recruited through selective job fairs around the world, and that favor mainly Caucasian 
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individuals with teaching credentials from English-speaking countries.  At ASC, teachers 

and administrators were mainly from the U.S.  The overseas hires were carefully sought 

at recruiting fairs and “only the top 10% applicants are considered for employment 

because [ASC] is considered a top tier school in Asia” (Ben, administrator, 5/25/09).  

This statement begins to shape a narrative that only „the best‟ teachers are hired to work 

at ASC. 

In chapter IV, I provided a detailed description of ASC. The description included 

historical information, the constituents of the school (students, parents, administrators, 

and teachers), the various school activities (sports, academics, competitions, after school 

activities), and cultural and symbolic artifacts (school prestige, U.S curriculum, 

International Baccalaureate program, speaking English, and U.S. citizenship), all of them 

geared at highlighting ASC as an EC-12 school with a focus on high academic 

achievement. These elements became part of the interplay of factors relevant to 

understanding how teachers made sense of themselves as they began teaching at ASC. 

How they began to shape new identities to help them make sense of their „new life‟ as 

they immersed themselves in a new school.  

My study addressed practicing teachers in EC-12 schools abroad, specifically, the 

identity making process as teachers become engaged in the figured world (Holland, et al., 

1998) of teaching abroad, “these collective “as-if” worlds are sociohistoric, contrived 

interpretations or imaginations that mediate behaviors… (p.52).  In my dissertation, I 

sought to explore the figured world of teaching abroad and how the teacher identity is 

created and negotiated within this world. Identities are created within complex cultural 
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constructs through individual and groups actions. According to Holland et al. (1998), 

identities are always in flux, and „people tell others who they are, but even more 

important, they tell themselves and they try to act as though they are who they say they 

are” (p.3). In the figured world of teaching abroad teachers begin to create self 

understandings about themselves, of their new relations with other teachers, and of the 

school, circumscribed to the new reality they become to appropriate from the very first 

day they arrive to China.  

 I define teacher abroad identity as the teacher identity created at the intersection 

of the social, personal, emotional, professional, and linguistic spaces. Spaces and 

relations that are new to teachers and that serve as contexts where teachers create self 

understandings as they transition into new schools in foreign countries. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 In addition to the theory of identity in figured worlds, I employed the theory of 

symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). The theory of symbolic capital helped me to situate 

how privileges are granted to different individuals within the school. Symbolic capital in 

conjunction with the concepts of positionality (Holland et al., 1998), that relate to 

relations of power, allowed me to explain relations that were concretized through the 

ranking of teachers (Urrieta, 2007). Examples of these rankings included: hiring status of 

overseas or locally hired, race and ethnicity, English speaker. 

Because relations among people are mediated through language, looking at the 

role of English as a marker of linguistic capital and power (Bourdieu, 1991) helped me 
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understand why contracts were offered to teachers who speak English during recruiting 

fairs. English as a mediator of action (Vygostky, 1986; Bakhtin, 1981) was helpful in 

making sense why teachers who are „chatty‟ during their teaching day, become „silent‟ 

once they step out of the premises of ASC and are faced Mandarin, a new language 

teachers do not speak. 

 In my study, I selected four teachers from a pool of participants to explore the 

making process of the teacher abroad identity: Mark Tiffany, Richard and Charlie. They 

were new to teaching abroad and shared their past stories with me before moving to 

China and their present experiences working at ASC. Their biographies and narratives are 

presented in detailed in chapter V. Three of them had worked in U.S. public schools 

while the other taught in the Philippines. Three of them were Caucasian teachers. Of the 

four teacher participants in the study, only one had originally made plans to work in 

China; the other three had not considered applying for a job anywhere in Asia. Through 

their narratives, I sought to highlight how teachers became engaged in the figured world 

of teaching abroad. 

Following the participants for three school year cycles was long enough to see 

some patterns arise. These major patterns are related to teachers learning the „ropes‟ of 

teaching in a new school with mainly a student population of Asian heritage, learning to 

live in a new community among colleagues and students‟ families, and learning to figure 

out relations of power and language matters.  
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KEY FINDINGS 

Why Teach Overseas? 

Richard, Tiffany and Charlie all considered teaching abroad while working in U.S 

public schools. Tiffany knew that she wanted to go to Germany to reconnect with her 

heritage. Richard had planned to go abroad as he and his wife began planning their future 

when they got married. He had a clear idea that China was the destination of his search 

for a job abroad. In contrast, Charlie was encouraged by the fact that he was about to 

retire from teaching in the U.S. He saw teaching abroad as an opportunity to save his 

retirement income while earning a salary abroad. Mark moved from the Philippines 

because he wanted to work within the same school where his partner was offered a job. 

Tiffany, Charlie and Richard worked in U.S. public schools prior to moving to 

China.  In China, teaching is seen as a respected profession, in contrast to the bureaucracy 

of teaching in the U.S. where autonomy and decision making has been taken from 

teachers, infantilizing the teaching profession (Erickson in Moss et al., 2009; Wiseman, 

2010). Richard expressed dissatisfaction with the U.S. education system, 

 The best thing of the kids here is that they come to class, they handle their 

business and I don‟t have to worry with the silliness I have to deal at home. The 

parting, the stuff that makes you crazy, the stuff that didn‟t teach me for, like the 

babysitting functions, they don‟t happen here (Richard, 4/10/09). 

 

Richard alluded that his teaching preparation program did not prepare him for his 

work at the urban school he used to work at. Hayden & Thompson (2002) suggest that 

many of the candidates who teach abroad decide to do so because they are tired of the 

public education system in the U.S. where teachers are overworked and unappreciated. In 

this sense, Richard spoke of the great amount of paper work he had to complete at his 



 288 

previous school related to students‟ tests and reports that were required by the district, 

and because of the length of time that Richard put into his work in the U.S., in addition to 

commuting long hours in traffic back and forth from school, he expressed a lack of time 

to dedicate to his family as another reason why he decided to teach abroad. 

In contrast to Richard, Charlie lived near the school he worked at which was also 

the school that he had attended as a teenager. He reported being part of and knowing the 

community.  This is what researchers (Cushner & Brennan, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1994) 

have noted as living in and becoming part of the community to culturally respond and 

positively impact students at school.  

I actually taught three generations, before I left, I actually had grandkids! This is 

the school I went to. I could see myself been 16 there and now I was 57 (ha-ha). I 

think I ended up at my school because of circumstances, because the opportunity 

arose, but I also understood the kids, they were core, they were scrappy. I really 

liked that, I related to that. Then when they were successful, I really liked that. I 

was connected to them. (Charlie, 5/4/09). 

 

For Charlie, in spite of the fact that he connected with his students and knew the 

community, he had reached the end of his teaching career and had just retired two months 

before he moved to China. One of the reasons Charlie moved abroad was to be able to 

help his children pay school debts and saw the financial benefit of making a salary while 

saving his retirement income. 

For Tiffany, one of her motivations for moving to China was related to 

remembering her family immigrating to the U.S. and her memories of being an English 

language learner as a young child. She compared her parents migrating from Germany to 

her decision of moving to China. 
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I think of my mother that had her family far away and they would still be all 

connected, you know, in Germany, than I thought, Oh, we‟ll be fine! Here in 

China, something new! (Tiffany, 3/4/09). 

 

The difference was that while her parents were voluntary immigrants (Ogbu, 

1990) looking to establish themselves permanently in the U.S., Tiffany‟s move was 

temporary, with the security of a job waiting for her. She thought it was going to be a 

smooth move, but the experience, once in the country, proved that she encountered many 

situations she was not ready for, especially the emotional stress that being away from her 

two adult children placed on her as the months went by. 

It was an emotional situation what led Mark to decide to go abroad. His partner 

had been offered a job with the school and they decided to move together to China 

thinking that Mark would get a job at ASC once there. Prior to moving to China, Mark 

had embarked on a long process in trying to secure a job as a teacher.  He had to accept a 

job offer as teacher assistant and experienced road blocks in order to become a teacher.  

I continued to volunteer as much as I could hoping for an opportunity of a job [in 

Manila], then I enrolled in the teaching credential program through Teachers 

College in New Jersey. It is a program for international teachers and I did that for 

3 summers. My practicum became the volunteer work I was doing at the school.  

When I got my certificate [the school] didn‟t want to hire me because Filipino 

teachers were unionized and they started seeing the difference between local hires 

and expat hires. They said “how come we are making less money and we are 

doing the same job?” They wanted better pay and the school didn‟t like that.  This 

is why they didn‟t want to hire Filipinos. They only wanted to keep my partner, 

but not me.  The whole point was for me to get my teaching certificate so [my 

partner] and I could be working in the same place… So that is when my partner 

got this job at this school and we moved here [to China]. (Mark, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark not only went through a long process of getting a job in Manila where he 

experienced marginalization in regards to hiring practices; he also went through a similar 

situation at ASC that placed socially constructed roadblocks for him to become a teacher. 
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He was marginalized, because he was a Filipino teacher assistant, and in spite of his 

teaching credentials, his phenotype weighted against the expected image of an overseas, 

Caucasian teacher in the classroom.  

Based on interviews with other teachers besides the four case stories, there was a 

commonality that emerged in looking to teach abroad. Salaries and the opportunity to 

travel were major factors in wanting to teach abroad.  As one teacher put it, “I decided to 

try this teaching overseas for a little while, but once I was in the circuit and saw how 

much money I could save compared to my job in Canada, plus the traveling, I decided 

that the schools back home were not for me (Field notes, 12/13/10).  

In the four case stories, participants reported that their salaries and benefits at 

ASC allowed them to put some money aside for traveling, paying their mortgages, paying 

debts, or just saving. All four teachers had accepted the offer to work at ASC based on 

the possibility of saving money and the benefits package, compared to what they were 

earning in their previous schools.  Mark appreciated the salary that afforded him to travel.   

I know it is expensive but people should travel. You learn a lot about yourself. 

You appreciate yourself more. You are more critical about things. In China are 

doing this, in the Philippines you don‟t do this, in the U.S. if you don‟t have a job 

you can go and get a check. (Mark, 4/27/09). 

 

Once the teachers began working at ASC, the comparisons between their previous 

jobs and ASC were unavoidable. “I don‟t know which country I would like to go next, 

but I‟m sure it is not going back home to public education where things are pretty tough” 

(Karla interview, 6/2/2010).  Karla had taught for eleven years in the U.S. Midwest in a 

public high school. She was a woman in her early sixties who would often say, “if I had 

known about this kind of jobs before, I would have spent most of my career doing this” 
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(field  notes, 12/18/10). The narrative that jobs abroad are better than jobs back home was 

talked about by most of the teachers that I interviewed in the study, with the exception of 

one teacher who was abroad for the first time and said “I really don‟t care going back to 

Oregon to teach. I loved my job there and I hope I can get it back next year when I finish 

my contract here” (Jenny interview, 10/15/10).  Jenny was a teacher in her mid fifties 

who had raised three children as a single mom working full time as a teacher. Jenny‟s last 

daughter had just gone to college when she decided to teach abroad. 

Teachers who had worked at other international schools also had comments 

regarding ASC.  The teachers felt that the school was much more demanding than they 

had anticipated due to the multiple activities teachers needed to do besides teaching, and 

that schools in Asia were the best paid jobs. East Asian schools are advertised as the best 

paid teaching positions (ISC, 2010) and this is congruent with the increasing number of 

schools in the region (The International Educator, October, 2010), where the competition 

for a student seat in some of the largest international schools is in the form of long 

waiting lists. 

 

Biographies Matter 

The teachers‟ case stories speak to their previous experiences, their biographies, 

their childhoods and their college experiences. In living abroad “it doesn‟t make a 

difference why you came, it makes a difference whether you strive or not” (Van Reken, 

3/18/10).  This means that once a person has moved to another country there will be 

unexpected challenges, if a person is able to handle these challenges favorably, then 
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he/she will have a positive stay. Although all teachers abroad sign a contract with the 

school of their choice and move to new jobs looking forward to exciting adventures, that 

fact alone is not enough to keep the teachers going for the months to come. Once the 

teachers abroad have crossed the geographical boundaries of a new country, the 

challenges of making sense of their new environment emerged. It is what the future 

brings to a teacher and how he/she faces and solves unexpected situations that would 

influence the teacher to stay or leave at the end of the teaching contract. For example, 

Lola had just arrived from Canada, but her home country was an island in the Caribbean. 

The very first day at work in 2009 she responded when I asked her how her first day at 

school went.  “My day was awful. These kids don‟t need me. They know a lot. This is not 

like my kids in N. Carolina, those kids really need their teacher. The kids here are very 

advanced and don‟t need me. I have to redo my lesson plans for them.” (8/12/09). Lola 

was very agitated that day. She had a preconception that only students who are not 

advanced need a teacher, and perhaps that what makes a teacher is helping students who 

are not academically ahead. Lola was already working within a preconceived frame of 

reference and the students she found on the first day of school did not „fit‟ her 

expectations. New teachers have to begin to establish new routines and new relationships 

to make sense of their new environment and of themselves in this environment. 

Why teachers got to teach abroad in the first place?  My data indicates that 

teachers get to teaching abroad because they are tired of public schools, but once abroad, 

there is not a transformation or change that is significant. There is again a gradual 

engagement in a comfort zone.  Even though the teachers took risks and were willing to 
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make changes by geographically relocating to China, once in the country, the excitement 

and the wonder approach to the country disappeared, and teachers ended up living within 

the „expat bubble‟.  Teachers come into the bubble where there is a similar life style as 

those left behind. Inside the bubble, there is a reproduction of white privileges, money is 

valued, physical comfort is experienced. Even when teachers, mostly singles, decide to 

move outside of the compounds, the rationale behind it is to expand a social circle within 

the greater „expat‟ community in the city, to be able to participate in social life with other 

foreigners. 

The teacher‟s racial identity does not significantly impact their professional 

identity ither, in an impacting and profound way. Emma, an Indonesian teacher, is aware 

of her phenotype, Mark, is aware of the role that his sexuality and ethnicity play in being 

hired as a teacher. However, in both cases, there is assimilation of the narrative that the 

school is to learn English, and that the school provides prestige, two explanations Emma 

and Mark use respectively and are comfortable sharing and saying „that‟s the way it is‟. It 

is as if they had gone a journey to become teachers at ASC, but once there the 

assimilation of the narratives of being the „best‟ teachers is more powerful than taking a 

transformative stand. They internalize the oppression and assimilate into the official 

narrative.  

 

A „first‟ Year Teacher Again 

Similar to teachers in the U.S. who have to find their way again when changing 

grade levels, schools, or even moving to another state, first time teachers abroad become 
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first year teachers again.  “I was missing my old job, and the security of that, you know, I 

had a certain reputation there, and I had to begin again here” (Charlie, 12/12/08). 

Teachers had to learn to get involved in their new school. Charlie had a whole teaching 

career behind him and he had to begin as „the new guy on the block‟.   

In spite the fact that most teachers had previous teaching experience, the 

systematic approaches and predictive responses that worked before were gone overnight 

and did not work within the new social context. Squire (2007) speaks of his experience 

trying to teach English to a group of Chinese teachers who were eager to learn from his 

experience as a veteran teacher and administrator. He writes about how he felt deceived 

of himself because the strategies he had chosen to use for teaching did not work as 

expected in a new culture, despite having been a successful teacher and administrator in 

the U.S., none of his approaches worked for his new consulting job in China.  

One of the challenges at school was beginning to work with a large Asian student 

population, especially for teachers who had not worked or were familiar with Asian 

students. 

…that was one of the hardest things for me. Coming here, to school… you know, 

I always knew my kids within a day or two. I would know their names, and… it 

took me so long to learn the kids‟ names here, because they looked so similar to 

me… The majority makes it for the same color hair, the same color eyes, and 

names that were very similar sounding to me, um… I don‟t feel that now that I‟ve 

been here a long time, but that was a tough adjustment for me.  It took me a little 

while because I have about a hundred students, but I was shocked that it took me 

so long. I took pictures of all my students and I put their names underneath the 

pictures. You know?  I was getting upset calling their names… and before each 

class I looked at the pictures to have a better idea whose names …the names in 

Chinese were very similar..the names were very similar like Hi Sun, Gi Sun… 

probably not to Chinese people but there were to me. (Charlie, 12/11/09). 
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Charlie didn‟t know what to make of the similarities in students. He grouped the 

students by their phenotype, “the same color hair, the same color eyes, and names”. His 

comment suggested that all Asian students can be grouped under one category, and that 

he couldn‟t identify the students individually. However he thought of a strategy, taking 

photos of the students and studying their names before each class, something he had not 

done before in his previous job. 

Similar to Charlie, I was surprised at not being able to tell my students‟ parents 

apart from each other during the first days of school. It took me longer than it had taken 

me in other campuses.  I could not distinguish between Japanese, Mandarin, and Korean 

languages either. My eyes were not used to the subtle differences between one group and 

the other, my ears were not used to languages that have several tonalities.  It was very 

upsetting to know in my head that „they all‟ were not the same, but how could I 

differentiate one person from another? My conceptual knowledge was challenged by my 

experiential situation and it took me at least a few weeks to start noticing the similarities 

and differences, not without being quite frustrated about it. 

Sentiments of frustration and ambiguity followed the initial excitement. “I am 

beginning to feel tired and overloaded, saturated with everything and nothing” (Field 

Notes, 3/2/09).  Teachers felt apprehensive, busy, mad, tired, and overwhelmed because 

they were processing change, and because of the insecurity they expressed in „learning‟ 

to teach again. 

It‟s hard not being sure of yourself... Going from being a very confident, like 

feeling you know everything within the system you‟re working in and you know 

the people, and you have security… and suddenly you feel like you don‟t know 
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what you‟re doing anymore, you know, you‟re in a new today” (Tiffany, 

12/12/09). 

 

Tiffany had to change from being a successful and competent teacher into 

becoming a first year teacher again.   Having to figure out the school, curriculum, new 

colleagues, and how to live outside of school brings a sense of busyness to the first year 

of teaching abroad.  “I feel in this constant roller coaster ever since I arrived, trying to 

figure out what is going on” (Tiffany, 11/29/09). The teachers were emotionally invested 

in trying to „read‟ other peoples‟ reactions, trying to communicate outside of ASC in a 

language they could not speak, and learning their way around in teaching at the school. 

In addition, communicating with teachers who bring in different philosophies and 

approaches to teaching becomes challenging when trying to agree on approaches to 

teaching. One of the curriculum coordinators said, 

We have to rethink how we train teachers, especially when they all bring different 

knowledge about different areas of teaching, what reading is for example. We 

discovered that 3-4 yrs. ago when we trained teachers before we came to a 

conclusion that teachers approach teaching reading and writing in a different way. 

Sometimes the approach is similar but with a different name. There are different 

perspectives of how content should be taught. We have an American curriculum 

taught abroad. We have a richness of students. There are different ideas of how 

the teaching of reading should happen (Laurie interview, 2/27/09). 

 

Coming into agreements with teachers whose teaching backgrounds are different, 

whose philosophies about teaching differ, and who know a variety of pedagogies is a 

challenge when deciding on methods, however it also brings a richness of approaches.  

Learning the language and learning the cultural environment is more pronounced 

at the arrival of teachers at ASC.  Families tend to stick together, there is a personal 

transformative experience, but this experience does not go beyond the personal level, 
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does not extend to be transformative in the classroom. It is limited to the immediate 

comfort of teachers.  

Even tough teachers were immersed in spaces such as the ones offered by ASC, 

culturally and linguistically diverse, there was no transformation in regards to pedagogies 

and teaching approaches.  There is change and renovation at the personal level, but not in 

the classroom, not in pedagogies that would be culturally responsive (Gay, 2000; Ladson-

Billings, 1995).  Mark and Tiffany have a closer approach to linguistically responsive 

teaching, but for the most part, teachers assume a stand in reproducing English 

immersion. 

 

 

Where are the White Kids? 

Teachers and parents, mostly Caucasian, spoke of the preconception they had in 

mind prior to arriving at ASC in regards to students.  “When I saw the number of students 

in the school brochure it said that there were mostly Americans, but when we came for 

parent orientation we were surprised to see mostly Asian parents” (Nancy, 3/5/10).  

Nancy was from Canada; her husband was a teacher in high school and they had two 

children at ASC. They were surprised to see the student population at the campus. These 

preconceptions were based on the school statistics that show more than half of U.S. and 

Canadian citizens, which in terms of legal citizenship, is true. Most of the students at 

ASC carry U.S. passports because they were born in the U.S. while their parents were 

studying abroad, residing abroad, or vacationing. Having a baby while vacationing is 

known as “birth tourism” in the U.S (Spiro, 2008), and some staff make comments like 
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“everybody knows the kids are ABC [American born Chinese] babies at ASC” (Field 

Notes, 9/15/08). I would add that „everybody‟ does not include new arriving teachers. 

Therefore, many new teachers were surprised to see a student and parent population of 

mostly Asian phenotype.   A parent expressed, “When my husband and I got here we 

said, where are the white kids? My son was the only white kid in his class” (Parent, 

9/26/10). The preconception that Americans are expected to be of Caucasian 

characteristics clashes with what one sees in the student population at ASC, especially at 

the campus where the study took place. The other campus is located in a newer area 

surrounded by international companies and the student population is more diverse in 

terms of phenotype. 

Although many Asian heritage students carry a U.S. passport, teachers tend to 

categorize them in two groups: the Asian and the Western kids, followed by stereotypes 

based on student academic performance. “Western kids are more relaxed, working habits 

less rigorous, less grade oriented compared to Asian students (Marcus, 4/2/2010).  

Marcus was a high school teacher, married, with a child attending elementary school and 

had taught abroad in Germany, South Korea, and China.  Stereotypes based on academic 

performance are aligned with some studies on Asian American students (Okihiro, 1988; 

Yu, 2006) that position Asian heritage students as „smart‟, „well behaved‟ kids with 

socially constructed expectations (Osajima, 1988),  both from parents and some teachers.  

In this sense, the students are positioned by teachers based on „academic performance‟ 

without any further questioning on why. Furthermore, students also position and rank 

themselves in relation to different groups of students. 
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You walk into the cafeteria and to the right are the usual Korean boys and 

Taiwanese groups. Then you walk out to the courtyard and there are several 

athletes and people who are mostly outgoing. The library media center has always 

been the place for Korean seniors. In the underground junior lounge area, is the 

musical people who hang around near the music rooms…Students tend to hang 

out with people of the same nationality…I definitely feel myself spending time 

almost always with the people who are in my „clique‟…The problem is that 

parents have sent us to study in an American school, at least partially for us to 

improve our English skills. But here we stand, speaking our own native language 

all the time, except for maybe a few times when we have to speak in front of the 

class or to a teacher…Whatever it might be, it would be better if students could 

come out of their usual „cliques‟ and interact with everyone. (Student newspaper, 

10/27/09, p.3). 

 

This constant battle of trying to figure who belongs to which group based on race, 

citizenship, and language, by students, teachers, and parents, became a multilayer and 

intricate situation that teachers who arrived to teach abroad for the first time are faced 

with, and find troublesome, from the first day at school. Various languages are 

represented in the classroom, with the language majority being Mandarin. Students are 

expected to speak English as a common language and for instruction, but beyond the 

classroom, various languages, and in various degrees, can be heard around campus. 

Interviews, conversations, observations of teachers in classrooms, and daily 

activities suggest that it was not enough to be exposed to various cultures and languages 

on a daily basis to develop understandings of issues of culturally and linguistic diverse 

students.  Not purposefully addressing these issues was conducive to the establishment of 

bias and stereotypes. During the three years of my research I attended a workshop on 

Korean students taught by an administrator who lived in S. Korea and had a Korean-

American family. The workshop was comprehensive and it presented a historical 

perspective on education in Korea and societal expectations for parents and students. The 
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workshop was offered once a year and was optional for teachers. I observed low 

attendance at this workshop and most of the teachers were students of the on-site Masters 

program who had to take an elective class and the workshop counted towards it. This 

speaks to how much teachers were impacted by the student population at ASC, but how 

little personal motivational investment, or time, there was to learn more about students.  

The fast speed of daily life at school, and the lack of a purposeful focus to allow teachers 

to discuss issues relevant to the representation of the student population, led to quick 

stereotyping at ASC. 

In trying to make sense of their professional landscape within school, new 

teachers also bring into account what they know about student diversity to explain their 

present situation. 

I guess I miss diversity in the large sense, specifically those kids who make the 

field like outcast... They look for an adult they can talk to and they have a very 

good perspective and sense. They are very acute observers and they figure out 

really quickly where they stand, who is on the top of the pyramid. You know, I 

don‟t miss the feeling of the social drama, who is in and who is out, you know… I 

think here is a little conforming that I like to be around.” (Richard, 4/10/09). 

 

The diversity Richard referred to was related to class more than to race. Richard 

addressed issues of race and class with his students in his classroom. He had experienced 

living in Vietnam, his wife had been in the Peace Corps in Africa, and they both had 

worked with low income students in the U.S. However, I highlight that Richard‟s notions 

of diversity in relation to race were challenged on his personal life,  

I mean, I‟m a little bit in a weird spot because I don‟t want [my children] to learn, 

oh you shouldn‟t… interact with Chinese people. At the same time, I don‟t want 

them to feel uncomfortable, to make them uncomfortable. Obviously, we brought 

them to China and we were OK with making them a little uncomfortable, or else 

we could‟ve just stayed home. You know, it‟s kind of a balance between, „Oh, 
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come on, tolerate a little bit of it‟ (relaxed), and to the point that, „now, you, get 

away from my kid‟ (directive). Who am I looking out for? I mean, I want them to 

be comfortable with strangers at least about in Shanghai. And then some people 

are just sort of… so we just have very different standards. I‟ll put it that way. 

(Richard, 5/15/09).   

 

 Richard expressed intolerance for certain situations he experienced while his 

family was in the city. They were the focus of stares and „curiosity‟ from local residents. 

He tried to reconcile his professional beliefs about diversity with that of what was 

tolerable for his family. Richard‟s comment was significant because it suggests how 

phenotype is not a choice or something one can hide. In China, white skin is valued more 

than dark skin, and there are certain behaviors that go along with that, such as grabbing 

and touching or asking white people to pose for a photo with locals. Seeing Caucasian 

people is sometimes a „novelty‟ (more so in rural areas than in large cities). In my 

personal experience, and in reference to skin color,  I began to notice constant 

advertisement of whitening products. For example, while traveling to Vietnam I came 

across a flight magazine that read:  

Is whitening enough for you? 

Get your desired whiter and firmer skin… Be desired, be white, be firm, because 

whitening is just NEVER enough… and because we know that white skin is just 

NEVER enough, [the cream] is powered with [special ingredients] to give your 

skin that toned and sculpted appeal. So you‟re not just whiter, you‟re also firmer. 

Isn‟t it just perfect? (Flight magazine, 12/27/08). 

 

ASC is mostly staffed with U.S. Caucasian teachers and parents do not see many 

minority teachers in the classroom.  At a meeting with high school parents, a mother 

asked the counselor when trying to fill out a sample questionnaire for college, “What is 

diversity?” (Field Notes, 12/5/10). These kinds of comments lead me to think that the 
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word diversity does not have a wide connotation in this context, yet, I understand 

diversity in the U.S. in terms of race, ethnicity, sexuality, gender, and class. 

For teachers who come from the U.S. where issues of diversity and laws are 

contested on a daily basis by marginalized minority groups, the view of diversity is more 

related to class. 

I miss a close connection with the kids.  These kids are lovely right, but I 

wouldn‟t say they are like my kids at home. And I don‟t know what it is, you 

know, I‟m new here, I‟m new to them, I don‟t have that relationship yet.  I am 

close to the kids but it is not the same, I guess because we don‟t share the same 

background, you know, most of my kids are Asian. Sometimes I‟m not sure if I 

can totally relate what exactly, what they actually want from me, other than those 

two extra points. You know what I mean? They are very driven that way... But 

who cares, what exactly you get from it, what kind of strategy you learn? But 

their culture is very different that way, especially the kids here. I get that, the 

culture of the school. Chinese I can understand that is different. (Charlie, 

05/04/09).   

 

Charlie „feels‟ and „senses‟ that there is a difference in cultural background from 

the fact that living in China is different than the U.S. in language, traditions, holidays, but 

beyond that, he cannot explain racialized issues. The fact that ASC is a private school, 

allows teachers to see issues of class more pronounced when comparing to previous 

teaching experiences in public schools. But in regards to other contested concepts based 

on race, ethnicity, and language, for example, teachers cannot verbalize what or how it is 

expressed at ASC. 

Looking beyond the ethnographic case studies, there is a reproduction of white 

privileges at ASC, of „expats‟ comfort living styles. The environment is elitist and the 

hegemony of English is reproduced (Garcia, Stuknabb-Kangas & Torres-Guzman, 2006; 

Macedo 2000; Macedo, Dendrinos & Gounary, 2003). The teacher high turn over ratio 
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does not help this situation either. Teachers come and go, and with that, there is 

superficiality to the professional space. Teachers, nor the school, take the time to discuss 

issues related to language, class, race, and ethnicity, that impact teaching. 

 

Social Relations of Power 

Data points to a hierarchal relationship between classroom teachers and support 

staff in relation to race.  Classroom teachers and administrators were predominantly 

Caucasian, English speaking citizens of the U.S., Canada, New Zealand, U.K., and 

Australia.  The school‟s support staff -teaching assistants, office staff, maintenance staff- 

is composed of local hired Chinese or immigrants, mainly from the Philippines and India. 

Classroom teachers were positioned as individuals with power, as expressed by parental 

recognition during school events that highlights teachers as the individuals who directly 

provide the students with a U.S based curriculum. This positionality (Holland, et al. 

1998), granted also by the school hierarchy in hiring practices, situated overseas hires as 

the group with the most cultural and linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), over foreign 

local hires, and Chinese teachers.  

Based on interviews and observations of social events, for example celebrations 

or general meetings where all staff would come together, ranking and power (Urrieta, 

2007) were observed by just looking at the support staff sitting in the back of the 

auditorium or in the perimeter of parties, while foreign teachers usually sat front and in 

the center.  In this sense, comments like “I do not want to go to that meeting because 

there will be mostly the overseas teachers” (teacher assistant, 11/10/09) or “are you going 
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to sit down with the teachers at the Winter party or with the Filipinos? (Luisa‟s teacher 

assistant 12/4/10). These comments exemplify the divide between mostly foreign teacher 

hires and the rest of the staff.  Filipino staff positioned me as „one of them‟. The Other 

was me, and the I was them (Macmurray, 1999). Our relationships were established on 

the basis that I also got invited to participate in events organized by them, but where only 

very few foreign teachers participated.  And even tough Filipino friends would come to 

my house for parties, more than to other teachers‟ homes, they would still sit in a corner, 

separated mostly from overseas hired teachers. 

Equally strong and disempowering, was the policy that teacher assistants, mainly 

Filipinos, Chinese, Korean, Hindu, could not substitute for homeroom teachers for more 

than two days, even though several assistants had Masters degrees and teaching 

experience. Office staff would say “parents want to see a Western [white] person in the 

classroom” (Field Notes, 10/09). When a teacher raised the subject to the staff member, 

she responded “don‟t make waves, it will be more difficult for you, just tell your assistant 

that you are sorry but she cannot sub for you” (Field notes, 2/15/11).  These comments 

were made in a whispering voice.   Personally, it was one of my most frustrating 

experiences, where my lack of Mandarin would not allow me to explore more about the 

subject directly with parents, to have a better understanding of whether not allowing a 

teacher assistant substitute was their preference or it was an interpretation by some staff 

in the office. It angered me to think about my own marginalizing experiences within the 

U.S. Here I was in China, an overseas hired teacher with many privileges because of my 

credentials and U.S. citizenship, but a brown skinned person who witnessed racial 
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degradation to others. It was painful, and yet, I felt limited power to openly express my 

thoughts. I was afraid of expressing my disagreements thinking maybe I would bring an 

end to my employment. There was an ambivalence of thoughts and feelings. 

Hiring practices reproduces a system in which some benefit while others are 

subordinated. Because of this situation, some are transformed on an individual basis, 

especially those who are in less privileged positions, due to their personal biographies. 

The comments made by the office staff in regards to teacher assistants suggest a 

narrative of Whiteness (Harris, 1993) that affords a „value‟ to its proprietor. Those with 

white skin are provided a higher symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) than those with 

brown skin.  The office would allow Caucasian parents of students who were on the 

waiting list to substitute for teachers, even though they might not have had the 

qualifications or experience that many of the teacher assistants had. This practice was 

mainly employed at the elementary school level where the majority of assistants were 

assigned.  The fact that Caucasian parents could substitute for teachers but not Filipino, 

Chinese, Korean or Hindu staff illustrates Whitestream practices (Grande, 2000; Urrieta, 

2009; Urrieta & Reidel, 2006) implemented by ASC key staff who served as the 

intermediaries between teachers, substitutes, and parents. Urrieta and Reidel define white 

supremacy as “the official and unofficial practices (including racism), principles, morals, 

norms, values, history, and overall culture that privileges white in U.S. society” (in 

Urrieta, 2009, p.182). Comments made about teacher assistants and „blocking‟ them from 

substituting for teachers were not expressed by Caucasian staff, but by some Chinese 

staff.  Based on conversations I had with other teachers who had noticed this situation, 
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and who had worked in other Asian countries, a recurrent comment was that “Filipinos 

are hired to be maids for the Chinese and not to teach their children” (Field Notes, 

12/10/10).  When I think about these comments, and from the historical perspective, the 

Chinese civilization has been a civilization of conquerors. Countries like Vietnam, 

Indonesia, Cambodia, Korea, Japan, The Philippines, at one point or another, had been in 

political and power debate with China, where issues of supremacy and dominance are 

contested. The present situation at ASC cannot be explained in isolation or from one 

point of view only. It is a complicated matter where issues of race and ethnicity are 

multifaceted. 

 

Living in a „American/Expat Bubble‟  

Teachers come together to form a community that is characterized, first, by 

bonding with the cohort of teachers that arrived in the same year. This first cohort is 

usually the group a teacher would call first when help is needed. Teachers who have 

worked at school longer also have their own cohort group. Second, teachers become part 

of the division where they are assigned –elementary, middle or high school. Third, 

teachers form strong ties with those who share similarities in family composition, for 

example, single teachers, couples without children, couples with children, single parents.  

Lastly, teachers integrate into the larger community mainly composed of the same 

teachers we see at work, who live in the same compound that form mobile communities. 

Transient mobile communities (Cobb-Robert, Dorn, & Shircliffe, 2006) are 

recreated out of need to belong, out of fear of isolation and out of sentiments of being 
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rootless. Beyond the school, teachers began to rely on each other for aspects related to 

daily living situations such as finding the grocery store, a restaurant in town, a dentist, 

and after school activities for kids.  Teachers relied on each other to celebrate birthdays 

and weddings, to help those recovering from surgeries and to mourn deaths. Situations 

and events that one may not think of calling a work colleague for in the country of origin, 

is unavoidable while living abroad.   

If you are in the States for example, you know you go to work and have your 

work friends, your extended family at school, who are different from your church 

friends, or your friends outside work, your support friends, or your blood family, 

your community groups. The groups are different. Here all you have is this family 

that becomes your one big group. Strong cases of illness… this type of situations 

bring people together. (Annie, 2/27/09).    

 

Mr. C. had a back surgery and my wife and I will look after him while he 

recovers. In this kind of situations, we all become a family and we take care of 

each other. Please feel free to stop by if you get a chance to say Hi. He will be 

happy to see you… (Superintendent email, 4/18/09). 

 

Just like the above comments express, the circle of teachers abroad becomes 

tighter than in the country of origin because there is a lack of external groups to go to 

when needs arise.  

The ASC community helps to overcome a sense of isolation. Most colleagues 

have gone through the same process and they serve as informal mentors to each other in 

the transition of becoming a teacher abroad. Danaher, Moriarty, & Danaher (2009) 

suggest that a mobile learning community is composed of “a group of people who are 

mobile for sustained periods of the year or of their lives and who recognize… mobility 

and a shared commitment to learning for themselves and other group members” (p. 3). 
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Based on my analysis of themes, a close learning community sentiment was expressed at 

all levels, from administrators, teachers, and parents. 

We are looking for a unifying bond, doesn‟t matter where they are coming from. 

The family gets closer and closer. We learn to rely on each other.  I have been in 

international education since 1984. In this bubble that we are sometimes, we see 

the cycle. We see birth, young life, old people, grandma, grandpa. We become a 

work family, a family of friends, an international family.  Living abroad becomes 

your extended family. Teachers take care of each other (Administrator, 2/27/09). 

 

The concept of “an international family” characterizes mobility, learning, and 

support for one another.  The closeness is accompanied by a lack of privacy in the sense 

that when teachers want to do activities on their own, especially around the school, they 

often come across with colleagues and parents.  

I went to the [compound‟s] clinic and there were [and administrator and two 

teachers]. The little clinic was very busy and they all heard what I told the doctor. 

Isn‟t it funny? I have never experienced anything like this. You know? In the 

States, you go to the doctor, you go to school, to work, or shopping, and 

everything happens in different places. Here, it is almost the same wherever you 

go, you see the same people. I feel like there was no privacy with my medical 

appointment.  I don‟t want people hearing what I share with the doctor, even if it 

was just a cold. (Tiffany, 3/4/09). 

 

The above comments exemplify the physical proximity that teachers, parents, and 

administrators experience living in the same housing complexes where a small clinic 

serviced the residents.  Teachers had to make a conscientious effort to get away from the 

„bubble‟. “[My husband] and I were good about getting away from here, it has been too 

much hanging around school. The restaurant, the fundraising, the soccer, the party… 

(Field Notes, 2/25/09).  Some teachers, especially singles, move downtown; the majority 

of teachers stayed within the school surroundings.  
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Teachers talked about wanting to get out of the bubble, but in reality, it was easy 

to become trapped in the bubble of comfort and access to amenities, especially when, as 

previous public school teachers, these “luxuries” were out of reach. 

I mean I‟d been to Vietnam, I‟d been to Hong Kong, I mean I had at least some 

idea. And it feels like, I don‟t know, at times it feels like New York. Except for 

the fact that there are only Chinese people here and not many of other kind, versus 

New York being such a mix. And I also didn‟t foresee the extension in which I 

can live basically in an American bubble. You know, I can watch American 

movies and I can play basketball. I can go to my air conditioned house and eat 

breakfast cereal. I mean, if I didn‟t make any effort, I could forget that I was in 

China. And there are not many places in China that you can say that. If you are in 

Inner Mongolia, there are no many places where you can go in Inner Mongolia 

and be in this… it is only in the big cities or around international schools, and in 

certain neighborhoods. (Richard, 5/15/09). 

Richard was surprised to have moved so far to find a place that was like a 

„replica‟, of what he had left behind in the U.S. This comfort and life style also reduced 

the need for interacting with local residents.   

Teachers become more cosmopolitan by means of traveling, of living in a large 

city, and in interacting with teachers and students from other countries. Professionally, 

there are not impacting changes.  Teachers are open to learn about geography and 

political stances by means of traveling, but their immediate work with students is limited 

to puzzling observations. They try to reflect, but their limited stay plays against any long 

term change, evidence, expressions of transformations that go beyond just surviving their 

daily lives in and out the classroom. Teachers were not able to closely examine and 

understand the complexity of their classrooms (Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Gay, 1993; 

Ladson-Billings, 1999; Merryfield 1998), to learn about culturally responsive teaching to 

be able to work with Asian students. 
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By traveling and learning about other cultures, languages, sociopolitical systems, 

there is a possibility of learning from first experience (Cushner, 2007; Merryfield, 1996; 

Rios, Montecinos & van Olphen, 2007), but such opportunity and possibility do not 

materialize beyond the personal level for some teachers abroad.  The transformation is at 

the emotional level, at the more immediate pressing needs to satisfying basic needs. 

Teachers‟ stay at ASC is not long enough to have a pedagogical transformative 

experience. The immersion experience has a limited, personal effect, more than a long 

term teaching implication. 

My data suggests that there is a high turn over of teachers, that there is a sense of 

temporary homes (McCaig, 1994; Pollock and Van Reken, 2001). This transience in 

students and teachers may contribute to the limited transformative experience of teachers. 

In addition, the fact that most teachers recruited are white, middle class (Holt-Reynolds, 

1992; Lortie, 1975; Olsen, 2008), suggests that the reproduction of a determined 

sociocultural group is reproduced at ASC. 

 

Language Unites and Isolates 

The use of the English language at ASC operated on two levels: one in regards to 

students learning English at school, the other in relation to teachers speaking only English 

when they stepped outside of ASC. 

The school followed a total immersion approach to teaching English with ESOL 

support services and teachers presented different approaches to teaching English in the 

classroom.  Mark challenged and contested the conventional approach to English 
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immersion in the classroom as he remembered how difficult it was for him to learn 

English. He empathized with his students and drew from the students‟ home background 

knowledge (Cummins, 1996) to help them move forward with learning the language. 

Some teachers would probably disagree, but if I have a kid that doesn‟t know a 

word in English and then I ask how you say it in … I ask my assistant to speak to 

the student in Chinese.  Some teachers say we should only speak in English, I use 

that as a rule but not necessarily reinforce it, if I have a student that doesn‟t speak 

English I allow to have a student to help the others… I always say, how would 

you feel if you walked into a room where everyone is speaking Japanese? How 

would you feel?  I have not sympathy, but empathy for the kids. (Mark, 4/27/09). 

 

Mark‟s approach to teaching language portrays what Gay (1993) identifies as 

teachers as cultural brokers. In other words, teachers use their skills as mediators, not 

only to deliver technical knowledge, but to teach culturally responsively to attend to the 

needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students.  A similar alternative was 

employed by Tiffany in her classroom. 

I grew up the first 4-5 years of my life my mother speaking German. Then went I 

went to Kindergarten that‟s when I started in English…I think I was very quiet. 

And trying to take it all in, not talking very much. I was very much trying to 

absorb it all… I don‟t think they ever heard me to speak German because I knew 

nobody spoke German. I was very quiet, very quiet, just listening… I have so 

much empathy for my ESOL kids, I have a couple of kids who do not speak any 

English…I try to make sure things are right for these kids, I try to repeat the 

words, make sure they understand , so they can get it. I have some much empathy 

for them.  (Tiffany, 12/12/08). 

 

Tiffany empathized with students who were learning English based on her own 

childhood experiences and tried to help students out. This was also evident during the 

study classroom observations where she carefully repeated instructions to students and 

used various pedagogical tools to help her English language learners. 
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Contrary to the approach by Mark and Tiffany, the majority of teachers tried to 

apply the total immersion approach to language learning. “Some kids don‟t know English 

and it is hard to teach them… this is an American school and they need to speak English. 

“We say no, no, no Chinese, only English” (Sony, teacher assistant, 8/28/08). The 

approach to teaching English varied greatly among teachers and was evident through the 

conversations I documented throughout the study. Teacher assistants usually mirrored the 

approaches modeled by the homeroom teachers.  In the case of teachers who had been 

abroad in other schools and countries, they had a point of reference on how English 

„should‟ be implemented at ASC, as the comment below explains, 

At the school where I worked at they have this area called „the language free 

zone‟, where students can speak Korean or Indonesian, because they need a bit of 

time to talk to their friends, it‟s like in the cafeteria, but in the classroom and other 

areas the students have to speak English. This is why they [the parents] are 

sending the kids to an international school, right?, to learn English. But here [at 

ASC] the kids are speaking any language they want everywhere, including the 

classroom. I think it is not polite not to speak a common language (Emma, 

5/2/09).  

 

Emma was comparing two approaches to develop English skills outside the 

classroom and was upset by students not speaking a common language in the classroom. 

She was also reinforcing the concept that parents wanted their children to learn English. 

In this sense, English at ASC served to unite those who spoke a variety of 

languages. English is the „facto‟ international language (Macedo, Dendrinos, Giunary, 

2003; Fairclough, 2006) of exchange and communication at ASC.  At the same time, 

English “secure[s] the cultural capital of its speakers in ways that spill over into other 

cultural and commercial areas” (Willinsky, 1998, p.210).  ASC students will eventually 

move around the world carrying business and transactions, accompanied by the fact that 
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the students are learning the international language of power, and teachers play a major 

role in teaching the language.   

Within the context of ASC, teachers were positioned as speakers of English. The 

recognition of several accents is less rigid than in U.S. schools and was recognized by 

some, since teachers are from a variety of nationalities. When I asked one of the 

administrators about any concerns or expectations from parents regarding a variety of 

English accents spoken by teachers she responded, 

We‟ve got folks from, New Zealand, folks from Australia, folks from Canada, 

teachers from the US, from across the board, speaking slightly different varieties 

of English. I don‟t believe that that is the case. I don‟t think that is an issue, 

particularly when you have kids who attending school in an environment like ours 

when they often hear all kinds of varieties of English. Kids are pretty sharp little 

language learners and unless they got pretty serious learning disabilities, which 

most of our students do not have, I don‟t think it matters. Eh, how do we deal with 

that, with teachers? I think we are careful when we hire. It would be hard to hire 

someone who had such a very, very thick, accent that it would be difficult to 

understand. But beyond that, I don‟t think we have any problems with it. We 

make sure that we hire the right people, and you know what? We pretty much 

have! (Annie, 5/8/09). 

 

The above comments suggest that multilingualism was seen as a positive factor at 

ASC, but not everyone shared this sentiment and issues about accents would surface 

among teachers during hallway conversations. however, there was a lack of professional 

development for all teachers in the second language acquisition process. During the three 

years of the study, there was no specific training for classroom teachers on this topic.  

Beyond English serving as a common language inside the premises of ASC, it 

became also a block to overcome when trying to get involved in the greater community. 

Data suggest that teachers do not learn Mandarin easily because their work does not 

require the language and the hours left to interact with the outside community are reduced 
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to minimal contact on the weekends. Most teachers live in apartments nearby the school 

and they spend only a few minutes walking from school to home on weekdays, when 

almost no interactions with locals take place.  Nevertheless, a sense of relief and freedom 

is experienced once the teachers ventured outside of the school and their apartments into 

the city and tried to make attempts at communicating.  

I feel that I can get everywhere I want to. Not that I speak the language, but I get 

my card, I can gesture. With my bike I can ask… I am really good at gestures. I 

feel I can get everything accomplished even I cannot speak the language (Tiffany, 

3/4/09).  

 

My observations and interviews revealed that new teachers who took Mandarin 

lessons do not continue beyond the beginning levels. I myself took Mandarin lessons for 

six months to be able to carry simple activities like grocery shopping and take a taxi to 

get back to my apartment. The learning was demanding and challenging due to the 

tonalities involved in the pronunciation of the language and my work load weighed over 

discontinuing my lessons.  

The lack of Mandarin language speaking skills limits greatly when trying to 

communicate outside the school. The characteristic of language as inner speech to guide 

actions (Vygotsky, 1986) and that allows for dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981), or dialogues 

through interactions with others, was very limited outside ASC. The lack of Mandarin to 

get a message across limited teachers‟ actions to simple gestures, and most of the time 

lent to miscommunication of ideas and thoughts.  Therefore, teachers tend to continue 

being immersed in an “American bubble” where English is the common language, and be 

isolated from the greater local community. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

The topic addressed in this dissertation, although limited to one setting, will 

hopefully transcend national boundaries from its findings. Moss et al. (2009) states that 

 if the results of a study will neither make a substantial contribution to the body of 

a scholarship nor support improvements in policy and practice, the study is of a 

low quality… judgments of research quality should consider the topic addressed, 

rather than looking only at the rigor of methods used (p.505). 

 

It is with this thought in mind that I share the lessons I learned through the 

journey of this research and explain the contributions my dissertation offers at the 

practical, abstract, and policy levels. 

 Although my study focuses on teachers who have left their home country, mainly 

the U.S,. and who for the most part are white, middle class, and female (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 2005), I argue there is a commonality with teachers who face 

urban schools settings in the U.S. Teachers abroad have stepped outside of their comfort 

zones, of their social, cultural, and linguistic frames of reference to teach in schools that 

serve students from a variety of sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds.   Teachers face 

challenges related to new schools, new systems of education, and new groups of students. 

They face contradictions that surface while trying to figure out a new job, living in a new 

country, and not speaking the language.   

The most salient point from my research is that the figured world of teaching 

abroad is a complex construct in which there is not one „typical‟ or „atypical‟ profile of 

the teacher abroad. Additionally, the teacher abroad identity making process follows a 

complex and convoluted course that is fluid in nature (Holland, et al., 1998), where forces 

of the social, personal, professional, language, and emotional are manifested.  As 
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experienced teachers, the participants in the study decided to undergo a new learning 

journey as adults, seeking change that ultimately impacted how they came to make sense 

of past experiences, of their present jobs, and how they reflected on their daily lives as 

they tried to create new ways of interacting with others –teachers, parents, students- and 

to make sense of their own changes, of their own identity. It is my hope that the lessons 

emerging from this study may be useful both within and outside the U.S. borders.  

 

Preparing Teachers for Global Diversity 

Within the U.S., my research adds to the body on how international experiences 

help teachers understand issues of diversity (Cushner & Brennan, 2007; Cushner & 

Mahon, 2002). Teachers respond to change based on their experiences of the nuances of 

living in new countries, facing new languages, and being immersed in situations that they 

did not expect when living in their country of origin. The results of this study will 

hopefully provide insights on the relevance of preparing teachers for non-standard 

settings, especially when teachers are placed in settings out of their personal, social, 

linguistic, and cultural frameworks of reference and once on the job, how relevant it 

becomes to pay attention to the lives of teachers to minimize the impact of the transition 

into new settings.  

Because mobility across and between nations is one of the factors faced in the 

new millennium, student populations are becoming transient around the world. The 

relevance of preparing teachers for transient populations, and for teachers themselves to 

be willing to move between schools with different types of student populations within 
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national systems, is becoming a priority (Cushner, 2007). This is especially true in an era 

when there is a need to “prepare teachers to teach for diversity, equity, and 

interconnectedness in the local community, nation, and the world” (Merryfield, 2000, p. 

430), with an emphasis on teaching diverse student populations from different 

perspectives (Dantas, 2007). From this point of view, teaching to all means teaching both 

majority and minority groups of students. 

As more nations and countries become increasingly interconnected, the need to 

prepare not only future teachers, but also future professors of teacher education becomes 

a priority. We cannot prepare future teachers for diversity if the educators who are in 

colleges and universities themselves have not had any experiences with diverse 

populations (Merryfield, 2000). In this sense, every educator –professor or teacher- who 

is willing to help prepare teachers for diversity should have both, experiences in ethnic 

studies that address minority groups and experiences abroad to have a greater view of 

how the local affects the international and vice versa.  

Being a teacher at ASC means to be in a high turn over teaching environment. 

This is a negative indicator in public school in the U.S., especially when teachers leave 

high need schools. However, in teaching abroad, it is expected, and almost encouraged to 

move to other countries/schools.  

In regards to practicing teachers, this group is the leading force in most schools 

because the new generations of teachers rely on the expertise of their colleagues and 

mentors. Continuing professional development with a focus on the lives of teachers as a 

means to understand how teachers‟ lives impact students‟ lives is a must not only for 
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students, but for the teacher him/herself, who need a space for dialogue and to be able to 

reflect on his/her own practice.  It is not enough to be immersed in a new setting, there 

must be a purposeful focus for transformation that goes beyond the personal, that 

transcends to the classroom. 

 

For International schools 

Induction and mentoring programs are needed for teachers arriving to new 

schools located in countries the teacher may not be familiar with.  I recommend a support 

system that addresses not only the professional in the form of developing teaching skills, 

but that addresses the personal and the emotional aspects that teachers have in 

transitioning into new schools. This would possibly prevent the development of 

stereotypes and misconceptions from developing once on the job.  International schools, 

or any national school hiring teachers from other countries, should take induction 

programs as necessary for teachers to have a positive transition to new settings.  

For teachers seeking jobs abroad, this study portrays the many layers involved in 

the process of becoming a first time teacher abroad. The most salient feature is that 

teaching skills are not the only factor needed to teach students in other countries. It is one 

element of a bigger picture that include the creation of new support systems, the 

possibility of traveling to new places, the improvisation of new skills, the opportunity for 

language learning, the emotional challenge of facing change, and above all, a constant 

reflection and reinventing of the self, but the self sometimes does not transcend to the 

professional, it remains in the personal and emotional for many teachers abroad. 
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An implication for American/International schools is the recruitment process. 

Recruiting procedures needs to examine their elitist approaches that do not reflect the 

existing diversity in the U.S. At the same time, by „feeding‟ teachers with notions of 

„selecting the brightest and best‟, the opportunity to step outside of a „zone of 

entitlement‟ of the „expat bubble‟ is limited once in the new country and new school. 

 

Global citizenship and Transnationalism 

My work has implications on concepts of transnationalism and global citizenship 

where conceptualizations of nation-state (Faist, 2007; O‟Byrne, 2003) and citizenship as 

binding to one country are not so clear in relation to mobile education. Some have 

addressed the implications of education as a result of the transnational movement of 

people between countries (Portes, 2007; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004).  In my 

study, teachers‟ practices in the classroom and personal lives were circumscribed to a 

multilingual, multicultural, and multiracial environment. These are implications that 

schools are facing more every day in the classroom. In this sense, a definition by 

O‟Byrne (2003) on global citizenship becomes useful, 

global citizenship is world citizenship under the influence of globalized 

conditions… and it‟s removed from contractarian assumptions of the nation-state 

model, but also distinct form the types of world citizenship that relied either upon 

abstract, and ideal notions of human rights, or on the formations of a world 

federation. Global citizenship is both practical and political (p.118). 

 

Concepts of global citizenship and transnationalism are increasingly permeating 

the work of teachers in schools. This work will hopefully provide a view of how the 
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movement of teachers between countries impacts them when trying to make sense of 

concepts such as citizenship. 

 

At the policy level 

Will more teachers leave U.S. public schools because of the financial recession, 

the lack of jobs, and the loss of autonomy within their profession in the U.S.? Policy 

makers need to take a look at the state of the teaching profession and prevent experienced 

teachers from leaving public schools, especially in urban settings (Darling-Hammond & 

Cobb, 1996; Day, 2000).  This mobility of teachers creates a cycle of losing experienced 

teachers and staffing them with teachers who are unfamiliar with the needs of students in 

U.S. schools (Banks, 2000; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995). The neediest students are 

with the least prepared teachers.  

The need to understand culturally and linguistic diverse students (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 1996) transcends the teaching force existing in the U.S. In 

addition, the state of the teaching profession with demands to keep up with standardized 

testing and with an increasing lack of autonomy in the classroom, forces teachers to work 

in a system that is unsynchronized between what students need and what the top-to-

bottom initiatives demand.  

If we look at American schools on a worldwide scale of contrast with schools in 

other economically developed societies, American teachers receive less academic 

preparation for hiring and, once on the job, are given less discretionary authority 

over the conduct of their work –pedagogy- than any other teachers in the world. 

In other words, the labor-management relationship in American schools is 

incredibly regressive- and what teachers themselves know as daily workers is 

undervalued (Moss et al., 2009, p.508).  
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Because the work that teachers do within the U.S. is not valued within many 

policies that restrain rather than support teachers in the classroom, the effects these 

policies have are detrimental and push teachers out of the profession. 

One of the goals of education policy is to prepare teachers to teach all students, 

not only minorities, to prevent inequities from reproducing and spreading. It is not 

enough to understand culturally and linguistically diverse populations to be proactive. 

Support from federal initiatives in the form of adequate earnings and autonomy in the 

teaching profession are vital to do the job and stay in schools.  If more teachers are to be 

drawn and retained within the teaching profession, it should encompass more than just 

displaying technical skills to teaching the mandated standardized testing system that 

prevails in schools, with a one-size fits all approach. Would overseas hired teachers be 

willing to do so?  

The role of overseas teachers becomes relevant in establishing actions from local 

contexts, where teachers play a key role in developing consciousness about social justice.  

This is especially true when the group of students attending international schools may 

become the future political and economic leaders of nations due to their position of 

financial power. Teachers have a responsibility in preventing, rather than reproducing, 

the unequal educational systems around the world that does not benefit the poor, but in 

order to do so, teachers need to understand their own positions (Holland, et al., 1998) and 

the power of their cultural and linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) within international 

schools.  
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Further Research 

Relations of unequal power between foreign and local hires, as well as within 

teachers and teacher assistants, exist in international schools. Further understanding on 

the unequal power relations among these groups becomes relevant if a greater 

understanding would prevent the reproduction of systems that benefit only a small group 

of people.  Social hierarchies are embedded in all school systems, but they become more 

evident in international schools because schools are stand-alone institutions within their 

host countries. 

A suggested area of research is exploring the role of American/International 

schools within the forces of internationalism and globalization. 

 Dual aspirations for international understanding and global free trade appears to 

be part of the ideology of international education from its inception… for children 

of the host country clientele with aspirations toward social and global mobility 

(Cambridge & Thompson, 2004, p. 172-173).   

 

Exploring the changes in international education in terms of who these schools 

serve is suggested. The question is not about having students and teachers form various 

nationalities, but to what extent they are cognizant of their privileges within international 

schools.  This stance would be powerful if it included analysis in regards to 

transnationalism and global citizenship. 

In regards to curricula offered by international schools, the role of the 

International Baccalaureate program as a high school curriculum and diploma that serves 

as a transnational academic credential is worth exploring as its popularity and 

implementations beyond international schools is increasing (Dolby & Rahman, 2008).  

Within the U.S., some schools, public and private, have implemented the IB program. 
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Looking at their implications within national settings and the populations of students it 

serves would be an area worth to explore in comparison to international settings. 

One of the findings in this study is the power relations between ethnic groups of 

Asian students, and between teachers and parental expectations at ASC. Further research 

is needed to explore whether this is a one location situation, if it is extended to schools 

within same region in Asia, where overseas schools are sprouting, if it repeats over the 

years, or if China offers a particular context due to its global economic ascendance at the 

present. I do not claim this study to be generalized to other settings, but I do emphasize 

that some similar patterns may be evident in international schools located in other 

countries. This could be further extended as a longitudinal study to follow teachers to 

their next school/country. 

Lastly, a deeper exploration into the various languages spoken among students in 

international schools and how they are, or not, seen as additive to their schooling process.   

Students in international schools learn a variety of foreign languages, have a varying 

degree of heritage languages, and are instructed mostly in English.  Among the issues 

embedded within this exploration are: the dynamics of English as the language of 

instruction, the development of a common language for multilingual children, and the 

maintenance of a heritage language that helps families communicate among themselves, 

especially when their members speak a variety of languages. 

Methodologically speaking, there is a need for more qualitative research in 

international schools. Due to the nature of geographical distance between international 

schools, they have traditionally relied on quantitative analysis based on online surveys 
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sent to its constituents (Hayden, Levi, & Thompson, 2007). The surveys provide data on 

issues regarding salaries, staffing, student population, and the like, but lack on the face-

to-face approach that a qualitative study renders. In this sense, there is a need for more 

studies that speak of the same issues from a different lens and approach. 

  

Limitations of the Study 

My role as researcher became intertwined in the making of my own identity as a 

teacher abroad. As such, it is only fair to say that someone conducting research from only 

the observation post, without becoming a teacher, might have a different, yet 

complimentary perspective to what this report includes. Some of the limitations of the 

study originated with my own assumptions prior to arriving to the field site.  In spite of 

trying to be as reflective as possible, this position led to unexpected outcomes and to the 

need to decide whether to include them, or not, as part of my data. 

 

My researcher‟s assumptions and unexpected outcomes 

I had my own preconceptions and assumptions about China and about ASC and 

about working within a communist country. I had visited East Berlin and the Soviet 

Union in 1981, and Cuba in the late 1980‟s.  I had envisioned the PRC similar to those 

countries, with people living off of rationed food and abiding by an austere life style.  

These assumptions were challenged as I visited some rural regions of China where people 

would be barely surviving, while in contrast, I found myself living in a city much more 

cosmopolitan than I had expected.  
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An unexpected outcome was realizing the similarities between China and the U.S. 

in relation to immigration. Filipino citizens travel to China and end up overstaying their 

tourist visa becoming undocumented workers in search of better jobs (similar to the U.S. 

that experiences a large number of undocumented Mexican immigrant workers in search 

of better opportunities).  At ASC, the majority of teacher assistants and support staff are 

documented Filipino citizens, but the house workers that teachers, and many other 

foreigners, employ are undocumented. During my stay, there were a couple of occasions 

when the police had raids and had Filipino workers deported, not without some going to 

jail prior to deportation.  This affected some teachers at ASC as some of their home 

workers were in the raids.  In this sense, some teachers abroad became aware of 

immigration policies that perhaps are not of major impact to them within the U.S., but 

they were too close to it while living in China.  

While I had worked at a previous American school in Mexico and I had 

envisioned conducting research in another American school, I was not quite prepared to 

work along with a large number of teachers from Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, 

interact with staff personnel from China and the Philippines. I soon realized that if my 

study was conducted in an international setting, I had to include teachers from countries 

other than the U.S.  

Since my own history is one of marginalization within that of the official history 

within the U.S. I came with my sword unfolded, ready to „chop off‟ discourses and 

narratives that oppress minorities and people of color, just to find myself in a privileged 

position that placed me at the top layer of the hierarchy of teachers, a new position I was 
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not used to occupying. I struggled to come to grips with how others positioned me based 

on my looks or based on my U.S. passport.  I often saw myself in the faces of the Filipino 

staff and became friends with some of them. They reminded me of my family in Mexico, 

of the struggle to make ends meet. I identified myself with those who share histories of 

oppression and marginalization, but I would lie if I didn‟t say that I enjoyed the privileges 

of being an overseas hire and all the conditions that my teaching profession had not 

offered me while teaching in Mexico and in U.S. public schools.  I felt a guilty 

conscience of enjoying living in a gated community with comfortable housing guarded by 

uniformed Chinese men, while I saw local Chinese working people watching a soccer 

game through the bars of the school‟s fence on weekends. This suggests China‟s present 

economic prosperity is not accessible to everyone. 

Outside of the ASC premises, I moved through racial boundaries and became 

Chinese, Indonesian, Filipino, Thai, and Vietnamese, and many times my husband‟s 

„maid‟ or „special companion‟, depending on where we were and who we spoke with.   

Research wise, I encountered road blocks for accessing information from the 

PRC. I became creative in seeking sources to continue my intellectual engagement as 

much as possible. At the same time, it made me realize that the access to information, 

especially through technology and electronic means, is only available to people outside 

the U.S. And even when access to computers is possible, retrieving information varies 

from country to country.  
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Concluding Thoughts  

This research was conducted in an American/International school in China. 

International schools, situated historically, began with the goal of serving students of 

mostly foreigners working abroad, many of them children on missionaries, with the 

development of a common vision of respect among nations. This vision has changed and 

at the present the schools are positioned as international institutions that develop 

„international-minded‟ teachers and students (Hill, 2002; Hayden, 2000), and the schools 

have become part globalizing and part international (Cambridge and Thompson, 2004). 

International schools need to be understood within the practices of local systems of 

education, as international schools become the places for the elites to educate their 

children. This would be the case of ASC that is increasingly becoming the place where 

wealthy locals, many of them carrying U.S. passports, want their children to be educated. 

International schools recruit teachers overseas on the basis that they speak 

English, as one of the forces that drives the education models in these institutions. At 

ASC, most of the foreign teachers working at the school were middle class, White, 

female, experienced teachers from developed English speaking countries. Teachers who 

participated in the study reported that they applied to work at ASC because they were 

seeking financial security, were interested in traveling, and took the opportunity to step 

out of the public U.S. schools system.  For the most part, they will not be in one 

particular place for a long time.   

In becoming teachers abroad, these individuals were constantly evaluating and 

continually collaborating in the construction of their own identity. Teachers‟ 
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assumptions, beliefs, and misconceptions were challenged because they themselves 

transitioned into new cultures, languages, and learned ways to respond to their new 

school and country environment.  

People‟s lives take shape among the identifications, figured and relational, that 

are arranged within the space of their activity… The intrapersonal becomes 

interpersonal in a literal way; the forms of speaking and interacting inhabit us to 

make „inner‟ speech and „inner‟ action. They are the mediating devices of our 

thinking, feeling, and willing (Holland et al., 1998, p.235).  

 

Navigating cultural constructs that are unfamiliar for teachers abroad became 

salient at first sight. Road blocks were so obvious to them that there was no way to avoid 

them but to face them and figure out how to work them out, how to (re)create one‟s 

identity, how to interact in new ways with new people.  There was a constant re-inventing 

of identity, of the self. Nevertheless, the personal changes did not transcend to the 

professional, to teachers as pedagogues in a transformative way. 

 Teachers‟ pedagogies were subject to the temporary stay of the teachers. 

Teaching practices become fragile transient pedagogies that do not impact in a 

transformative way, but rather reproduce privileged practices based on the hegemony of 

English and on unequal relations of power. It is not enough to be in a multicultural and 

multilingual setting to expect change without a purposeful focus on transformation of 

teaching practices. 

Mark, Tiffany, Richard, and Charlie illustrated the making of the teacher abroad 

identity in the figured world of teaching abroad through their involvement, their actions, 

and their own explanations as they produced new identities that helped them negotiate 

personal situations, and some professional events within and outside of ASC. Although 
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the study was not long enough to follow the participants to the next school/country to see 

if the patterns included in the present study may emerge again, having included in the 

interviews teachers who previously worked in other countries allowed me to speculate 

that there might be repetitive patterns. It is important to keep in mind that “when 

conclusions are extended to broader populations and contexts, the significance of the 

question increases, but the strength of support for the claims weakens” (Cronbach, 1982 

in Moss et al., 2009, p.505).  It is not the intention of the present results of this study to 

be extended to other populations, but rather to wonder what would happen if the 

participants moved to another country or back to their country of origin to teach. 

Teachers abroad are immersed in multicultural and multilingual settings, they 

marry interracially, they decide to go to new countries they hadn‟t been before; some 

choose not to return to their country of origin; some adopt children form the countries 

they work at, and some purchase land and homes in countries, different than their 

passport country, in which they plan to retire one day.  For some teachers, the figured 

world of teaching abroad becomes part of sheltered lives and professional paths. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A:  Shanghai Educational Bureau (SEB) Regulations for international Schools 

 



 331 



 332 

Appendix B:  Parent Seeking Enrollment for her Child at ASC 
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Appendix C:   UT Research Approval (IRB) Original and Amendment 
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Appendix D:  ASC Email seeking teacher participants 
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Appendix E:  Consent to Participation –English and Spanish. 
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